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Don’t mess with Maude Rogers. She’s a seasoned homicide detective whose specialty is catching murderers.
Sent on an innocuous duty to a rough part of town, Maude finds herself smack in the middle of a horrific case. With a new partner beside her she tackles the problem from the ground up, finding clues that will eventually lead them to the solution. A high action thriller, The East Avenue
Murders will keep you guessing as Maude travels long distances and discovers forgotten truths that tie her to the inexorable Heartless Killer.
From one page to the next, The East Avenue Murders will curl your hair and have you checking for missing body parts. If at the end you still have your nerve, read the next in the series, Murder on Edwards Bay. 
Warning: graphic crime scenes
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Chapter 1
Mornings were always the worst. Her stiff joints refused to work without pain, and a sharp cough every few minutes set fire to her lungs. The wrinkled pack of unfiltered cigarettes lay on the nightstand where it could be reached easily during sleepless hours of tossing and turning. She crinkled the pack, and took out one of the three remaining cigarettes, fingering it to her mouth.
Her cigarette lighter was butane, old, with the inscription To Maude from Paul worn slick with use. She gently lifted the top, rolled the cylinder against a small piece of flint and watched a burst of blue and yellow flame engulf the cigarette. Inhaling deeply, she pulled the first smoke slowly through her mouth and across her teeth, tasting the burning tobacco, the guilt hitting her. Flicking a loose shred from her tongue she thought about her mother dying from cancer and wondered if filtered cigarettes were a better choice. Someone said she would be changing rooms on the Titanic.
She took another drag from the cigarette and saw the blood under her fingernails, dried and dark spots she missed in the wash-up, careless as she had grown older. Not so long ago that would have been out of the question for her, a professional in the murder business. She stood and stretched upward as far as her stiff knees would allow, the bones creaking in her shoulders and upper back.
Every day it was more difficult to pick up and carry anything heavy. She didn’t know how or when she began losing her youthful muscle strength, probably a little with each birthday. Just seemed that one day overlapped the last and they all looked the same over her shoulder.
She remembered when she could work all day then go to the gym for an hour and a half lifting and pushing weights. Still not tired, she would crack out a hundred and fifty sit-ups never even breathing hard. Her waist had been slim then, tucked neatly between firm breasts and the generous curve of her hips. Long legs and the strength of a man had pushed her forward on the force, even in the days before politically correct supervisors were told to hire women for the job. 
Memories of arresting the scum of the city were sweet. Sometimes, she and her partner, John Maxwell, would follow paper thin leads for weeks on end until the break came and the puzzle pieces of the case all fit together. Afterwards they would guzzle cold beer at one of their favorite bars celebrating the end of the story, toasting each other for their team effort. The memory made her mouth water even though the stale taste of last night’s gin burned her throat and the hangover headache had begun pounding across her temples.
Last night...last night, she kept trying to focus, to remember how it all went down, how the bullet was loosed. The shot had flown across the small space of the room, and the hot casing had been ejected from the gun, popping to the floor beside her feet. It was bad. The slow-motion mental replay recalled in detail the hot blood of the target.
Bright red had spurted from the artery in the man’s chest as he fell slowly to the floor after the second bullet fired automatically. Her firing range instructor would have been proud. The fatal bullet flew from the long barrel to the center-mass target just as she had been taught. The only reason to pull a weapon and fire it is to kill. There is no such thing as a warning shot. Good things to remember.
Maude had seen it coming. She knew where the shooter would be and quietly crawled through an open window, dropping to the floor on knees that screamed at her, gun already in hand. She saw the front door of the warehouse opening slowly and crawled along the wall behind the row of oil drums, her breathing fast and shallow, afraid of being too late. Finally, she was across from the man and saw him raise the loaded shotgun in the air, Maxwell’s body almost level with the barrel of the powerful weapon. She called out and the man quickly turned toward her, confused by her presence. She lifted her gun and fired, no time to use the sight, just a lucky pull of the trigger for her and the blast of gunpowder for him. The sound echoed in her ears, once, then twice.
The man had no pulse, no breath. She had touched his face, his neck and the arm that cradled the cold sawed-off shotgun. She opened the chamber of the gun and acknowledged the two huge shells. Her partner had stood staring, the hot burst of urine cooling as it trailed into his new black shoes. The shock of almost dying had released his bladder.
As always, the paperwork had to be done. She had to write it: who, what, why, when and how, all the elements of a report.
Who was the mystery; she hoped his fingerprints might help to identify the man. 
What was the shotgun; the man had been a thief looking to murder a cop and had to be taken out.
Why did a man choose to die on a particular day? 
She knew how. It was her gun that blew his lights out, not the first time she had wielded that tool ridding the earth of pestilence.
The when was always the most important of all the elements-the grace that could save a career or send it spiraling into an abyss.
Maude had known to make her report clear and concise.  She must never give the big boys upstairs reasons to question her ability to deal with circumstances. Her gun had been taken away until the shooting could be investigated. Standard procedure, every death caused by a police officer required it. Still, she had felt naked on the street when the door of the shop closed behind her. The Cop Shop, slang for the Madison Police Department of Madison, Texas, the place where Detective Maude Rogers was growing old.
Afterwards, there was the trip to the cop bar, soaking up the victory, washing the taste of gunpowder out of her mouth. She smoked cigarettes and slung back gin and tonic until the memory of the hole in the man’s chest faded, his dying sounds no longer echoing in her ears. 
Raucous laughter erupting from the cop’s tables grew louder as the hours passed. She finally stumbled to the bar and asked the skinny kid serving drinks to call a cab for her saying she wasn’t drunk enough yet to drive a car. The joke made her laugh, a low chuckle that didn’t last long. Behind her the men and women around the tables were still throwing the liquor back enjoying the night, some waving at Maude as she walked unsteadily out the door.
Morning had arrived too quickly bringing the pain in her head and the need for more sleep. When she arrived at work her lieutenant had nodded acknowledging her return. She was assigned to the desk until the gun was cleared and Internal Affairs was satisfied with her story. Her partner had supported Maude’s actions all the way, claimed he owed his life to her but that was never enough. An investigation had to be done. She would have insisted on the same procedure if the command was hers. But that would never happen.
Maude accepted that she would never be more than what she was with the department. She was too old, and a woman, so promotions were out of the question for her. “Hold onto the job” had become her mantra for the last few years. In five, her social security money would kick in, and she could file the papers with the city for retirement. Until then, she didn’t want to lose her employment. If that meant accepting what the bosses laid on her plate, she would follow orders.
The desk job was pretty simple, taking calls from citizens needing answers about parking tickets and minor citations received from traffic cops. Occasionally someone from the warrant office would call and ask for help serving an arrest warrant, but Maude knew to direct them over to the county constable. Lieutenant Patterson didn’t send a man under his command to serve warrants unless he was looking for a way to punish. 
She hoped she was still in good standing with the lieutenant because she hated warrant detail. Once she had to go along with a rookie for a week, getting him broken in, serving warrants and arresting citizens for unpaid tickets. What a boring business that was. She had fallen asleep in the passenger seat between calls, trying to pass the days as quickly as possible, wanting a cigarette, but reluctant to smoke in the city vehicle.
 
The week on desk detail passed quickly with Maude logging the calls that came in and filling in the lines on the computer screen, tying in the names and times of day for the call. Friday came and she hoped that the boss would let her take an extra hour off for lunch to get a headache under control. The pain she had at waking continued in spite of three aspirin taken at eight o’clock. With a heavy heart she saw her boss coming down the hallway, opening the door into the dingy little control room where she had spent the last few days.  
“Hey Boss, what’s up?” she asked quietly, trying to appear busy, dreading what was going to come out of his mouth.
“Maude, take your gun back. You’re cleared of any wrongdoing in the firing and I think they should give you some kind of award for what you did. I’ll put you in for it. Maybe they’ll give you a medal. The perp was identified as Tony Masters, a three time loser who had been casing that warehouse for a month. One of our snitches told us that Masters had bragged he was going to kill a cop if any showed up. Looks like you were in the right place at the right time.
I have a job for you after lunch. Serve this warrant, and when you have the man in custody, bring him in and give your report to Sergeant Johnson in Central Investigations.”
“Oh come on, Lieutenant! There are other people that get paid to do that.” Maude protested as loudly as she dared.
“Yeah, I know. But today you’re getting paid to do it. We’re shorthanded because of the city holiday. After that, make an appointment with Psych about last night’s shooting. You know the drill.” 
His news kept getting better and better, she thought.
“But the shoot was righteous,” Maude exclaimed, getting louder. “I don’t need anyone poking around in my head about my folks, looking for reasons that I might be going loco. Yeah, sometimes I wanted to kill my old man, but I didn’t. The pervert outlived most of my family.”
“Easy, Detective Rogers.” Patterson
used her name with emphasis. “It’s the rules,” he finished, handing over her weapon, and an envelope addressed to Frank Almondera, 501 East Avenue, Apartment 507, Madison, Texas. The return address was the State of Texas. 
“Oh alright,” she reluctantly agreed. “What’s so important about this warrant?”
“Don’t know. Just do it, Okay? Remember; come back here when you’re done. I would send someone with you, but your partner is gone, and I don’t have anyone else. Think you can handle it?” the lieutenant asked, walking out of the room before she could give him some other kind of argument.  
Patterson wondered for a minute why the Criminal Investigations Division wanted Almondera arrested so fast. Maybe the Captain was just hassling Maude a little more. He dismissed it from his mind and began trying to clear up the workload that cluttered his desk. Friday was always a difficult day to get away from the job, and the Chief had given notice that there would be no overtime.  It was too close to the end of budget year.
 
The address on the warrant was in an apartment building that had seen better days. It just happened to be in one of the roughest neighborhoods in the city. 
“Thanks Lieutenant,” Maude muttered under her breath. She fit right in. Her unmarked car was old and junky in an old junky neighborhood. Easing her sore knees out of the car by rotating her butt on the seat from right to left, Maude put her feet out on the curb, stepping away from the car, wondering as she did how many more times she would be able to complete the once-easy task. She made a mental note to see an orthopedic man about an injection to relieve some of the soreness in her knees and hips.
501 East Avenue was a rundown walk-up, a tenement building and hit house for acid freaks, meth heads, and heroin addicts who used the empty apartments for shooting up. They paid for the convenience by leaving drugs for the apartment renters, an altogether nice way to do business. It was a bad place to arrest someone for failure to appear in court. Maude was tensing up, she could feel it.  The adrenaline was starting to increase her heart rate as she walked the stairs to the third floor of the building. Two more floors to go, she thought. Maybe it was just the walk itself that had her blood flowing faster. 
She began to wonder why two people weren’t sent to such a bad location, a known place for cop haters, or maybe she knew why. They were always testing her. Even after eight years on the force, they still put her through this kind of bull to see if she could survive. The fifteen years I
spent at Chicago PD were never that bad, she thought, getting ticked off again. 
There were a few families that lived in the building. She could tell because of the kid noises and the televisions blaring. The canned laughter of sitcoms reverberated down the halls, loud even through closed doors. Some of the apartment doors had bars on them, self-protection from the dirt bags that roamed the hallways looking for a fix. 
By the time Maude climbed the stairs to the fifth floor her feet were feeling the effects of the late August heat and she was huffing, the years of smoking taking their toll. Her gun hand tensed as she climbed onto the fifth floor landing and began the last few steps to apartment 507, the sweat beading on her forehead from the lack of circulating air in the old defunct building. She leaned against the wall for a minute to pull herself together, bracing her body to get better control over her legs, happy that at least she didn’t carry any extra weight. Thank God for good genes.
Last night’s gin had soured her in her gut pushing up a foul reminder of a night of excess. A deep breath later she spotted the door she needed and moved cautiously toward it. The hallway had become too quiet, the kids on the lower level suddenly finding other places to be besides the stairwell. Years of police work had taught her a few things. Always wear a vest in dangerous situations and feel the tension of a crowd.
She had one right today and was glad she had worn the vest. The silent building was a screaming message that a bad scene had gone down somewhere close and maybe the danger was still nearby. Lock and load was her response.
Sidling up to the door was hard to do because of the trash littering the floor on both sides up and down the hallway. Old takeout trays and pizza boxes were stacked helter-skelter on top of empty twelve pack beer containers. Soup cans with lift back lids buzzed with flies; cockroaches scattered when Maude’s feet touched an empty paper cup lying near the door. The smell was horrendous. Old booze, puke, and unwashed body smells mingled with the spoiled food container odors making the heat almost unbearable. How could anyone live in such a place? She wondered. Maybe they had to be high to stand it.
She stood beside the door and yelled out, “Police. Open the door. I need to talk to you.” 
Rats skittered from the piles of trash causing her to jump as she knocked on the door once more. God she hated rats. Leaning from the outside wall, weapon in hand, she saw the door was already open. A gentle push opened it all the way to a straight-on view of the small living area with minimal furniture. Once again she called out “Police.” 
Cautious of being alone Maude wasn’t eager to show herself to whoever might be in the room. No sound came through the space of the opened door, the quiet once again giving her a bad feeling about what waited there. Her weapon went before her when she entered the room, yelling “Police!” over and over, extending her foot to kick the door against the wall.
The smell of putrefaction assaulted her from the first, the odor thick and strong, coating her clothing and hair. The sweetish smell of rotting flesh activated her gag reflex and she fought the urge to vomit. The hideous droning of swarming flies filled the room, the size of the swarm larger near the bed. 
Oh Jeez, was all she could think. Those scumbags in CID knew there was trouble here. That’s why I pulled this duty! 
The apartment was small, just one and two bedroom kitchenettes in the whole building. At one time it was swanky before the road construction that cut the area off from the downtown train station and contiguous cross streets. Afterwards the streets became potholed and almost impossible to drive with only beaters or two wheelers making the trip to the front doors of the building. There was a bus two blocks away that came and went three times a day, but ask anyone who lived there about public service. They’d tell you how thinly it was spread through the hood. 
The room that greeted Maude with its unholy smell was a twelve by twelve kitchenette with a small bathroom, closet and sleeping area included. There was air conditioning but the thermostat was turned off producing a stiflingly hot apartment.
A thirteen inch television sat on an orange crate against the wall near the chair. The small stove and kitchen counter top were covered in the detritus from take-out meals; cockroaches crawled with abandon on empty food cartons and soda cups. The sink-full of dirty dishes gave her an idea about the lack of housekeeping. Aiming her weapon at the bathroom, Maude lightly kicked that door open, the soft impact revealing a filthy four-by-four shower with an adjacent commode. A tiny lavatory sat off to the side crowded into the room leaving little space for a man or woman to stand.
She stepped away from the bathroom and moved toward the single bed where the dead thing was lying, the sound of flies’ buzzing growing louder as she stepped closer. She hoped it was an animal, really hoped, but she knew in her gut that the covered corpse on the bed had been a living human being. 
Moving next to the bed she found the smell to be even more cloying, the odor an entity owning the bedroom and the object on the mattress. Usually at those scenes someone would have a small jar of chest rub with them. The menthol rubbed on the nose was always a welcome cover for the smell of death. 
Maude pulled rubber gloves from the pouch on her belt and went back to the bathroom where she removed some of the toilet paper from the roll, careful to touch nothing else. A few drops of water on the paper made a temporary mask for her nose, and after applying it, she began breathing through her mouth. Rotted flesh smells always made her nauseous in confined spaces.
The picture of Frank might be all that she needed. If he was the person in the bed then everyone’s job could have become a lot less complicated. Using her gloved hands to avoid compromising the crime scene Maude gently took hold of the top corner of the red and white bed coverlet and pulled it all the way back, exposing the head and torso of the victim. She almost groaned for the grisly picture of viscous liquids and dark dried blood covering the face and chest lay before her exposing the open maggot-filled hole where the mouth should have been. 
The body appeared to be a fully developed adult human female. The breasts had been hacked off leaving two ragged holes in the chest where other maggots moved slowly back and forth feeding on the decaying flesh. Mature flies, like those that had been buzzing around since Maude opened the front door covered parts of the body, the lightweight coverlet a poor barrier between the victim and the noisy insects.
While trying to get her breath and stop gagging, she stepped back and noted the dried blood on the floor directly under the body where it had soaked through the thin mattress. Withdrawing her cell phone from her pocket she dialed her boss, informing him of what she had found.
“Lieutenant, the warrant serve for CID is not happening today. I went to the address, and found the door open. There’s a dead female here who appears to have been tortured and mutilated, been here a while. Better send out the crew and a guy who knows about flies.”
A dozen expletives flew from James Patterson’s mouth.
“I was getting ready to go home! Just one Friday I’d like to set out on my patio with a cold beer in one hand and one on the table, watching the sunset.”
Maude chuckled. The boss had thought that by sending her with an arrest warrant for a petty drug dealer he could forget about keeping her busy for the rest of the day. For his part he would have had the CID lieutenant in his debt, never a bad place to be. She probably should have left it alone, but what the heck. 
“Yeah, Boss, I guess you’ll need to be here since we’re working shorthanded during the holiday,” Maude drawled, wishing for a cigarette to complete the satisfaction of screwing him over.
“I’ll be there detective. CID will get their boys out there with a team to secure the building. We’ll need to knock on doors and find witnesses.”
“Small chance of that; this place has gone into lock-down in the last fifteen minutes.” 
What she really wanted was to get out of the room. A few steps into the hallway brought a measure of relief from the stench, giving her lungs a chance to breathe in some non-putrefied air. She yearned for nicotine but knew there was no time to smoke.
While waiting for the team to arrive she had to protect the scene with her person. No leaving until she was relieved. Too many cases were lost in court because of a break in the evidence chain. Her small notebook was in the top pocket of her shirt, and she recorded the facts of the find, noting where the body lay, and how she had observed it, while the details of the room were still fresh in her mind. Always you wrote the facts, she thought, just the facts, no emotional
response must be recorded in the book. She had stacks of those used books back home in file boxes. Just like tax forms, you have to keep them forever.
The traffic cop who arrived soon after was breathless from running up the stairs, and Maude knew the forensic team with the cameras was close behind. Still she waited. Her experience told her that the mistakes she made would be fodder for the critics later. Leaning against the door was restful to her back. Muscles down her vertebrae were tense from the late night partying and the five floor climb. She almost regretted the interruption when CID arrived with their bags and cameras. Right behind them, breathing hard and coughing on the last step was Lieutenant Patterson. 
“Okay, Detective, where’s the body? Is this the place? Has anyone been here and left the room?” The questions were coming from three sides, but the only one she answered was from her supervisor.
“No sir, no one has been here at all except for me,” she said, watching as the techs from the lab dusted the front door for prints after the first of the gloved county photographers entered the door. “The body is on the bed. I touched the doorknob barehanded and gloved up to pull back the coverlet and use the bathroom faucet. I never entered the kitchen.”
Maude accompanied Patterson inside the small alcove that made up the bedroom, nodding at the techs that stood back waiting.
“It’s pretty bad, Boss,” she said. 
Once inside Maude walked straight to the bed and found it undisturbed as she knew it would be. She checked her gloves to make sure they were sound, nodding again at the techs standing off to the side as they waited for the police to do the look-see before they got involved. All those standing in the vicinity of the body were assaulted by the over-ripe smell of human flesh decomposing in a hot room. The flies continued their buzzing, lighting on the live bodies gathered around the bed. An investigator from the crime lab brought out a large container of chest rub and began passing it around, sharing the menthol cover-up with anyone who wanted it.
Maude told her story as it had happened, how she searched for Almondera to serve him with the failure-to-appear warrant, and not finding him she was presented with the crime scene and its grisly offering. After a bit, Patterson released her and some of the uniformed officers to knock on doors for witnesses, the other cops glad to help, grateful they hadn’t been part of the body find.
The need for a cigarette was overpowering by the time she stepped outside the room and lit one. To hell with policy, she thought. It’s a hit building. They cook drugs here over an open
flame.

When the cigarette burned down she used a soda cup on the floor with a few drops in the bottom to extinguish cigarette’s fire. She was reluctant to see it go as she put the cold butt in her pocket to keep from contaminating the scene. Giving a nod to the traffic cop she readied her notebook as they walked a few paces down the fifth floor corridor looking for someone who might have seen something happening in room 507. The street cops were going door-to-door on the other floors asking for anyone who might have observed strangers in the building. Never could tell what someone might remember.
The first door belonged to 504 just in front of her and Maude knocked on it with authority. 
“Open up, Police,” she yelled for all to hear.
After two more tries she gave up and wrote down the time and door number in her book. She would be expected to keep an accurate account of the time spent searching for witnesses. Her job was sometimes more record keeping than action, even on days when there were crimes committed and cases to be solved. The end of the story was often played out in the courts where the cops presented written accounts as vital testimony.
She thought about her partner, one of the most accurate record keepers she had ever worked with, and wondered how he was doing. The boss had given him a few days off after the shooting because he was really messed up about nearly getting killed. The last she heard he was taking a short vacation with his wife and kids, headed to the beach and the clear blue water of Mexico. She hoped he was okay and would be back, but it was doubtful. His wife had been nagging him to quit and go back to work in her daddy’s company. The same old story, she had heard it a few times before, only this time it might just happen. There’s nothing like a near-death experience to wake a man up and make him realize where his treasures lie. She was thinking about that when she and the street cop got to 509, the apartment that was catty-cornered across the hall from the crime scene. 
“Detective Rogers, Police Department,” she shouted, knocking loudly on the door. “I need to talk to you!” Her fists were hurting from pounding the hard wood of the doors. She and the officer waited then she knocked once again. The pressure of her touch moved the door inward. It was not only unlocked it had been left partly open. When she pushed the knob, the door swung open by itself on oiled hinges, revealing a duplicate apartment to the crime scene in 507. A small room with the obligatory kitchen and hard chair were visible through the door.
“Oh no,” she said to the uniformed officer, though the remark was mostly to herself. Maude’s bad feeling had just gotten worse. The air in the room was as odorous as the crime scene in 50, and all her senses were on alert. The buzzing of a different family of flies filled the small apartment, moving together in groups, as though they were a solid mass. 
The detective’s job in Homicide and a long retirement afterward were Maude’s career goals. She never cared for upward movement in the department, and even though there was the bias in the way women were treated on the force, still she lived for what she did on the job. The thrill of the catch was what she loved. Admittedly, some of her cases smelled worse than rotten fish. It was at those times true dedication to the job made a cop voluntarily enter a place of horror.
The door to the small bathroom was ajar as though the last person who departed had been too hurried to close it. There was nothing in the small room other than the usual furnishings. Maude gently closed the door, stepping lightly away toward the sleeping area, her weapon trained on the bed where a large lump lay covered by an identical coverlet to the one across the hall.
Struck by the unusual circumstances of the coverlets, Maude held off pulling the fabric back from the bed, taking time to look the room over. She dreaded the possibility of another crime scene, but knew the elements were there. On the floor in front of the bed lay a white bathrobe, the kind that hotels and cruise ships give to VIP customers. It was smeared with blood on one side. Maude’s guts roiled, the dread in her a stimulus to nausea. 
There was a minute possibility that under the coverlet lay a sleeping person, one who would rise up with indignation at being disturbed by strangers in the room. Maude hoped that was the case, but it was not to be. She borrowed a fresh pair of latex gloves from the assisting officer and pulled the coverlet back, exposing a dead body. A carbon copy in its mutilated state, the body lay decomposing like the victim in 507. Both breasts had been hacked off and the raw flesh grayed and shriveled with the passing of time. Maggots were present in the second victim also, an indication that the time of the murder had coincided with the first. The mouth and chest were the feeding ground for the pale, voracious, flesh eaters.
The blood on the victim’s face, neck and chest had sourced from a large slash wound in her left temple near the carotid artery, possibly the cause of death. The extra damage inflicted on the woman was no doubt entertainment for a demented killer who found pleasure in torture. The second murder appeared in its grisly reproduction to be the work of the same person or persons who killed the woman in 507.  .
Wanting another cigarette, but knowing it was off limits at the crime scene, Maude took out her phone to make the call across the hall. She had stayed in the room paying homage to the dead woman, giving silent tribute to the life taken by a monster. After she dialed the lieutenant’s number, the phone rang several times before he finally answered.
“Patterson here,” he said brusquely. 
She was silent for a minute, not quite sure how to tell her boss that his evening away from home had just been lengthened.
“Uh, Boss, you need to come across the hall to Apartment 509,” she said through the crackling of static over the phone. The reception was poor but it was better than yelling through
the door. 
“What do you need?” he impatiently replied. “I’m busy over here.”
“Trust me, Boss, you need to come over here,” she said again.
“Oh alright, I’ll be there in a minute.” Patterson growled, disconnecting the phone.
Maude stayed near the door with the street cop, waiting for her supervisor. With knees ready to buckle from the strain of the long day she waited for him to arrive. When the door opened she gave him the look, the one that said we’ve been screwed.
“Maude, what do you want?” Patterson asked loudly. The increased volume of his voice was an indication of his frustration. She could tell he was ready to leave, to finish up the day.
“In the bed, Boss, go check the bed,” she wearily insisted. Maude stayed where she was, delaying the necessity to look one more time. The breasts’ removal touched a nerve within her because of the violence and the obvious hatred from the killer. 
The commission of such an act in room 507 might have been a trip into insanity for the killer, but a replay of the horror in room 509 revealed a need to shock and horrify all who came to observe. He had thrown down the gauntlet and he alone knew where he would strike next. A buzz of worry was beginning in her. They had to find the killer before he murdered again.
She knew she could put it off no longer and stepped into the sleeping area alongside her lieutenant. Surprisingly, he was calm and observant, his language without expletives. 
“Did you touch anything Maude?” he asked.
“No sir, just the coverlet-with gloves.” She added.
“That’s good. I’m sending this officer across the hall to get a team and I want them to split up and get this room photographed and printed chop-chop,” he said, indicating the street cop who had entered the room with Maude.
Later, after the noise was over and the extra personnel left, the coroner showed up. His findings were that both young women were probably killed by the same person or persons. He stated that there were too many possible causes for the deaths of both victims, but it appeared that they had both been dead for several days. His information was a repeat of the words Maude had already used. Only an autopsy would tell the cause. 
The large amount of blood found under the bodies gave the coroner reason to believe that the women’s breasts had been removed while they were still alive. Speculation was that the breast mutilation was done by a gardener’s tool or other roughly serrated blade resembling a small saw. The flesh with the nipples attached was not found. No one wanted to voice the word, trophies.
As an afterthought, the coroner ventured a more exact time of death, based upon the decay of the bodies, the bloating, and the presence of both maggots and flies. His best approximation was the victims were killed about six days earlier. That estimation allowed for generations of flies to reproduce. Due to the large number
of the insects in the rooms, the coroner believed at least one or more generations had already hatched. Samples of the maggots were taken to determine if they were the same type of fly larvae in each victim. 
Maude was weary. Her wristwatch hands were sitting on nine o’clock and the streets outside were already dark .There was little activity in the building. The extra officers who went door-to-door found no one who saw or heard anything. The responses were not unexpected. Seldom did anyone ‘see anything’ if it meant telling it to the police. 
The crime scene techs had photographed both apartments, taking them apart to capture any prints, blood or body fluids on film. The bodies had been removed and transported to the coroner’s office where autopsies would be performed. Blood on the carpet was scraped and put into containers for testing at the lab and the victims had been photographed by two different lab techs. Both women had fingers that were broken in different places, but no determination could be made about those injuries. The tips were printed, and Maude was hoping for an identification of the victims before the night was over. 
She had done her part by looking for residents to question. Sometimes comparing the answers given by potential witnesses gave a cop a lead. Not this time though. The lack of response to door-knocking showed her a thing or two. Some of the people were scared, and they weren’t talking. Thinking they might come around was a pipe dream.
Finding both dead bodies made the case hers to solve. The women were young, between eighteen and twenty-five, and Maude felt a pang of sadness for their lost young lives. Still, she knew that no matter what happened, a cool head without emotion would be needed to find the man who had killed and mutilated them. In a weak moment she had vowed to cut back on her nightly gin until the murders were solved. Already that promise was a source of regret. 
 



Chapter 2
The clock showed ten-thirty when Maude finally arrived at her house on the outskirts of town. She liked it there. It had been her mother’s house, inherited from her mother complete with two stories of real wood siding, brick walkways and brick at the base of the structure. Maude had added a metal roof, gutters and a rainwater system for protection against the Texas droughts. The large water container behind her house supplied water to both her house and the rent house down the hill. A college student and her friend lived there at the time sharing the rent.
Mary Ellen was an easy tenant, careful and respectful of others. What she did in the house was her business as long as she didn’t damage the building. When Maude drove up and parked her unmarked car, she noticed that Mary Ellen’s bike was not on the front porch. The bike was transportation from home to school and work. Maude figured the restaurant job was keeping her tenant busy after school. Smiling, she remembered being twenty years old with the world in her hands.
The night was not over for her, there was still work to be done. She had to organize the evidence from both crime scenes and try to make some sense of it. The gin bottle called to her but for a while she held out, working through the need. She smoked her cigarettes one after the other, inhaling deeply trying to rid herself of the smell of death. A hot shower and strong soap hadn’t done it for her, but she knew that eventually, it would go away. 
The menthol from the muscle rub lotion served two purposes. It helped her sore knees, and quelled the lingering death odors. She had applied it liberally after her shower, wondering as always how the smell of decayed human flesh could stick to the pores of her body even after a vigorous washing.
Frank Almondera had disappeared with no sign of him anywhere. CID had posted an all-points bulletin asking the public and law enforcement to call the Madison Police Department should anyone see the man. Almondera was a petty drug dealer, not someone she ‘liked’ for the killings. His modus operandi was too simple. Get the drugs. Sell the drugs. Maude had checked his file and couldn’t find a history of violence. She was beginning to think maybe Almondera might have been a victim as well. He had been scheduled for court but no one had seen him since he got out of jail on bond.
The gin bottle won out and over the first two fingers Maude began putting it together. Whatever had happened to Almondera occurred at least two weeks earlier. The woman in his apartment was killed about six days ago. What had tied them together? Thinking about the dead woman she picked up the phone and called the lab and asked to speak to the night supervisor. She was told that the prints of the two victims gave up nothing, no identifiers at all which could mean anything. Even dental records were run without any success. 
Maude Rogers was a persistent person who seldom gave up when the odds were against her even when the situation appeared to be hopeless. That night she worked until long after midnight then the gin called her again, burning its way to her stomach, blocking the memory of the horrors of the day. 
The next morning came with typical summer weather. A hot humid atmosphere had seeped into the house in spite of the artificial air that kept the temperature lowered with each cycle of the air conditioning unit. She slept fitfully until the alarm went off, tossing and turning, needing to go to the bathroom, but putting it off until the last minute. Her stomach felt queasy and her head seemed blown up three times its normal size. She got out of bed and dragged herself to the bathroom, turned the light on then quickly turned it off after glancing into the mirror.
The woman in the reflection was tall and thin with a mop of mostly gray curly hair that had never been obedient to the comb. The color and texture had been modified somewhat by one of the box colors from the shelves of the large grocery store. She needed a haircut and couldn’t decide about a new application.  Maybe she would let the color grow off to rat gray. 
“Not much of a choice,” she said aloud. Her ears flapped a little but not enough to be clown-like and her lips-her best feature-were still full. She stuck out her tongue in the mirror and was greeted with the grayness cause by an acid belly.
“God, I’m all gray,” she said to herself, moving slowly to allow her knees and back to readjust to standing. “I feel gray.” Her blue eyes were steady, but cloudy, from the early morning pain of arthritis and a headache. She lit an unfiltered cigarette and sat down on the commode, smoking while her head cleared.
“I wonder if I should stop drinking?” she asked herself. “Maybe go to meetings.” She knew some people who went. Some of them got sober. Some didn’t. “What do I do instead of drinking?” she wondered. 
Long pajamas were thrown aside as she stepped into the shower, grimacing at the cold water that poured from the big round shower head. Someone had told her to have it installed and she did, but hated it from the first use. Whichever faucet she turned on first created a reservoir of water inside the shower head. The MF would wait until she climbed in and adjusted the other faucet then a small cold lake would dump its load on her. 
“Those kinds of surprises could make a person rethink home ownership,” Maude grumbled to herself. 
Soaping in the shower made her remember that it was the day of the week she always checked her breasts for lumps hoping to get ahead of breast cancer in case it should start growing. So far she was cancer free. Her mother had died at fifty five from the terrible growth which made Maude more susceptible to the disease. The memory of her mother’s suffering was still clear and powerful. The gin bottle first started talking to her back then. She was newly thirty-five, still young and trying to contend with the pain of grief. The booze helped. She started drinking a little at a time, just as a pain killer. Problem was she never stopped. 
Three aspirin and a cup of strong coffee later, Maude was thinking clearly, rehashing the day and night before. She was puzzled by the lack of clues from both of the murders. Nothing obvious had been found at the crime scene, the hairs on the victims’ bodies were their own. Not enough time had passed yet to know if they were raped. The kitchen of 507 was a mess, but whoever handled the food containers must have worn gloves. So no prints, not even the victim’s. The same went for the refrigerator and the stove. Did he hand feed his victims or did he starve them?
Unless they were restrained at all times the women would have handled the food containers during meals. The coroner said nothing about restraints and Maude hadn’t seen any signs indicating bruising at the wrists of either of the victims. It could all come out in the autopsy. The wrists weren’t the only place to restrain someone. She remembered a case in the past where a woman was locked in a basement for days, restrained by a chain wrapped around her waist then around her ankles and through an iron bed frame. There was no end to the misery that evil people could invoke upon their victims.
After a second dose of caffeine and two more cigarettes she dressed to go back to the crime scene for another look. Something about the first room bothered her and she couldn’t put a finger on it. Usually on her day off a list of domestic chores were lined up to be done, but the memory of the victims’ mutilated bodies was too strong to put aside.
A tree saw seemed an unlikely weapon. It was a difficult tool to use even on hard wood. The time the killer spent getting the teeth set just right, positioning the saw for maximum cutting must have been extensive. A saw with a blade about ten inches long was a possible weapon, the type commonly purchased for removing small limbs from trees and bushes. It would have been sharp enough to cut through tender young flesh.
The coroner said the ragged cuts were not the cause of death. The victims were still alive after the blooding. Maude could hear their agonized screaming in her head. The killer must have liked the results of the first amputations so much he had to do it again exactly the same. The thrill of reenacting the slaughter took him to apartment 509.
There were several tests results that would be available the following Monday. They might answer some of her questions though not soon enough to make her happy. The crime lab was partially dependent upon the feds files and those people didn’t work weekends.
The yellow tape was on the building when Maude got there. She began to climb the stairs that seemed steeper the second day especially because her calves were sore and there was a new savage pain in the bend of her left knee. She really needed to go to the gym more regularly. Truth was, she needed to lose a few years. On the landing of the second floor, Maude stopped and looked down the corridor, hoping to talk to someone who lived there. Her intent was not to question them about the murder, but to feel them out about the people who came and went from the apartment building and the times of day that were the busiest. 
There was a small boy about six years old at the end of the landing sitting on the filthy torn carpet rolling a ball against the wall in the same way that people have been rolling balls since rubber was first made round. The wall would fire it back to the kid after he threw it. Sometimes it went away from him, but the ball roller was patient and would go get it and sit back down. 
“Hey kid, what’s your name?” she asked. He sat quietly staring straight ahead. She got nothing out of him. Somebody had taught him to never talk to cops. “Hey Junior, you’re pretty good with that ball.” The kid turned his eyes toward her, keeping his body rigid, prepared to jump and run.
“Yeah, I have a ball like that only mine won’t bounce. My ball yells ‘ouch’ when I throw it against the wall,” she went on.
The boy grinned for a minute, knowing she was lying but liking the sound of it. “What else does it say?” the kid asked her, continuing to bounce his silent ball.
“My ball calls me bad names,” she said, watching him giggle. “You live here or just visiting?”
He nodded, warming up to her. 
“Your mama live in that apartment behind you?” she asked him.
The boy quickly lost his friendliness when she spoke of his mama. She figured he didn’t have a mama or had been warned to keep his mouth shut about her.
The kid jumped and ran to the door at the end of the hall, slamming it after he went through. He returned after a minute or two to open the door a little, peeking out through the small opening. Maude heard a loud female voice yelling from inside the apartment.
“Maurice, wha chew doin? Shut that door!” The boy looked at Maude, regret in his eyes as he closed the door.
She thought about the exchange with the kid and wondered if he would be in the hall later. It was obvious to her that if anything had happened in the building he might have seen it. She decided to look on the way back and see if the boy had returned. Who knows? She might even find him another ball.
All of the apartments had been visited by police. The residents were singly questioned about what they had seen or heard during the previous two weeks. No one saw anything. A good investigator knew to keep asking even though the answer was usually no. Sometimes a guilty conscience would cause an honest man or woman to step forward and tell what they had seen. Maude wanted to go back and ask around but she needed a partner to go with her. She also needed to talk to the Boss to find out what was up with Maxwell, if he was coming back to work.
The tape was the same across the doors at 507 and 509 just like it was downstairs at the front of the building. Maude had a master key that would let her through the police locks. A homicide detective might have to return to the scene several times before the case was put to rest or solved. She stood for a minute outside 507 thinking about what was inside the apartment. 
Pulling one of her unfiltereds from its crumpled pack she lit up, inhaling deeply of the smoke, blowing it out her nose with pleasure. Funny how a cigarette tasted so good at times. She wondered if she was destined to have lung cancer because of her habit then chided herself for being obsessed with the big C. Someone would probably shoot her before cancer ever got close.
The stink of the apartments hadn’t dissipated with the removal of the bodies in fact the raw odor had migrated to the hallway. CID had taken the trash to the lab to look for anything connected with the murders, but the filth was still on the floor coating the thin faded carpet just outside the doorways. Groaning with the effort, Maude stooped toward the floor, bending her knees to see what might have been missed by the techs. As far as she could tell they hadn’t missed anything. The carpet though grossly stained had been swept clean of even the smallest items. She was about to rise to her height floor when out of the corner of her eye she spotted two small feet.
“Hey kid, it’s good to see you, but you aren’t supposed to be up here,” she said.
“Yeah, ah know.” the kid volunteered.
“Hang on a minute, let me stand up. Now, does your mom know you’re up here?” she asked. “I don’t want you to get in trouble.”
“Nah. She don’t know it.” the boy said, staring at her struggling to stand up straight.
“What’s your name so I don’t have to call you kid?”
“Maurice. Maurice Elroy Brown. Thas my name. I’m six years old. How come you bent over like that?”
“My back hurts and I’m old. How come you aren’t in school Maurice?” Maude asked.
The kid looked at her as if she had just fallen from the sky. “It’s Saturday. No school on Saturday. You stupid or somethin?”
She slapped her forehead as though overcome with amazement. “Of course, it’s Saturday! No school on Saturday. But I have to work on Saturday.”
“Whacha doin?” Maurice asked her. “Wha kinda work?”
“Looking for the bad guy who came up here and hurt someone.” she ventured, wondering how far to go with the child.
Maurice was quiet for a minute. “He had a cool hat.” the boy said. “Brown hat. He skeered me.”
She felt the jolt in her stomach. “Who had a brown hat Maurice?”
“That man who come up here,” the boy said, suddenly distracted by a skinny tomcat that slid by them headed downstairs to the fourth floor.
Could it be, she wondered, that this kid had seen the man who violated and killed two young women?
“Maurice, I need you to listen real good.” she said quietly. “Can you tell me what that man looked like? Was he tall or short?”
“Like you,” the boy said. “He like you.”
“Was he a white man, Maurice? Did you see a white man in a brown hat come up here?”
“Yeah. I gotta go. My mama get mad,” he said, turning and running down the stairs, back to the second floor apartment where he lived.
“Maurice, wait,” she called desperately. “Don’t run away.”
The boy was gone. Maude thought about chasing after the kid, but she felt movement behind her and a hard slam on the back of her head. Her knees weakened and her lights went out as she fell toward the filthy carpet beneath her feet. Blackness came, and she felt nothing for what seemed a long time. 
“Ma’am, ma’am, ma’am,” the voice droned on so loud it hurt her ears, filled her sinuses with water and started a cough in the lower part of her chest. 
“Ma’am, are you alright?” someone asked.  “Are you hurt?” Maude lay still, coming to her senses, waiting for the fog to clear out of her head.
“I need a cigarette,” she said, rising on one elbow. “Oh. My head! Someone hit me. Felt like a sap big as a hammer. Coward got me from behind,” Maude said, not understanding who was beside her. She finally looked up through bleary eyes and saw a dark haired man in his late twenties with green eyes and a puckish smile that lit up his face. A police shield was on the pocket of his light blue shirt.
“You’re alive. I was wondering if you were coming back.”
“Who are you?” she asked groggily. “And why are you so cheerful?”
“Name is Joseph Conrad Allen, ma’am, but you can call me Joe,” the young man said, reaching under Maude’s arms, lifting her to a sitting position on the floor.
“I found you like this,” Joe said, “laid out on the carpet. You have a big lump on the back of your head. Want to go to the hospital?” he continued without taking a breath. 
“Slow down and light my cigarette,” she told him gruffly. “If we’re talking about what I want.  I’m going to sit on the stairs over there and rest myself for a minute, choking my lungs with smoke while you tell me who you are and why you’re standing at the door of my crime scene.”
“Yes ma’am, I sure will. Lieutenant Patterson put me on Homicide detail yesterday, but I didn’t get to leave my other post until late last night. He said I would be working with you and for me to show up here last night but I couldn’t, so here I am today. It seems I came along just in time.”
“Hold on.” Maude said, letting the soothing smoke fill her nostrils as she rubbed the goose egg on the back of her head and crawled to the stair landing. “Joe, if you call me ma’am one more time, I’m going to pull my gun and shoot you,” she said. 
“Oh, okay, ma’am...uh Detective Rogers,” the young man managed to get out.
“Just Maude to you,” she said. “I can’t believe the creep got me in broad daylight. He must have been trying to get out of the building, maybe taking the kid with him.”
She began worrying about Maurice, wondering if he was okay, or if the perp had seen the kid talking to her. Again, maybe the sap-wielding scum had nothing to do with Maurice’s family. 
She looked around the hallway from her position on the stairs wondering how the person who hit her managed to get behind her. Where was he? There were ten small apartments on the fifth floor, two of them closed off with yellow tape and police locks. That left eight places where the sneak could have hidden. She got on her cell phone and called dispatch, asking for a couple of street cops to search the fifth floor. The Saturday supervisor was reluctant to help saying there was a street shortage and it would be difficult. After Maude explained what had happened and the immediacy of the need, she got a better reception.
“Okay,” he said. “Sorry. It’ll take a few minutes but someone will be there. Do you need an ambulance?”
“No, I’m okay,” she told him, pushing the button on the phone to disconnect.
“Joe, do me a favor, will you? Go down to the second floor and check out the last apartment on the south end. I think it was 209. Make sure the kid is okay. He’s about six, light skin, cute, likes to play with balls. Come back and tell me.”
She sat quietly while Joe was gone, wondering about her new partner and what experience he had. Maude was tired of breaking in rookies and really hoped this time she had drawn a man with some experience. She sighed loudly, accepting her lot, knowing that a good partner was hard to find. Sometimes you couldn’t get along with the person sitting next to you in a car. 
Personality clashes were baloney. Maude was beyond caring what other cops thought about her. She did her job and expected them to do theirs but it didn’t always work that way. Lazy partners who liked to sit on their behinds and let someone else do the legwork didn’t set well with her. So far this Joe guy had showed enough gumption to find her. Maybe he had something going.
Joe was gone about ten minutes and returned to find Maude hadn’t moved much, except to light another cigarette. 
“Don’t you think you smoke too much?” he ventured, smiling. Not waiting for a reply he went on. “There was no one in 209. Seems to me they got out pretty fast. I looked in. The door was left open, closets empty. The faucet was dripping at the sink and dishes about to get washed. You know, stacked, with the knives and forks separated. This ball was outside the door,” he added, showing Maude the same ball that the kid Maurice had been playing with earlier.
“We have to find the owner of this building,” Maude interrupted. “When we get some help, begin knocking on doors till someone tells me what I need to know. Who is the kid and who does he live with? Where did they go so fast? Was someone after them or are they hiding? You know, Joe, the kid’s mama might be on the run. Just a thought, but Maurice got all tongue-tied when I asked about her. She might have gone running because there are police in the building.”
Ten minutes later the street cops and Joe were door-knocking, finding few people home. They got a name and phone number of the landlord from the old woman who lived on the third floor. Joe sat down on the stairs and shared information with Maude.
“Jackson Enterprises manages the place; here’s the phone number. Rent has to be mailed on the first of the month. No pay, no stay. They send a strong-arm around to scare the delinquents. She didn’t know the kid or his family. 
He volunteered, “I can call the number for Jackson Enterprises. The eight hundred part of the number might make it a message center. I can tell them to call you back, that it’s urgent.” 
“First get in touch with dispatch and see if they can find their physical location,” Maude said haltingly, trying to remember where she had heard the name before. She flipped tobacco shreds off her tongue and took another drag off the cigarette. “And yeah, I smoke too much.” she said, in answer to his earlier question. 
The street cops had finished their rounds in the building but found only a few people in the apartments just as it was the night before. Most of the doors opened into rooms that were empty and showed signs of long vacancies.
“The decent people moved out sometime back,” the woman on the third floor had told Detective Allen.
According to the woman the building had become a ‘hit house’ about a year ago. Empty apartments were kept rented by a few tenants who lived somewhere else but collected their drugs and dough from the scum that shot up on the filthy floors of the apartments. The woman was old and alone, living on a small pension with chains and locks on her door, afraid to go out of her home, except in the daylight. She had said there was no other place for her to go, and guessed she would die there. Maude made a decision to see her later, but right then, she wanted to see what it was about 507 that tugged at her. Something she missed or forgot last night.
She sat on the stairs and reread the incident report from the night before. The finding of the body had been straightforward, open the door, catch the smell, an obvious lump under the covers. She took out her notebook and found an empty page, beginning to put down some thoughts about 507. It was too easy, planned, a setup. Whoever did the cutting on the women knew the cops would be out looking for Almondera when he failed to show up for court. Maybe earlier, maybe later, but eventually someone would be looking to arrest the man.
The second murder was a puzzle, the pieces scattered. The murderer duplicated the arterial cuts and arranged the same positioning in the bed under a just alike coverlet; the bloodletting was intense and awful savagery. The missing breast tissue, was it a statement? What was his purpose in recreating the first murder? What were his motives?
Maude wrote it all down as she thought it, knowing that later she would look back and maybe find some answers. The process of investigation required studying the obvious, looking for clues that were hidden, mistakes made by criminals were often what solved cases. Sometimes it was just dumb luck on the investigators part. She hoped for some of that now, fearful that it wasn’t over, the killer unfinished in his destruction. He had a taste for it and liked it. She believed the killer to be a male with serious personality issues. Breast violations were seldom a woman’s touch. 
Rising from the stairs took all her effort; the blow to the head had affected her balance and left a residual amount of dizziness. She thought if it got worse she would go by the hospital on the way home and get seen by one of the doctors. Her head was hard but the blow had been harder. The kid’s caretaker might have attacked her. Maude had been getting information from the boy and that could have put the killer wise to where it came from. The kid might have been in danger. There were too many variables to nail it down.
A description, though vague, was better than what they had before. She needed to find the boy. Her thinking was that he knew something to help find the man who had taken the lives of the young women. They really needed identifications of the women before any real questions could be asked. The frustration was telling on her. 
The lock on 507 opened easily. Clearing the yellow tape away just enough to allow the door to swing inside she entered the apartment. The carpet stuck to the bottom of the door and the hinges creaked stiffly from years of usage and neglect, slowing the movement into the murder room. Earlier she had found the door open and didn’t notice the sticking. Inside the room, death’s smells still held sway over the ambient air. The odor of corrupt flesh would coat the walls and furniture for a long time.
Maude had brought her chest rub from the house and its sharp menthol fought against the pervasive odor in the room, winning a little. She took out her notebook and scanned the same areas that were scrutinized the day before: the kitchen, the empty chair, the television. She walked to the small screen and turned the set on, watching for a minute as a cooking show host on the food network made potato pancakes and red velvet cake for dinner. Sounds good for
another time, she thought.
The arms of the empty chair had a light coating of black powder, courtesy of the lab techs checking for prints. Maude glanced at the furniture label on the chair back, standard apartment supply. The small closet beside the chair had three wire hangers, but no clothing or boxes on the storage shelf above. 
She slid the chair across to the closet, waiting for Joe to get back, intending to use his youthful flexibility to explore the area above the storage shelf. The hinges were stiff the same as the front door. Maude figured that the windows allowed morning and night-time humidity which would cause the rust and paint peel.
The same held true when she moved the chair to the kitchen cabinets. They were as bad as the hinges on the door. Although the air conditioning unit pumped chilled air slowly into the room, most tenants probably opened their window to help with cooling and save money. That could also explain how the flies got at the bodies.
Looking out of the solitary window from her elevated height Maude could see that the glass opened outwards. Five stories above the pavement the two feet by three feet window was slick on the outside of the building. Not even a hint of a balcony to hang onto. It was a sheer drop from the narrow sill placed higher than standard windows because of child safety rules. The stairs within the building had been approved by the city as the necessary means of egress in an emergency. There was no outside metal fire escape. Maude concentrated on that thought for a minute as she entered the small bathroom, taking more time today to look it over. She heard the front door open with its noticeable creak, and drew her weapon, hoping it was Joe coming in with good news about the landlord. It could also have been the killer returning.
“Is that you, Joe?” she said, waiting behind the bathroom door. “If it is, holler up and get in here.”
Joe’s dark hair showed up along with his “Yes ma’am, it’s me”, easing Maude’s tension. She put the gun away but said “I guess you really do want me to shoot you.”
“Maude, I’m sorry. It’s my mama’s raising. Being polite to ladies was always important to her, so it might take me awhile to stop my good manners.”
Maude smiled to herself, understanding the young man. Her own grandmother had been the same. Yes ma’am and No ma’am were strictly enforced in the family, but she liked giving Joe a few gouges. He seemed such an innocent. She hoped he had good news.
“Find out anything?” she asked him.
“Real Estate records show that Jackson Enterprises houses in Austin, a major player in the housing industry there. No real owner, a consortium. Man named Alex Bathgate runs the day to day business, a hard man to catch up with.” Joe shook his head and continued, “The thing is, Jackson Enterprises has been skipping around Federal Court because of consumer complaints of unsafe construction. There was been some accidents with renters, like patios falling down, and ceilings crashing through onto the floor below-one person dead and some injuries. Got a bunch of big time lawyers keeping them out of court, so, maybe we need to see for ourselves who runs the place.”
Maude thought for a minute and nodded her head. “Good idea,” she said. “Let me get with the Boss in a while,” she said. “Right now I need for you to climb up in that chair and see what’s in the closet, if it has a chase that goes to the roof. Our man may have used it for his entry or getaway.”
“Uh, Maude, I don’t like heights. They say I have acrophobia. Do I have to do it?”
“Sorry Joe, but yeah, you do. I can’t bend my knees enough to get up there if it does lead anywhere. Besides, if it is what I think it is, you won’t know you’re up high, you’ll be inside some kind of tunnel.” Maude felt a little sympathy for the young man, but not as much as he would have liked. Part of the job, my young friend, she thought. If you weren’t here, I’d have to do it.
The shower in the bathroom was black from fingerprinting, adding to the black marks that were already there. If Almondera had lived in this dive he never picked up a scrub brush or any other cleaning tool. The small cabinet in the room had once held medications but now it was empty of anything but slivers of soap and an old disposable razor. Maude looked at the razor closely wondering how the techs missed it. There might be some DNA on the blade. At least it was something. She put the item in one of the envelopes from her pocket, hoping the killer had used the blade or handled the razor for some purpose.
She left the bathroom and went straight to the bed or what was left of it. The boys from the lab had taken the mattress and the coverlet and were probably testing it for fluids. That could take several hours because of all the tenants who might have slept on the bed over time. Police work was slow, she thought, the work happened in real time, not like the fast paced television show results. 
The dried blood on the floor under the bed had been scraped in places, evidence of the lab’s work, the odor of the blood and tissue still strong on the bed frame and throughout the room. Maude found nothing more of interest and returned to Joe to see how he was getting on with his climb.
“You up there Joe?” she yelled. “Yes ma’am,” he returned. “There’s a kind of attic up here, not really an attic, more like a crawlspace. Kind of spooky.”
“Get some pictures so we can look at it later.” she yelled again, deciding to ignore the ma’am since she found out about his mother. “See anything up there?”
“Nothing, no, wait, there’s something ahead of me. Some white powder in a plastic bag, a fair amount.”
“Use gloves Joe”, she yelled. “Don’t foul it.”
“No ma’am,” he answered. “I won’t mess it up.” 
“What else Joe, what else is up there?” she yelled again, her neck starting to hurt from holding her head up looking at the top of the closet.
He didn’t answer, what she got back was shuffling above her head, and an ‘ouch’. 
“What’s the matter Joe, are you hurt?”
“No ma’am, I bumped my head against a metal pipe. This crawlspace goes out onto the roof. Want me to follow it?”  
“Yes, but be careful. The man who killed those women might have used that way out of the building and left a piece of evidence in his hurry to get away.”
Maude glanced at the chair in front of the closet, realizing she had no other choice but to follow her trainee. Or at least, she thought she was training him; could be the lieutenant was thinking of retraining her. Either way, she owed it to the young detective to cover his back. Stepping up into the empty chair was harder than it looked. Her knees rebelled and began burning across the cap, threatening to buckle if she put her weight on them. Disregarding her physical pains, she secured her weapon and began climbing into the upper part of the closet, groaning with each movement.
“I really have to go back to the gym,’ she thought aloud. “I hope I don’t have cancer in my joints, hope it’s just arthritis.” The crawl space was small and tunnel like, but even though her legs were long, they were skinny, like her butt, so she didn’t get hung up in the small enclosure.
Joe was too quiet and she was worried. He hadn’t called to her for a while, not since he offered to climb to the roof.
“Hey, where are you,” she yelled. ”Are you alright? Just hold on and I’ll be right there.” His lack of response was bothering her, making her wonder if he had been really hurt. The tunnel she crawled through housed some of the wiring for the building, and the ductwork of the air conditioner. She removed her flashlight from her belt, shining it ahead of her, brightening the way. The metal crawl space reflected the light back in her face, blinding her at times. Maude’s elbows were raw from the crawl; she wished for long sleeves instead of the tucked in tank top and over-shirt. 
There was light ahead of her, independent of her flashlight, and she hoped it was sunlight on the roof. She didn’t see Joe and hadn’t heard from him. Maybe he had climbed out already and was waiting for her. 
Maude realized two things during the last five minutes of the crawl through the construction tunnel. One realization was that cigarette smoking was really messing with her breathing. The other was that she really needed a cigarette. That epiphany only added to her desire to get out of the long metal coffin she had been crawling through. She was not yet ready to face the fact that she might be forced to go back through it to get out of the building. She had answered her own question though, could a man travel back and forth through the crawl space carrying items with him to room 507? The answer was yes. It could be done. For a really motivated person it would be a simple task.
The tunnel opened up in the middle of the roof where it merged with other similar passageways. Maude crawled out, and stood, holding onto the metal pipe that led out of the tunnel. The area was covered with a metal top and sides making it a small room of pipework and ductwork, protected by a door that opened outside. Inside the pipe room, opposite where she stood, was a set of metal stairs leading down and into the building, connecting with the main staircase through a large metal door attached to the building. 
Anyone entering or exiting the building through that door could be observed by any of the residents. The room was unlocked, allowing unauthorized traffic inside. She looked for Joe and not seeing him, decided he must be outside looking things over. Whatever happened, Maude decided, she was going down the stairs on the way back.
Besides the stairs, the room housed several lines of ductwork and tunnel-like crawlspaces. Maude marked the place she had just come through then hurriedly began looking for her newly assigned partner. She found him just outside the door, lying on his side clinging to a vent pipe, bleeding from a large cut on his forehead. 
“Joe,” she said, “What happened?”
“Someone got me Maude, just as I was coming out the door. A tall man grabbed my arms and began forcing me to the edge of the roof. I thought I was a goner.”
“Who was he? Did you see his face?” 
“No”, Joe said sadly, “I didn’t see anything. I don’t know how he did it but he cut me. I thought I was going over, but I held onto the vent pipe as hard as I could until the blood started getting in my eyes and I had to wipe them. He ran off while I was trying to get to my feet.”
“We need to get you to a hospital. I’m calling the medics. How do you feel about helicopters?” Maude asked him, pulling a handkerchief from his pants pocket. She knew he would have one, because his mother would have taught him to carry it.
”Here,” she said, “hold this against your head to stop the bleeding.”
The young detective groaned with the thought of flying, of crashing into one of the high rise buildings near the hospital, and bleeding to death, while the rotary blade plowed into a large picture window of someone’s office.
Joe pressed the fabric of the handkerchief against his head and leaned back, waiting for the inevitable.
“I’m going to look around while we are waiting on the bird to get here. Relax Joe. Everybody has to die of something.” Maude saw her partner’s green eyes open wide with fear. “It’ll be okay.” 
She had about five minutes before the helicopter would arrive from the city hospital, precious time to take another look at the rooftop, where Joe had fought his attacker and survived. There was little there, other than some old cigarette butts that might have been left by kids crawling from their sleeping places, on a lark to meet with friends from the building. Some old soda cans lay faded and crushed against the north wall, blown there during a summertime wind. She saw light shoeprints on the dusty roof floor in the direction of the place where all the tunnels converged.
Before following the shoeprints to their destination, Maude took time to measure the length and width of the shoe soles outlined in the durst, noting that the person who left them had walked through the metal doors beside the tunnel room. The same prints were light, but visible, on the landing of the one long staircase that served the building. The attacker had either left the building through the double doors leading onto the parking lot, or else, he had entered one of the apartments to conceal himself from his pursuers.
The man had traveled to the roof through the fifth floor’s ductwork. It had to be someone who had access through one of the crawlspaces above one of the apartment’s closets. Maude had an idea but needed a little time to work it out. Groaning with the effort, she got down on her knees at the edge of the rooftop where Joe had indicated he almost went over. The view over the edge was frightening, but would have been terrifying to someone afraid of heights. It was troublesome to her that Joe’s attacker was so desperate in his need to escape he would attempt to throw a police officer off the five story roof to his death. 
There might be fingerprints near the crawlspaces. Maude hoped that the attacker had screwed up and touched something with a thumb or finger. They might get lucky. She had notified the techs at the crime lab to send someone on the chopper. They needed a break. She was getting ticked off more and more at the unknown assailants who had attacked them. 
The sound of the 911 helicopter
was growing louder as Maude rose up from the flat roof and returned to her partner. The large gash on Joe’s head had stopped bleeding, but appeared to need stitches.
“I’m sorry about your first day, Joe.” Maude said. “Let’s hope it gets better tomorrow”.
“There isn’t enough room on the bird for all of us,” she told him. He shot her a glance of concern. “Don’t worry,” she told him, “I won’t be going back down the tunnel. My back and my elbows couldn’t handle another trip.” 
While the lab tech was getting his equipment from the copter, Maude watched the EMT’s load her partner on the chopper. She saw that his eyes were closed, and hoped he would be alright. She liked the young man for his fortitude and unusually good nature. Waving a cheerful goodbye, Maude turned and followed the technician who was looking for clues that could identify the attacker. She pointed to the faint shoe prints and nodded, even though the circulation of the blade on the helicopter had disturbed the placement of evidence on the roof, including the dust that outlined the shoeprints. 
The top of the building was a rectangle, with large air conditioning units and boilers placed in several spots around the flat roof. Maude couldn’t see anything noteworthy about the building, couldn’t figure why anyone would be up there in the heat, hiding out; she hated the place. Joe had said he found some white powder in a bag in the crawlspace. She didn’t see it on her way out of the tunnel so he must have taken it with him to the roof and now it had disappeared. 
The one piece of real evidence that had been found was taken by Joe’s attacker or blown off the roof by the copter blades rotations. Maude’s brain was working overtime and coming up with nothing. All they had to show for the day’s work was her bump on the head and Joe’s injury. 
She called in to the shop and asked for an officer to search the street around the building. Hopefully, the bag of white powder had fallen from the roof and was still intact.
The tech was finished with his printing and photos, happy that he found one thumb print on the door. Maude hoped it wasn’t Joe’s. 
“Let’s go,” she said to the tech. “I’ll drop you off downtown. See if you can get that print traced before quitting time.”
The door to the stairs was squeaky like everything else in the building. “Wait, just a minute, I need to check something,” she said, hurrying to the landing of the fifth floor.
Apartment 509 was still taped and locked; she hadn’t had time to get to her re-inspection of the inside before the long trip to the roof. Maude pulled her master key and removed the yellow tape as she turned the key in the big lock. The door swung open as she turned the knob. A close up look at the hinges on the door showed that they had been recently oiled. When she first found the door open and discovered the body, something had seemed different about the ease of entry into the room, as though the scene had been set for them to find. Maybe it was the murderer who oiled the hinges.
She called the tech to print the wood and the metal on the door. The lab man moved to comply and powdered the metal hinge on the door and anywhere there was wood near the hinges. He found one clear print near the bottom. Whoever had held the container of oil in one hand had needed to hold the door with the other hand to keep it from moving as he completed the job. Maude felt like shouting. At last,
something in their favor. The killer might have slipped up! She wanted to find the man and kick his butt even if it made her knees hurt for a week. Some things were worth a little pain.
The scene in 509 had been familiar in its torture and death, but different because of the killer’s motive. Maude believed his fun had been in the duplication, and that worried her. She was thinking ahead to the next one. And there would be a next if she didn’t stop him. Chicago had taught her about his kind; the string of murders and mutilations had taught her how much the psycho loved killing. 
She had fifteen years at the police department there, a solid career, making more money than she did now in the smaller city but it got to be too much. She had begun to feel a kinship with the victim’s families, to feel their disappointment when the leads ran out and she couldn’t bring the case to a righteous close. 
Maude had talked to the police shrink who was related to her Chicago partner, outside the Cop Shop, away from the male detectives who might have overheard. The doctor reassured her that it was common for people to identify with the victims of violent crimes but working in a police environment didn’t allow for such empathy.
The doctor’s suggestion had been that Maude leave Chicago and find another job, possibly away from police work, but since that option was out of the question, then a change of scenery might be the next best choice. Maude’s love for police work was too all encompassing for her to leave it for another career. It was then that she went back to Madison, Texas. She had some trouble getting work at the Police Department, but in the end, they hired her a week after she moved back into her mother’s house.
 



Chapter 3
The serial killer who had terrorized Chicago on Maude’s last watch was never caught. Four young women were slaughtered over a period of six months, their hearts cut away and removed from their bodies. Later, a local Chicago steak house owner opened one of four unfamiliar boxes delivered to his kitchen. His staff called for an ambulance and the police at the sight of the human heart, frozen in a bagful of blood. The bag was labeled with the victim’s name and the date of her death.
Inspectors of the other three boxes reported their contents to be identical in details. The packing boxes were plain cardboard with no prints or identifying marks on any surface inside the boxers. The delivery of the boxes had been pre-arranged by phone, the payment charged in the name of the first victim then paid for by cash sent in the mail. The shipping company had been very conscientious, delivering the frozen contents that were packed in dry ice directly to the address, without delay. The restaurant owner had to be hospitalized after he opened the box. His own heart took an unexpected dive and he fell to the floor.
Maude and her partner had caught the case from the beginning. He was the lead detective and before it was over had a bullet in his brain for the trouble. She was removed from the case because her boss thought she wasn’t a safe bet. After the transport of the frozen hearts the FBI took the case away from the police department but they never found the guy either.
 
Maude’s work had always been exemplary, but she was a woman, no longer young. Madison was no different from any number of cities that still held bias against women in control positions. It was okay to wear a uniform and write parking tickets if you were female but not okay to work in homicide. 
Now this; a new monster was frightening the young women of Madison. It was Chicago all over again and Maude had a really bad feeling that history was repeating itself. 
The trip to her house seemed longer than usual, and Maude’s butt was dragging by the time she got parked in the driveway. She had made a trip by the hospital to see about her partner but staff there told her Joe had been released after the doc had put in a few stitches. Sitting in her car at the end of the long day’s activities she was overwhelmed with exhaustion.
She leaned her head forward against the steering wheel just for a minute feeling so tired she couldn’t get out of the car and go inside. The night had cooled and a light breeze was blowing leaves across the yard. She could see them in the security light that shone from the porch. Her renter’s car was parked down the hill in the driveway, but Maude couldn’t see if a bike was on the porch. 
Time had passed quickly during the last week and it occurred to her that Mary Ellen hadn’t been around at night. She hoped her renter wasn’t in some kind of trouble or fighting with her roommate. Maude really liked the girl and would hate it if her sunny disposition was lost because of grief or tension.  
She fell asleep against the steering wheel, the bone tiredness knocking her out while she was thinking about Mary Ellen. She jerked awake unaware of how long she had been sleeping. The numbness in her arms was painful and she rubbed her fingers together to force blood into them. Her neck was stiff from the steering wheel’s hard plastic and her numb fingers went automatically there to ease the pain. It was during those ministrations that she became aware of differences in the yard. She could no longer see leaves blowing for darkness had set in without the light from the security fixture on the porch. She thought maybe the light bulb had burned out but that made no sense. Only a few days earlier she had stood on a chair and changed the bulb.
The security light on Mary Ann’s porch was also out for she could no longer see the driveway down the hill. The flashlight on her belt had dead batteries after the long trip through the crawl space and was useless. Now the yard was dark, with the pathway to her front door hidden. Her gut told her that something had happened during the time she had sat in the car asleep and it gave her the creeps.
The recent case was setting her nerves on edge, she thought. Bulbs go bad and that’s probably what happened. She made a mental note to go back to the hardware store and complain about shoddy merchandise. She started her car and turned the headlights on, their high beams lighting everything about the front of her house. She blinked a couple of times, adjusting to the light, discovering that her porch had an item on it that wasn’t there when she first parked her car.
Without further hesitation she called the sheriff’s dispatch and reported suspicious activity at her residence and to please send a patrol car as soon as possible. Dispatch said there was a vehicle within a half-mile of her and she should just sit tight. As an afterthought she called her new partner and asked him to come out to her house.
For someone else sitting still might have been easy, but it was out of the question for Maude. Opening the door of her car she simultaneously pulled her weapon and walked to the back of the vehicle, feeling her way where trees shadowed the yard. The street in front of her property suddenly lit up like daylight, when not only one car, but three showed up, and armed officers jumped out with lights and weapons pulled, yelling “Put the gun down, put the gun down!” 
She stopped in her tracks and raised her hands, the large weapon in her right hand slowly falling onto the grass. She hoped there was no accidental firing to explain.
“Hey,” she said, her voice squeaking a little with so many guns pointed at her backside, “It’s me. I called you!”
After what seemed a long time Maude heard one of the deputies ask for her identification. She indicated her shirt pocket where she kept her detective shield. One of the men, Officer J. Benworth reached around her after warning her to keep her hands up. He pulled her identification then immediately apologized.
“Sorry. I didn’t know it was you, Detective Rogers.”
“Can I put my hands down now?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah, sure. What’s going on out here? You’re a long way from downtown.”
“My house security light went out while I was resting in my car. When I turned the headlights on and looked it over, I saw something on my porch that wasn’t there when I drove up. Seemed like a good time to call it in.” She tried to be as brief as possible, knowing that tomorrow the boys downtown were going to have a chuckle over Detective Rogers sleeping in her car and God knows what else.
“Listen, Officer Benworth, I need to see what’s in that package, so let’s get on with it.” 
While walking toward the house she could the see the white box on the front porch with its bright red ribbon tied around it, the scarlet threads appearing a darker red in the harsh lights from the police vehicles. She felt a shiver run down her arms.
“Do you want the bomb squad?” Benworth asked.
“Sure, call them out. Not nearly enough guns here.” she said. 
Maude waited for the men with the detectors and the iron suits to show up and test for explosives before she looked in the box. Joe, her partner, arrived soon after and the two of them went together to make sure Mary Ellen was alright for they knew that the girl might have been caught up in the drama. A polite knock on the door of the rent house produced a grumpy man who appeared to be on the plus side of forty. He opened the door a crack, peering outside through bleary, sleep filled eyes.
“I’m Maude Rogers, Mary Ellen’s landlord. Tell me your name then ask Mary Ellen to come to the door.”
“She isn’t here, she’s working late tonight at The Plaza,” the man said stumbling over his words at the sight of the officers standing behind Maude. “My name is Chris Cole, and I’m a friend of Mary Ellen’s. What’s wrong? I haven’t done anything.”
“What do you do, Mr. Cole?” she asked.
“Mostly I go to school, but I work as a courier to help pay for my tuition. To pay for my rent I cook and keep the house clean.”
“Aren’t you a little old to be a full-time student Mr. Cole?” Maude asked.
“Why are you asking me all these questions? It’s my business.” Cole said, with an edge to his voice.
“You may be right, but Mr. Cole, you don’t have a lease on this house and if you want to continue living here you will answer the questions. What school do you attend?” Maude continued unfazed by the man’s objections.
Cole named off a local community college and showed his school identification, his eyes no longer bleary but watchful. He said he had changed careers a couple of years back and the extra education was necessary. He said that staying there had been Mary Ellen’s idea and she didn’t tell him he needed to be on the lease.
“Were you out tonight?” Maude asked, a little less harshly. “Did you see anyone else around?”
“No, I was asleep,” he said angrily, “and unless you intend to arrest me for something, I’m going back to bed,” the man said as he began closing the door. Maude put her foot out, catching the wooden door with her shoe. 
“Mr. Cole, if I have any more questions I’ll call you to come downtown. See that you’re available.” she added, moving her foot out of the doorway.
The man nodded assent with his eyes on the floor. A moment later he slammed the door.
She made careful notes, determined to call her renter at the Plaza Restaurant where she had a second job. Mr. Chris Cole must require fancy foods and strong house cleaning products if Mary Ellen needed to work two jobs to keep him happy. Maude knew the young woman was in nursing school and also worked in the school dispensary as her first job so she couldn’t have a very large income. Unable to change her first impression of the man, Maude decided she didn’t like Mary Ellen’s new friend. She wrote down in her book to check him out later.
The bomb squad arrived. Two men began setting up the robotic equipment and the yard was quickly cleared of personnel as the bomb team did their thing with the package on the porch. After a short time, she heard one of them gagging, calling her.
“Detective, you need to see this. It isn’t a bomb,” the officer said, over his distress. 
“Best be gloved up ma’am.”
The white box with its pretty ribbon was open, revealing a grisly secret inside. Maude recoiled when she saw it. Missing flesh and nipple from one of the women in either Apartment 507 or 509 lay in the box, nestled in red paper, the garish brightness making the contents appear even more obscene. The skin had dried but enough moisture remained in the tissue to produce the foul odor of decayed flesh. 
Maude called the lab and told them to hustle out to her house, giving the address and directions. The box in all its white innocence was protected till the lab techs got there and could record any data. She didn’t expect them to find any clues left by the perpetrator. The sick scum was also slick and he wasn’t going to make a petty mistake like leaving his prints. The memory of Chicago was still fresh in Maude’s mind after thinking about it earlier in the day. She felt a flutter in her chest, a small jab that made her guts watery, wondering if it was possible. Had the madman from the Windy City found his way to Madison? After eight years, his trail was as cold as it ever would be. He had gotten away with it. The horrible murders of the four young single women in Chicago still burned Maude, as she remembered the pity she had felt for their families. Now she wondered if he had come crawling out from under his rock with a new game and wanted his old playmate. 
She was sick at the thought, overcome with hatred for the cowardly scum whom she believed should suffer quick justice for his crimes, without ever having the benefit of panels of decent men and women to decide his fate. There were times Maude regretted the oaths she had taken to protect and serve. 
She would have expected a gleeful note with the box, a joyous description of the acts of murder and savagery, but there was nothing other than the box and the bright red gift paper under its foul contents. The police officers finally left after they had searched her yard and the lots surrounding her, looking for suspicious persons that might have been seen or heard by residents. They took her statement, noting that she was a detective with the Madison police department, assigned to the Homicide Division. 
The team of techs took the box away to the crime lab where the breast tissue and the container would be analyzed, searching for clues that might help in finding the killer of the two young women on East Avenue. Maude reminded them to take the bulb from her security light and check it for prints also. When all the law enforcement personnel had departed, Maude dropped into her recliner and fell asleep where she dreamed of a man with blood on his hands, laughing at her and intermittently calling her name, telling her it was Chicago all over again and he was back.
 



Chapter 4
The next morning found Maude in her chair needing three things: a cigarette, to go pee and a shower. She groaned from the discomfort of lying in the recliner all night, wishing she had gone to bed instead. The night’s horror was still fresh in her memory, the box in its false gaiety a harbinger of worse things to come. 
She considered the years she had to go before retirement and moaned a little in self-pity. Standing was difficult, leaning on the arms of the chair and pushing off as the recliner sat straight up propelled her upwards and forward to a position where she could hobble off to the bathroom, taking her pack of unfiltereds with her, lighting one as she went. 
Sitting down on the porcelain commode she drained her night’s water, sighing with relief, inhaling the first few puffs of the smoke, pulling it gratefully into her lungs. She sat musing over the great taste of the first cigarette in the morning, wondering if tobacco would be the cause of her death.
The phone stayed quiet, and Maude decided to enjoy the morning, hoping that it would remain a peaceful interlude. She decided against the shower, and chose instead to take a long soak in the garden tub she had splurged on last year. The jets from the tub soothed her soreness, easing the pain of arthritis from her knees. Sunday was the day she sometimes went to the little Baptist church a few miles from her house,  but after the restless night of wild dreams, she needed to rest and begin a plan to protect herself from the East Avenue murderer.
The sicko knows where I live, who my neighbors are and can watch me anytime he chooses, she thought, stretching her arms and legs above the water in the tub. She wondered why her life was so interesting to the killer, maybe it was just the luck of the draw. Maybe he chose her because she pulled both cases; first in Chicago, and now in Madison. He took a chance last night. He couldn’t have known she would fall asleep in her car, yet he had planned to leave her a big surprise for the next day, believing that she would enter her house then not go out again until the next morning.
“You may be slick and smart but you have a fatal flaw I think. Your ego might be your downfall.” She said aloud to the killer, wishing he was in hearing distance.
The day passed quickly, and before she knew, it night had come around. Mary Ellen hadn’t been over, even though she usually came by on her way to the restaurant where she put in the late night hours. Maude had called the warrant section and asked the weekend clerk run a check on Chris Cole. She put a rush on it because she didn’t trust the man, and she didn’t want to think about Mary Ellen working to support a man of his age. 
There were many young men out there who would appreciate a beautiful girl with ambition or at least Maude liked to think so. She couldn’t help remembering her new partner and his politeness. She wondered if he was married and how he and Mary Ellen would take to each other. At least Joe was younger than Chris Cole and had a paying job.
Early Monday morning Maude woke feeling better than she had in a long time, crediting feeling good with the long soak she had taken on Sunday. Arthritis ran in her family. Her old man had it even though it didn’t kill him as she always hoped it would.
Daniel Hamilton was the first and the worst criminal in Maude’s life, a real he-man who believed in raising his daughter to be his property. His poking and prodding began when she was a little girl and continued until she had the gumption one day to put his lights out with a stick of cord wood. She told him in no uncertain terms that she would kill him if he came at her one more time, and he better not ever tell her mother. The old pervert stayed around the house after that watching her every move with fear in his eyes, but he never touched her again. One day, shortly before Maude went to Oklahoma to go to college the old man walked away and never tried to return to the house as his home. That was a Glory Hallelujah day in Maude’s and her mother’s life. 
When Maude was forty-three her mother was in the bathroom one morning, drying off from a shower and found a tiny lump in her right breast. She thought it was probably nothing, but she called Maude in Chicago and told her about it. Thus began the many trips from her mother’s house in Madison to the big cancer research hospital in Houston. 
Chemotherapy has come a long
way, Maude thought, because sixteen years ago, they weren’t so smart with it. Didn’t know as much or have the different kinds of treatments for breast cancer.

Grace lasted two years from the day she found the lump with Maude in and out of Madison finding as much time as she could to get away from work and be with her mother. But it wasn’t enough. The cancer had grown in spite of the treatments, metastasizing in her other organs, finally settling in her mother’s wonderful brain.
Grace. Grace was both her mother’s name and the way she lived. She was a kind and loving woman, Maude thought, who deserved far more than the rotten pervert she had married. 
Grace had thought she could change him. There at the last, dying from cancer, Grace asked Maude to forgive her father for being like he was and the harm he had done her. Maude said she would try if it made Grace happy, but she lied. As long as the old man was alive she knew she would hate him. 
Her father came around once after Grace’s death, sniveling and wanting Maude’s forgiveness, but she told him to get off her property because her mother left it to her and he could rot in hell for all she cared. She told him he wasn’t getting any validation or forgiveness from her. After all the years she might have wanted to see and hear about his change of heart, she just didn’t give a good crap now. He had waited much too late. 
Coffee and a cigarette had started Maude’s day. She never cared much for breakfast unless it was tacos or a piece of pecan pie. Grace had always made the best pies, the crunchy pecan topping hiding the true delight of the sweet insides.
Maude decided on a protein bar to begin the day, knowing there would be little time later for lunch. She had to get to the station and report her last two days to the boss. The little notebook in her pocket was about full and needed transcribing into a couple of reports. It all came down to the paperwork.
The information on her desk concerned the recent murders, and the individual pages were stacked in order of their arrival. Fingerprints and dental were on the bottom of the stack with the rest on top. Maude glanced at the lab reports, interested in seeing them even though she knew what was written there; extensive dental work had been done on one of the women, but nothing was recorded in the United States. Records with requests had been sent to Interpol using FBI contact information. Maude hoped for something to come from her requests. Her big fear was that the federal men would put two and two together, and try to take over her case. If there was even a hint of a connection with Chicago, they would grab it and Maude would be left in the background. 
The clerical staff in the Homicide Division had two clerks, one named Alice who was a friend of Maude’s. The other was an older man who didn’t like anyone especially Maude. Several times during her friendship with Alice, Maude had requested her help in a report that needed finessing. She knew that Alice would be discreet when the request for help from Interpol was put on her desk. She hoped there were no bells sounding when the fingerprints and dental records were received.
Alice had knowledge of the fine-line between a request for help in an ordinary situation and an emergency cry from an organization in trouble. That morning, Maude had asked her to make it an ordinary request for information, to keep a low profile. Cops and staff were pretty much in line about their feelings of doing all the legwork, then having the federal cops strut their stuff, and claim the glory when the case was solved. Alice was glad to help out.
The coroner’s report was short and to the point. The cause of death appeared to be a six to ten inch blade with a slight curve near the end. The wounds on the victims’ necks were curved, not straight. The breasts had been removed with a six to ten inch tree saw blade, or other large serrated edge use for cutting hard wood or metals. The finding was due to the ragged edges of the cuts on the victims’ bodies. The extensive decay to the skin and tissue at the breast cavity made it difficult to be more definite about the type of weapon used, but a tree saw was named as most likely. The autopsy would show more in-depth information on the victims possibly adding evidence that was needed to find the killer or killers.
Maude was hoping to have an identification of the victims soon. Somewhere someone might have cared about the women. That was always the worst part of the discovery of a dead body. The family had to be told of the death and then questioned. No cop liked that job but it was necessary, and sometimes proved to be enlightening. Many times the victim was killed by a family member, either accidentally, or because of quick violence brought on by any series of emotions.
Maude had been part of a family notification after her brother was found dead of a drug overdose soon after their mother died. During the grieving for her mother she was told the sad news of her only brother’s fall into drug usage and the eventual overdose. Police had not suspected foul play or suicide as a reason. It had appeared to be an accidental death, but Maude felt it keenly. Her brother was two years younger and had always blamed her for their father’s departure from the family. She had kept quiet about the old man and his perversions choosing instead to let the boy believe the best about their father. She wished later that she had told him the full story.
There were two other cases on her desk from the past week’s line up of the poor and the dead. One was a homeless woman found strangled in City Park with a piece of electrical cord still wrapped around her neck. Her face was familiar to most of the downtown cops. Diane Jones was often seen pushing a grocery store cart along the edge of the street picking items from trash dumpsters. She would later take the stuff to the Thrift-for-Profit store on Ninth Street where the proprietor would pay a few pennies for Jones’s treasures. 
The woman had smoked cigars of any kind but didn’t pass up a long cigarette butt if there was one on the ground. Several times before, Maude had seen the woman sleeping on a makeshift bed just inside the park entry near the cops’ beat. Jones had felt it was safe to close her eyes with the patrolling officers nearby. 
The morning that Jones was found dead was rainy; the clothing that covered the woman’s body and the mangled sheets and cardboard that was her meager bed were all drenched. It appeared that Jones had been sleeping just before she died. Another of the homeys found her lying there and called to the cop who was returning from a patrol of the park. 
The Homicide desk was notified, and Maude made a quick trip by the crime scene. After the evidence-gatherers left she made some notes then left the scene, aware that the case would have to wait for her and Joe till Monday morning.
The cop who found the woman said that more than one homeless man had been present when he arrived and found Diane Jones, black female approximately thirty-seven years old, lying dead in the fetal position near the park entrance. The cop was the initial investigator and Maude needed to talk to him before she could get too far into the case. The officer ran a beat between Ninth and Baker most of the time. His hours presently were six to six, four days a week. Shouldn’t be too hard to locate him, she thought.
The other case had been open for two weeks. An old man named Clyde Davis had removed his clothing, climbed upon his sister’s roof and began shouting, naming his sister as a captor who never let him get away from the house. He also said she had stolen his money.
The next morning the man was found on the lawn of the same house, his neck broken and the bent end of a crowbar stuck firmly in his back. No prints were found on the crowbar but a red bandana was located on the ground about ten feet from the victim, as though dropped by someone in a hurry. The lab had the bandana. DNA tests were often slow to return after the information was sent out to another agency for processing, meanwhile the owner of the red kerchief probably couldn’t be positively identified.
At the time of his death the victim was being treated for a mental disorder. He had previously lived in a halfway house until the facility released him to his physically handicapped sister. The woman was able to get about her property using an electric wheel chair thus the State in its fogged wisdom believed she could care for her brother as well as herself. She drove a van with an electric lift, managing without help from others, only adding to the belief that she was more than capable.
The sister told the officer who questioned her that she and her brother had been arguing before he climbed to the roof of her house. She said his behavior had gone from bad to worse after his release from the halfway house because he refused to take the medicine his doctor had prescribed.
Maude made a mental note to go see the sister herself and get a feel for the relationship between the siblings. Maybe she just got tired of his tantrums and fixed his wagon. It wouldn’t be the first time for it. She also needed to go and see the coroner about the cause of death.
The Homicide detail had four detectives for the investigation of all suspicious, accidental, and family violence cases of serious bodily injury or death. You never knew when the bodily injury would become a cause of death. 
Along with Maude, there were three men assigned to the section: Lyman Eberhart, a tall man with a bald pate and very dark skin, Alfred Wheeler a short, rotund Irishman who was Eberhart’s partner, and now, Joe Allen. 
Wheeler was a whiner, a fact well known by all the detectives and officers alike within the building. He was raised in California but leaned heavily on his ethnicity when work was passed out, often complaining about his assignments. He could always find a way to bring his Irish in as a reason it was unfair. 
Secretly everyone called him Fat Frieda. Wheeler had once made a crucial error and admitted to a man in personnel that his mother had named him Alfred instead of Frieda as she had intended had he been a girl.
One day a street cop had seen Wheeler buying two hotdogs and a sub sandwich for lunch. The cop told his buddies, “If no homicide cases get solved today, it’s Fat Frieda’s fault for eating so much he couldn’t get off his ass to investigate.” 
Alfred’s partner was loyal enough to never employ the name but he never objected when someone else did; so the name stuck.
Joe Allen, the other man assigned to Homicide hadn’t made it to his desk yet. Maude thought maybe the Boss had some info so before looking at the rest of the reports on her desk she did the obligatory two fingered knock on the glass door and went into the office. She told him she still had to write up the events of the day before. She said she had met her new partner and he seemed a little green, but okay.
“Where is he?” She asked “Did I scare him off?”
“No, he’s down at Personnel fixing his papers for the new assignment, should be here by about ten. Tell me more about Saturday night. Are we finding out anything about this guy?” 
Lieutenant Patterson was one of those supervisors who liked to remain in the loop, but not close enough for the loop to become a noose and be hung by it. As long as Maude and his other detectives did their jobs he left them alone.
She was very careful of her wording because one slip about Chicago would be enough for Patterson to give the case to the Feds believing it to be in everyone’s best interest. She explained about the box with the breast tissue that probably came from the crime scene at East Avenue but said they would wait for the lab to compare tissue samples with both of the victims. She rushed through the part about someone turning off her security light, not wanting to bring his attention to the possibility that the killer might know her from an earlier time.
She spoke of the man at her rent house and of the follow-up that was in process. Quickly, before he had time to digest all of what she had just said, Maude said that she had to get cracking because of the heavy workload that she and Joe were looking at. She told him she was starting to feel overworked like Fat Frieda.
After Lieutenant Patterson ran her out of his office, Maude went immediately to see Alice for any news from Interpol but there was nothing yet. She called the Medical Examiner’s office and made an appointment to be there by eleven o’clock trusting that Joe would be back by then. The next thing she did was to call and set an appointment to interview Betty Ann Davis about her brother’s death. 
It was going to be a very busy day. So far Maude was feeling good, no aches and pains that a few ibuprofen couldn’t fix. Lately she had begun wondering if gastric cancer could be caused by the anti-inflammatories. Often as not, two of the pills were part of her breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 
While she waited for Alice to talk to her, Maude looked down and caught sight of her black boots, noticing they were scarred a little from wear and tear. She decided they were presentable enough for what she had to do. The M.E. certainly wouldn’t care. 
Clothing was always an easy issue for Maude. She didn’t care for skirts or dresses, preferring long pants, especially jeans when she was off work or when her bosses let her get away with wearing them to work. In lieu of jeans she chose creased fitted slacks with front and back pockets, a wrinkle free tucked in blouse and a winter or summer blazer, depending on the season.  She owned several blazers in various colors.
He weapon was carried at the waist in a holster, no purses or handbag holster for her. She wanted to be ready to reach the weapon quickly if she needed it. All of her identification was in her coat’s breast pocket and was easily accessible. There were diamond studs in her ears and a gold chain with a cross pendant around her neck. On her right hand she wore a simple gold ring without any adornment. The ring was very important to her. A sturdy wristwatch worn on the left hand completed her wardrobe. 
Maude Rogers was an attractive woman although she would never have agreed with anyone who said such a thing. The years had treated her attitude badly, but time had been kind to her skin leaving few wrinkles to give away her age. Most people thought she was nearer fifty than sixty. 
The few people who were close to Maude knew some of her history: she was once married to a man who went to Viet Nam and never returned. The letter had come to her as it came to so many women, informing her of her husband’s loss in one of the conflicts in that far away country. 
Maude was bitter toward the army and toward the world for a while. She had been married for three months when the army took her husband Paul away in his fine starched uniform. They sent him back in a locked coffin with no access; they said his body was riddled with bullet holes, his face unrecognizable. The identification of the man she loved had been made from the dog tags around his neck.
She never remarried or became serious over any other man. Paul Rogers had been the love of her life.
 



Chapter 5
At about twenty minutes to ten Maude was completing the last of the morning’s reports, getting ready to finish them with her signature when she looked up to see her young partner’s bandaged head and big grin. Maude couldn’t totally suppress a return smile even though she tried. 
“Are you always this cheerful?” she asked him, “or do I just make you happy? Well, never mind, I’m glad to see you made it through Saturday with nothing more than a few stitches.”  
“Yes ma’am, they told me I was real lucky. Said the knife that old boy stuck me with nearly cut my eye out. I’d like about five minutes with him someday, just me and him on level ground.” Joe’s wish for revenge was pretty common among law enforcement officers who had been attacked, however; given the opportunity to get even with the attacker, the usual response was ‘he isn’t worth my job.’ Maude wasn’t worried that Joe might be a loose cannon looking to get even.
“So,” she sniped at him, “are you ready to go to work or do you need some time to go straighten your shorts?” 
“Sure, he said, “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
The Medical Examiner’s office was about four blocks from the station, located in the criminal justice building where most if not all the county offices were housed. The basement was devoted to the M.E. and the morgue with its cold storage lockers and stainless steel tables.  
Doctor Edward Keller, the pathologist who autopsied the victims of murder and suspicious deaths was also the coroner filling a dual position in a small county. There was one assistant to the doctor, Theodore Hollingsworth, a forensics expert who retired from the FBI and settled in Madison. Bored with retirement he sought some part- time work in his field. He was keeping his hands in the business so to speak. 
Holly, as he was christened by the lab, was a man in his seventies with no sense of humor. He worked Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, allowing Doctor Keller to take time away from the office or appear in court to testify in local, state or federal. Today being Monday, Holly was in the office finishing up a dictation that he and the doc had done while autopsying a hit and run victim from a week earlier. 
Because the victim had been involved in a political scandal during the last mayoral election, his family had demanded the autopsy believing the man might have been drugged before walking across the street from a local restaurant and bar and being run down by an automobile. The man’s family was disappointed at the results. No drugs of any kind were found in the man’s stomach or in his blood. 
Holly glanced up from his notes with a frown on his face. “You’re late,” he said.
Maude looked down at her watch and agreed with him. “Yeah,” she said, “ten minutes past. Sorry.”
“Doctor Keller is not here today. What did you want?” he said.
Maude told him that she needed to know about time and cause of death in both of the two women who were found on East Avenue. He reminded her that the autopsy hadn’t been done yet. She told him she knew that but wanted his professional take on what might have happened. Maude knew that the county had a gold mine of information in Hollingsworth. The man had spent an extensive amount of time in the federal labs, working with the forensics teams of Quantico, the hub of the Federal Bureau of Investigations research and training center. She also knew that the man had a large ego that he kept under wraps when Doctor Keller was on duty.
Hollingsworth muttered under his breath but took up the case notes and began looking them over. He had not misunderstood the admiration in Maude’s voice, the salute to his ability to read the tell-tale signs from a victim’s injuries without cutting them open. 
“Well, now this is not official because we won’t know for sure until after the autopsy but all signs point to a short blade with a curved end in the manner of a saber, the depth of the fatal injury appears to be over two and a half inches deep, almost severing the head from the body internally. The lack of trauma at the entry wound indicates very little force was used, therefore the blade would have been extremely sharp, possibly  new steel or a very well cared for older blade. 
“There was circular bruising evidence at both victims’ ankles, indicating some type of restraint was used on them. As to time, we haven’t changed our ruling there: death occurred four to six days prior to the finding of the body. The decay of the soft tissue and damage caused by the maggot infestation indicate our previous estimation was correct.” 
Maude thanked Holly for his help, agreeing with him that the results of the autopsy would be the official word but now she had a direction to go, an arrow on a sheet of paper saying “start here” pointing to a trail to follow. The man seemed pleased that she appreciated his skills and after muttering under his breath, he went back to the transcription he had been previously absorbed in, a tiny smile at the corner of his mouth.
Maude and Joe left the basement of the building with its cold sterile smells and returned to her patrol car. 
“You should really insist on a better car.” Joe said. “This one must be ten years old.”
“Seven, and it still runs, a little shaky no doubt but it gets us there,” Maude said.
“So what do you think, Maude, are we going to get him?” he asked.
Maude thought for a minute, wondering how much she should tell her partner. The man deserved to know the truth, but she didn’t know whether he could accept the idea of a killer from over eight years ago beginning all over in a small town where she worked as an investigator. The thought seemed to be egocentric on her part, a grab for notoriety by attaching herself to the murderer. Then there was the need to know by the Feds. Would Joe feel inclined to pass any information along to those glory-grabbing pricks and give up the rightful case that fell their way? Truth was, she didn’t know that much about Joe Allen. For all she knew, he might be hoping to work for the Feds and watching for openings to boost his own career.
Maude’s sense of fair play won out and she began telling her partner about the victims in Chicago and how she left it all behind after getting too personally involved with the families. She told him about the killer and how he had taunted the investigators at the last with his careless disposal of the young women’s frozen hearts. Owning her own mistakes even though she wasn’t the lead investigator, she accepted responsibility for letting the killer get away. 
“Now,” she said, “I believe he is back. Only this time his M.O. has changed to a more savage display of contempt for human life.”
He seemed to like abusing women, she thought. Maybe they could play on that, look for back cases of attacks on women in the last eight years that were unsolved, especially in the Madison area or on the route from Chicago to Madison. She made a mental note to get with Alice when she got back to the office.
Joe sat quietly not asking questions even though Maude could tell he wanted to know plenty. She saw his facial muscles tighten as she told about the men in suits in Chicago who pulled all her notes from the investigation and locked both her and her new partner out of the loop. Maude took a breath then talked about the box that was delivered to her house and what that meant. She believed the Chicago serial killer had pulled her in, and it wasn’t an accident. Joe nodded his head, agreeing with her.
“So, Joe, what do you want to do? Give it up? Take care of the rest of the workload we have and let them have this?” Maude needed to know his feelings, what to expect from this man who would become closer than a brother covering her in the tough spots.
“Or do you want to find the murdering scum that did this before he does it again?” Maude continued.
“Do you think he will, Maude?” Joe asked “Do it again?”
“Yeah,” she said, “I’d bet on it.”
“Then let’s you and me stop him.” Joe said.  The sincerity in his voice was all she needed to hear.
Work goes on in other areas and Maude knew they had an appointment with Betty Ann Davis at two o’clock, and she was getting hungry; going to the morgue always made her hungry. She supposed it was some deep psychological need for reassurance that she was alive, or at least that’s what a shrink would say. A hamburger stand on Fifth Street catered to cops, always making sure they got their food quickly before the officers got called away. That’s where she took Joe. The food was good as always and afterwards Maude took her soda with her, intending to put Joe behind the wheel.
“You’re up,” she told him, rattling off the address as she pitched him the key and stretched her long legs in the passenger seat. She had filled him in on the details of the old man’s trip to the roof and subsequent death. “We’re seeing the sister”.
The street where Betty Ann Davis lived was in a low rent neighborhood, some government housing mixed with old run down rental property mostly appealing to people on fixed incomes paid by the federal government. 
When they rolled into the driveway kids scattered off the street near them, fear of the cops evident in the way they grabbed their bicycles and headed anywhere but there. Kids did that in most places, but especially in low-rent neighborhoods. They seemed to believe that nothing a cop had to say was going to be any benefit to them. They were usually right.
The lawn was lush, heavy green grass and weeds, badly in need of mowing. Maude got out of the car and walked to the front door, climbing the five steep steps to the landing, Joe right behind her. At the last minute she sidled away and put Joe in the front. He looked at her strangely and knocked on the door. After a couple more knocks they heard the locks and the chains moving on the other side of the door. Apparently Betty Ann was prepared against intruders. 
When the door opened the first thing they saw was a large red motorized wheelchair at the room entrance. Operating the speed and direction control was a white haired woman of about seventy five. She appeared to have been crying for her eyes were swollen and red. 
“Yes,” she asked of Joe, “what do you want?”
“Police ma’am,” he answered showing her his identification, “we need to talk to you. We called this morning.”
“Oh yes” she said, “about Earl.” She began crying again, tears running down her face.
“I’m sorry ma’am,” said Joe in his nicest voice, “we’re trying to find out what happened to him. May we come in?” he asked.
The door opening was widened as the woman moved the scooter back and asked the two investigators inside. 
“Come in,” she said, “it’s just so hard to believe that he’s gone.” Betty Ann began crying harder, the tears flowing even faster.
“We’ll give you a minute,” Maude said. “Meanwhile, do you mind if I use your ladies room?”
“No,” Betty Ann said pointing away from her, “I don’t mind. It’s down the hall.”
Maude had decided to let Joe’s charms work their magic on Betty Ann and give her time to relax. Something about the woman’s tears bothered Maude. When the first officer on the scene wrote his report, he commented on the matter of fact manner in which the victim’s sister told of finding her brother in the front yard, dead, with the crowbar in his back. Now she was overcome with tears. Of course, it could have been the shock that made her appear unemotional to the officer, or it could be something else. She hoped Joe could gain the woman’s trust with his soft green eyes and sweet smile. 
The bathroom was large, designed to accommodate the motorized chair. A shower lift was attached to a cable in the ceiling, its purpose obvious to Maude. She opened the medicine cabinet and stared into it, not knowing what she might find, maybe a bottle of ibuprofen. Her knees were starting to give her fits after climbing the steep house stairs, the muscle stiffness beginning across and under the kneecaps, an indication of more pain to come. Maybe she could borrow some of the over the counter stuff. Better not, she thought, passing it by. 
Three bottles of a well-known pain medicine inscribed with the name Earl Davis, and a local doctor who had prescribed them, were in the forefront of the cabinet. Maude wondered why there were three bottles, none being more than half empty. In the back of the cabinet were several bottles of generic antidepressants, all appearing to have a large supply of pills inside. That must be the medicine that Betty Ann had spoken about, the ones her brother refused to take.
Maude returned to the room where her partner was speaking softly to Betty Ann. She sat on the chair across the room from them, hoping to distance herself until the last minute, giving Joe enough time to break through the woman’s facade. Maude believed it to be false, the excessive grief, the tears on her face timed to the knock on the door. Betty Ann was quite the actress or so Maude thought. Not to say the woman was not upset, Maude believed she was, but not so much that she wasn’t relieved at the death of her mentally ill brother. Maude also believed that the woman was covering for someone and intentionally trying to misdirect their efforts.
Joe was about to ask Betty Ann a question when Maude interrupted with a question of her own.
“Betty Ann, who is the man that came to see you the day Earl died; the one who wore the red bandana around his neck?”
Betty Ann looked at Maude, shocked by the question. “Why, what do you mean?”
“I’m talking about your man friend, your gentleman caller, the man who helps you in and out of the shower?”
“I don’t know what you saying,” the woman said, looking at Joe, silently begging for his help.
“Yes, you do know, Betty Ann. On the night your brother died, someone was here, someone who heard you arguing with Earl, someone who saw your brother threatening you. That man had heard enough and tried to protect you. I need for you to tell me what happened after that.”
The woman sat in her motorized chair, the tears drying; a look of resolution on her face.
“My brother was raging without his medications. He said he wouldn’t take the medicine from the doctor because it made him feel numb and Earl wanted to feel alive. He blamed me for his situation, believing in his mental state that I was trying to poison him.  
“The night he died he was worse than usual, I tried to talk to him, to calm him, but nothing helped. My friend is a man that I have known for many years. His name is Willy Johnson, and he is homeless, so he stays in one of the parks, but came to see me every day, to help me with my shower, and some other things.” At that point Betty Ann lowered her eyes and blushed. Maude had no difficulty figuring out what the other things were.
“As Earl’s attitude worsened he got meaner and went to my van. He searched until he found the crowbar under the spare tire and came back in my house, waving it and making threats. He said he was going to kill me because I was evil and wanted to hurt him. He believed it, Officer Allen, she continued, looking at Joe. 
“I don’t know why he went for the crowbar, who can understand what made him so crazy?” It was at this point that Maude interrupted again, wanting to give the woman her rightful dues. She quickly ran through the Miranda warning, making sure that the woman knew she did not have to answer the questions at that time. When Betty Ann refused the services of a lawyer, the detectives sat still and let the woman continue to tell her story.
“Willy saw him with the crowbar and began trying to take it away, but Earl was mad-strong started to fight Willy for it. I saw what was happening and wheeled myself between them. Earl dropped the crowbar and came after me, wrapped his hands around my throat and choked me. He was wild, his eyes bugged out and drool coming out of his mouth but he was strong as an ox.
“I thought I was dead. Everything was getting black for me. Willy was desperate and picked up the crowbar by the long end and started swinging it at Earl but he was afraid of hitting me. Finally he got behind Earl and swung as hard as he could, driving it into my brother’s back. The blood started coming out of Earl’s mouth and he let me go when he felt the crowbar stuck in his back, but it was like he didn’t feel any pain, just knew it was there and didn’t like it. 
“Willy was worried about me because I needed to breathe but my throat was bruised and I was gasping like a fish. I could feel my mouth opening and closing but I wasn’t getting any air. Earl stumbled around and ran out the door but it was dark outside and he fell off the porch steps on his head. Willy went out and tried to help him but Earl crawled away and lay down on the grass. I finally got alright as you can see, but while I was trying to breathe, Earl was hurting real bad. 
“I didn’t know how bad the crowbar hurt him. We should have called the police but I was afraid that Willy would go to jail if we did because he’s homeless. I didn’t know Earl was going to die, I thought he was just hurt and would go away.”
Betty Ann stopped for a minute then continued, “Willy stayed with me for the rest of the night in case Earl tried anything else, but he never came back. He must have died during the night.”
The woman finally ran out of words. 
Maude had been very still, not saying anything during Betty Ann’s monologue. Finally she cleared her throat and asked “Is that how Willy lost his handkerchief. Wiping your prints off the crowbar?”  
Betty Ann nodded. “Yes, I had touched the crowbar and Willy was once again protecting me.”
“Where is Willy now, Betty Ann?” 
“He’s at the park, afraid to come back here. I miss him so much.” the old lady said with tears in her eyes.
Maude looked at Joe and nodded. “We need to pick him up.”
“What will happen to Willy?” the woman asked.
Maude answered her, “I can’t say, Betty Ann. We’ll talk to the District Attorney. If the facts prove out the way you say, after the autopsy, he may get off on self-defense. You should have called the police when it happened, then Earl might have still been alive. For now, I need for you to come down to the station and make a formal statement. I can get a van to pick you up.”
“Okay,” Betty Ann said, once again concentrating on Joe. “I’ll get ready to go.”
When the woman left the room, Maude called downtown and requested a van for handicapped to be sent to Betty Ann’s house. She called Lieutenant Patterson and reported it all to him then stepped outside to light a cigarette, breathing the smoke in, thinking about the woman in the motorized chair, her life fractured by a brother that she didn’t ask for but who had been dumped on her. She thought about the man with no home who slept on newspapers and cardboard, his only joy a gray haired crippled lady who needed his help and his company. Then the brother, oblivious to reality and wanting his own piece of attention runs outside and gets a freaking crowbar to break up the two love birds. Jeez, Maude said to herself, a crowbar. I get em, don’t I? 
 



Chapter 6
The trip back downtown was quiet, with Joe driving and Maude looking out the window, neither of them happy about the circumstances of the Earl Davis incident. More than likely charges of murder one or at least manslaughter would be filed against Willy and Betty Ann because they let the old man die in the yard. No matter what happened, the fall-out was going to be disastrous for them both.
“So, how did you know?” Joe asked her. ”Was it something I missed?”
“Not really.” Maude told him “I had a feeling about her after reading the responding officer’s report. Her crying seemed timed, not real. She knew we were coming.” 
“The thing is,” she mused, “I know what it is to have a close relative who holds the family hostage with his behavior. That poor woman couldn’t get away from her brother. Everywhere she looked, there he was.”
Back at the station there were congratulations passed around for solving the case, but Maude and Joe were quiet about it, glad to see the puzzle solved yet disturbed by its conclusion. The new little notebook in Maude’s pocket had its first few pages already filled with her notes ready to transcribe but she had one more follow up to do. Alice was busy entering data into the computer when Maude walked into the clerical office. There were others that worked at similar jobs but Alice was the one that Maude would seek out each time. 
“Got a minute Alice?” she asked, pulling up the extra chair from against the wall. “I need for you to run a check for me on a white male, approximately forty years old, five feet ten, brown hair, name is Chris Cole, Christopher Cole, Madison resident. See what you find in local and national. If you don’t mind, I’ll sit here and wait.” 
“No problem. Shouldn’t take long, we aren’t busy today.” Alice said, her fingers clicking the computer keys as she talked.
About five minutes passed before Maude heard the telex machine clicking off the information from law enforcement agencies around the country. There were five Chris Coles. Two females, three white males with minor traffic offenses, one had a minor in possession charge from three years earlier. One was local. Christopher Douglas Cole, black male, current age 25 years and three months, height: 6 feet, hair: black, weight: 180 pounds. Charge was minor in possession of marihuana, six months ago, nothing since. Last address: 2231 Bradley Street, Madison, Texas.
Maude sat frozen as Alice read the address off the machine. 2231 Bradley was her address, Mary Ellen’s address. The moment was etched in her brain, the door opening, the sleepy eyed man with disarrayed hair, the edge in his voice, a sound of indignity at being questioned. It was all so modulated, so planned. His intimate knowledge of the local school, of sweet Mary Ellen was unclean, a smear of filth on delicate porcelain. 
How easily Maude had been pulled into the intricate weave of his trap, a trip back into time. Ten years ago the murderer had left his mark in a terrible way. 
Maude had been a veteran cop, ten years on a beat, then the test for detective at Chicago PD. She aced it, once again the model student, always at the top of her class. The years she spent as a street cop had taught her about the evil that strangers do to one another, bar fights that ended with guns or knives taking lives, like little boys comparing the size of their penises to decide who was the biggest. The family violence cases were the sad ones; a husband who slew his wife for looking past him at another. Dead, she looked at no one, not even the kids who sat crying for their mama.
On the day of her fourth anniversary as a detective with Chicago PD, Maude and her senior partner Mason Aldridge, a long time veteran with the PD were sent out on a welfare check. Dispatch had been called by a frantic mother who said her daughter was missing and the last time she had been seen was over two weeks earlier. Mother thought daughter had been upset with her and had not returned her calls just being snippy as she was prone to do. Mother said at first she didn’t think much about it, but after two weeks and no contact, Mother’s gut told her there was something bad wrong with her daughter.
When Detective Aldridge and Maude arrived at the address the place showed typical signs of neglect; the grass had grown tall, mail overflowed in the out-going box.  A sad-looking cat sat on the front stoop crying for her mistress. Both detectives pulled their weapons and approached the door staying out of the line of fire from the windows along the front of the house. Mason knocked on the door politely at first then harder so he was sure to be heard by anyone inside. 
With no response from the house and the obvious signs of neglect of the animal and the yard, Mason signaled to Maude that he was going in if the door was unlocked. They had worked together for three of the four years that Maude had been a detective and knew each other from earlier when she was a beat cop and he was in Homicide. They understood each other without words.
Mason turned the knob on the door and pushed it open then flattened himself against the brick wall siding. A bullet coming from inside the door would probably miss him. Maude understood the tactic and waited patiently with her weapon braced should a shot come from inside the house at any time. 
All was quiet, and both detectives knew there was a very serious problem- call it instinct, call it whatever you like-but they knew. Mason entered the house first, approaching cautiously, keeping the walls and heavy furniture between him and a possible shooter. Maude went through the door and made her way opposite Mason, a maneuver well practiced by both of them. Still there was nothing. 
Just as both the detectives were about to holster their weapons, a shot rang out from the back yard coming through the kitchen window. A moment before the hit the red dot of the laser sight had centered on Mason’s temple. She saw the dot focusing but time messed with her. Things happened as though in slow motion and even though she called his name it was too late. Her partner took the shot and was dead on his feet, the bullet-proof vest unable to save his life this time.
Maude fell to the floor beside Mason and lay there, checking him for a pulse that was no longer there. She eased her radio out of its pouch watching the window all the while, called the radio code for “officer down” giving the address and advised “caution, man with a gun”. Even though she knew Mason was dead, Maude requested an ambulance. She had seen enough dead bodies to know her partner was gone but it was procedure. 
She stayed low to the floor knowing the danger wasn’t over then made her way in the shadows putting the furnishings of the house between her and the shooter. The grief for her partner would wait. Her survival depended upon her ability to make it until help arrived. It seemed to take hours for the sirens to sound and car doors to start slamming, the men in uniform filling the street like a horde of locusts covering a field of grain.
Cops were everywhere but the shooter was gone, his shell casings gone, the ground with his shoe prints intentionally stirred erasing any solid piece of evidence. The ambulance came and took Mason away, cops lined up waiting for the stretcher to pass their way, tears in many eyes.
The crime lab techs showed up bursting with energy, determined to find a piece of evidence to help make it right but of course no one could make it right. A veteran cop was gone in the blink of an eye. If it could happen to him, it could happen to anyone. 
Maude related the incident to her Captain who showed up before Mason was removed from the premises. 
A determined look on his face he stated to all listening, “We’ll get this guy, whoever he is, we’ll find him,” he said. “I’ll put my best men on it.”
And that is what he did, leaving Maude out of the loop.
The original welfare check had so far proven fruitless; there was no one in the house. Maude searched all the rooms after she was dismissed by the Captain to carry on her duties. A patrol officer accompanied her throughout the house, searching for any sign of distress that might have made the resident leave. 
Everything was spotless, even more than it should have been considering the neglect outside. Both bedrooms proved to be almost sterile with stripped beds and vacuumed rugs, some even freshly shampooed. The bathroom was disinfected, spotless also, all hairs removed from the drains with nothing left to give any leads.
The kitchen had been the last to be searched; the orderly cabinets and sterilized sink were devoid of stains or evidence. Nothing out of place, once again everything was spotless, too clean. Maude knew whatever it was that had happened in that house was really bad. She walked out to the small laundry room, finding it crowded with a washer and dryer and large stand up freezer. Why a single woman needed a large freezer was beyond Maude’s comprehension. Without any further consideration she reached for the door and opened it, swinging it back, opening the appliance to full view.
The next thing Maude did was look at her watch to determine the exact time. She glanced at the deputy standing beside her with his mouth open and nodded for him to go get his boss. She took a minute to observe, puzzled by the scene before her. 
A youngish woman was frozen in an upright position taking up the space in the largest part of the freezer. All shelving had been removed to accommodate her. Her arms were folded against her chest, head bowed, knees slightly bent, overcome by frost. The body was naked, and the ice that covered her was old, at least by several days. As the fluids in the woman’s body froze they created a heavy coating of rime from head to foot. Across the woman’s chest a long row of careful stitches could be seen through the frost, an obvious repair of a long and deep incision. It would only be later when the pathologist opened the body for autopsy they would discover that the victim’s heart had been taken. 
From the very first Maude had been saddened by the waste of life, the terrible theft of the young woman’s future. Her belly tied itself in knots when she considered the sick pervert that killed the woman and Mason Aldridge. In Maude’s mind there was no doubt that the killer was one and the same. The shooting of her partner was territorial, the red dot of the sensor a mark of ownership, the piss of a predator who knows he rules that part of the jungle. Maude raged inside, the desire to slash the sick pervert asunder, a primal wish to devastate the evil in him before it seeped out again into her city.
It happened three more times within three months, the killing, the plotting, the gleeful set ups of law enforcement officers. From each woman he killed, he took her heart, sewing her chest back together afterwards. With each victim, the incisions and closures became less precise, as though his human desire for perfection was growing thinner and the animal part of him more savage. He had noticed Maude from the very first, sending her notes on elementary school paper, written with a soft lead pencil. No smudges at first, then later his writing became slanted and erratic but never careless. The notes were childlike appealing to her for approval rather than condemnation. They made her shudder with revulsion. The newspapers never found out or her life would have been on display. That was one good thing her chief did, he kept the notes under wraps. Finally they stopped coming. She never knew why he chose her, but she was glad when he stopped writing.
They had no real evidence; no one ever came forward with information that might have helped. It was as though the man did not exist on the same plane as the rest of the world. Maude became obsessed with finding him. She began contacting the victim’s families by phone, encouraging them, telling them that any day a break could come. And it did, but it was Maude who broke. Her supervisor had a phone call from the father of the first victim, asking him to stop Maude from calling. The man said it was too painful to go through it again and again. The FBI had already taken the case from Chicago PD and the detectives in Homicide had been told to let them do their jobs. Her supervisor insisted that she go to the department counselor and get over her preoccupation with the man the local media had named the Heartless Killer.
After the grisly delivery of the frozen hearts to the Chicago restaurant, Maude put in her letter, packed her bags and moved back to Madison, the place where her mother lived, the place where she and her mother and grandmother were born.
 



Chapter 7
When Maude left the clerical section, she quickly made her way back to Homicide and burst through the door of the lieutenant’s office, explaining what she had discovered about Chris Cole. She told him the man who had met her at the door of her rent house was a white male and the real Chris Cole was black. She also explained her concern for her renter’s welfare.
“Boss, it was him last night playing a game, pretending to be someone he’s not. It was all set up to show what a genius he is and what fools we are. And I fell for it, took him at his word and all the time he was laughing at me, at us. We need to get some officers over there and call the crime lab to print the front door where the suspect stood holding the door knob trying to get rid of me. We have to find out if he has hurt Mary Ellen.”
“Get a warrant Maude. Even though you own the house, we need to have everything legal.”
“No warrant necessary, Boss, it’s in my rent contract, I can go in anytime to check on the house if I believe my property’s been damaged.”
Three patrol cars, the van from the crime lab, and Maude’s unmarked car arrived at 2231 Bradley within fifteen minutes and immediately officers began surrounding the house with weapons drawn, a bullhorn in Maude’s hand amplified her command to ‘come out with your hands up’. They were greeted with silence from the house, the quiet overwhelming in its significance.
The trip to Mary Ellen’s had been fast and rough, the old beat up car bouncing Joe off the seat cushion at every pothole, its worn springs loose and useless. The ride had been silent except for radio traffic. When they had arrived at the house, Joe jumped out of the car and went around to Maude’s side supporting whatever role she decided to take. She was grateful to have him nearby.
The officers stationed around the house waited for her to make a move. She felt the pressure to end the standoff, to enter the house and answer her own questions. The door waited unopened, and in her need to get into the house she rushed forward placing herself out of the line of fire from inside. The knob turned easily opening the latch. She touched the side of the door and pushed, waiting while the gentle pressure from her touch swung the door inside. Joe had made it to the opposite side of the door ready to rush inside whenever she gave the word.
Caution was the name of the game because Maude remembered Mason Aldridge and the bullet that took him down so many years ago. The killer was twisted and enjoyed the shock value of his work, dismissing human life as unimportant except as a means to his own ends. He would maim and kill as it pleased him with no remorse.
They entered the house as a team, while the officers outside covered the back door and the windows, ever watchful for any sign of the man they sought. He was nowhere in sight. The forensics team was next in the door once the all clear sign went out. No one was allowed in, except the Homicide detectives, and the lab techs. Maude wished she could be anywhere else other than among Mary Ellen’s possessions, about to enter the rooms where the young woman spent her most intimate hours. She felt like praying, like asking Divine intervention in Mary Ellen’s life but in her gut she knew her request to God had come too late. 
The silence in the house was broken by Joe and Maude entering the bedroom doors, opening them and taking a self-defensive stance, prepared for the gunshot that could come from out of nowhere. The spare bedroom was an office setup to accommodate Mary Ellen’s school work. Her desk contained her computer, and on the opposite side of the room, an easy chair had been added as an afterthought. The room appeared to be untouched by intruders other than a small note on the laptop’s power button that said, “Push Me”. Maude stared for a moment then motioned one of the techs toward the computer, indicating the need to print and photograph all of it, the note, the machine, and the desk. She moved on around the room, postponing the terror and the fear that her sweet renter, her friend, was the latest casualty of the diabolical fiend who took the lives of women and humiliated them long after they were dead. 
The next bedroom waited and Maude balked at entering it at first, then steeled herself to whatever lay ahead. At first glance the room seemed in order. The bedcovers straightened, the floor clean just as Mary Ellen would have left it. Her housekeeping skills were always appreciated by Maude who was somewhat of a slob. Nothing seemed amiss until she glanced toward the bathroom.
About five years earlier before there was a plumbing leak in the rent house and Maude had to call a plumber to fix it. He gave her the bad news that the pipes in the room were old and crusted and needed to be replaced. Along with that bad news he made it even worse with the estimated cost of the repairs. 
She had thought about the room and how old fashioned it was, with its small tub and low shower. While she was willing to spend the money for the repairs needed, she was more willing to spend even more and redo the whole room with modern facilities and new paint for the walls. Pristine white paint with a gold filigreed paper strip separating walls from ceiling replaced dingy flowered wallpaper put there thirty years earlier. Mary Ellen had moved in soon after and loved the clean lines of the high sided tub and gold accented towel racks.
Today when Maude searched for the clean whiteness of her renter’s bathroom, she thought for a minute that some crazy artist had been at it, the resulting design a series of red brown swathes and circles decorating a once bare white canvas. The lavatory was awash with the same paint and the mirror above reflected that sad and terrible color. Holding her breath, she hoped for the dizziness that follows a hallucination, expecting her vision to clear at any moment, but it would not. 
The sparking shower with the modern bathtub was no longer recognizable for in it and on it was the body and the blood of a black male who fit the description of the real Chris Cole. He was positioned for the greatest shock value. Maude turned her head away, feeling guilty for being glad it was the young man and not Mary Ellen in the bathtub.

 



Chapter 8
He had taken the curly-haired man with a sap behind the ear. Pop, pop, twice for good measure, he walloped the unsuspecting man who was entering the house, key in hand. Oh he loved surprises! Especially when it was for someone else! The security lock had opened from the outside with a smooth shiny key that he now caressed in his pocket, so cool against his skin. Almost like the feel of cool skin against skin. He giggled with a memory of the curly-haired man struggling against him, their bodies close together, so close. He re-pictured the moment when the dark-skinned chest had been splayed across the porcelain tub bottom, hands tightly tied behind him, buttocks in the air, his belly resting across the edge of the tub.
“The bathtub sides, oh thank you Mother, for buying the premium line!”
The modern high sided tub with non-skid bottom, durable plastic over porcelain provided the perfect perch upon which his victim had lain helpless frantically jerking the muscles in his abdomen and lower back. The pillow on the floor in front of the tub was his and he had rested his lower body upon it until time came to rise up and complete the final act.  
He remembered the man’s long legs, one tied to the porcelain commode, the other to a towel rack on the wall. He remembered the music playing at full volume and how he had reached around the strong neck. Once again savoring the moment, he recalled the old fashioned straight razor with its carefully honed edge. It slithered along the man’s neck and struck the jugular as easy as pie squirting warm blood into the air in time with the crashing cymbals from the MP3 player. Oh, how he loved concerts.
Next came the cleanup. Oh and the paint, yes, the paint had been perfect, so much better than the dull white of the walls! The kid had used his gloves to paint the beautiful designs. She would like that. She would try to locate bits and pieces and finger prints, hoping to find him, but it wasn’t time yet. Under the leather gloves he had worn a pair of good rubber gloves also. What if the leather wasn’t enough! He had been fooling Mother for such a long time and she must not find him. He laughed again as the fire in the big blue barrel burned both the leather and the rubber gloves, the booties that had covered his feet, the condom, and the clothes that were stripped from the curly-haired man.
“Tsk, tsk. Mustn’t leave any evidence,” he shouted, feeling so good that a few quick runs around the barrel seemed appropriate. “Mustn't take too long,” he sang. “There’s so much more to be done!”
 



Chapter 9
Joe had bounced along in the old car then gone with Maude through the front door of the house, determined to be there for her every minute. His liking for the older woman was equal to the respect he had for her knowledge and experience. She reminded him of every good cop he had ever known and just a little of his grandmother. He knew she had used his youth to her advantage a couple of times, but it worked, and that’s what a team did. Today you get the chicken and I get the feathers but tomorrow it’s a different chicken. The business with this killer was spooky. If Maude was right and the Heartless Killer from Chicago had come to Texas, he had changed his M.O. Joe remembered reading about the killings when he was in training at the academy and at least one lesson was taught about psychotic behavior in criminals using the Heartless Killer as an example. 
‘Generally they exhibit repetitive behavior-the killing is always for a deep personal reason-a brutal justification for a madman-and it was usually carelessness or the desire to tell someone about the crimes that ended the killing spree’.
Now this, the black male in the bathtub horribly murdered and apparently sexually assaulted, the killer had run the gamut of deviance. His crimes against the women were obviously hate inspired but the most recent one seemed to be for personal fulfillment. There was definitely a screw loose in the perpetrator’s brain. Also, Maude seemed very detached, and it worried Joe. She was off her game a little, maybe because she knew the girl and was afraid for her. Either way, it wasn’t the best way to go about police work as even a rookie like Joe could figure out. His job would be to make up for what his partner couldn’t do.
The techs were through in the first bedroom, the earlier clean room now spotted with black powder. The monitor on the computer had been printed but the screen was clean. The button that said “Push Me” was waiting for Maude as senior detective to look first into the sick mind of the killer. Joe took notes recalling the incidents of the evening, from the beginning of his and Maude’s wild ride from the station to the house. His notes were short and to the point. Joe was busy writing when he stopped and looked up to see Maude entering the room, a cigarette in her hand. Her face was haggard. The last few minutes she spent observing the body of the victim in the bathroom must have been hell, Joe thought. She nodded at Joe, indicating he should look inside the room.
Maude felt a sense of guilt, believing that the killer had bloodied the house to get her attention. The victim was a convenient and pleasant diversion but unimportant. Anyone would have served his purpose. The weight of that knowledge tugged her shoulders down. A wave of overwhelming sadness rolled over her quickly replaced with red hot rage. My God, she thought, am I losing my mind? Can all this really be happening?
The button that the killer wanted her to push was the computer on/off control, a small round switch under the screen. She sat down to maintain her balance knowing it was going to be very bad, that she would feel the pain the madman wanted for her. When the computer queued, a screensaver popped up, first a flash of red, then slowly it settled into a still shot, a close-up taken somewhere inside a dark cave. A small gas-operated generator was positioned at the edge of the photograph in a corner of the cave pumping out electricity for the bright light that shined directly on Mary Ellen’s naked skin, her goose-bumped flesh highlighted by the harshness of the overhead bulb. Directly behind her was a tall backboard of unknown height upon which two hooks were fastened. One held the end and the other held the beginning of a thick-linked chain. All slack had been removed as the length of chain wrapped twice, once beneath her breasts and the other around her waist, biting into bare skin as it contained her. 
In a parody of compassion, a piece of bright red fabric had been folded once and placed between Mary Ellen’s skin and the metal chain directly under her breasts. An expression of pure terror was on the young woman’s face, her eyes wide open, the pupils dilated into black holes, but there was no blood on her body. Her mouth was open in a silent scream, but whatever bloody diabolical action the killer was going to perform had not begun prior to the photograph. 
A crude sign was in the forefront of the picture, clearly written with a black marker. It said, “5 hours from midnight, Mother”. Maude avoided looking into the soft brown eyes; the pain was too big to put down once she embraced it. Mary Ellen’s body hung from the hooks, never quite touching the mound of dirt and small rocks an inch below her toes.
Nothing about the floor or the walls looked familiar, just a cave somewhere in the hills of Texas or so Maude assumed. The madman could have taken the woman anywhere, but she believed it was one more cruel game in which she was a player, this time a central figure. For the life of her nothing jumped out as to reason why she had been pulled so deeply into the intrigue.
Why her renter and friend? Why did he come to Texas to start his sick path of destruction? What was it about Maude that drew the man to her, seeking her out in his rampage? ‘Five hours from midnight’, what did that mean? Which midnight? Mother? Who was Mother? The victim in the bathtub had been dead for several hours, maybe even since last night. Did the killer mean something other than the time of night? Maude thought hard, what was the meaning? She lit another cigarette, wishing she had a slug of gin to make all the Heartless Killer hype easier to take. Her stomach growled-she couldn’t remember her last meal. 
Jeez, what a mess. Patterson stood apart from the crowd that had gathered, deep in his own reverie. The screensaver had set them all back. Each person who viewed it spent some time in his or her own mental puzzle room searching for the pieces that would make the picture clearer. So far no one had spoken up offering any ideas. Maude looked at Joe and wondered what he thought of his new detail. 
The trip back to the station was long and thought-filled for Joe. One of the deputies who worked the area gave him a ride, a courtesy extended by the county sheriff who believed in cooperation among all agencies. The deputy talked most of the way, explaining how he got the call. He had been at the local hamburger joint when he heard the traffic over his radio and called the county dispatch to get an address. 
“There hadn’t been much activity around the outskirts of Madison for the last three months. The last crime was the robbery of the local liquor store. A little action was too good to pass up, you understand. My buddy and me sit around and watch for out-of-county speeders blow through the lights. Sometimes we pick up some drunks and take them to Madison overnight. We were wondering how the Sheriff is going to handle this murder in his territory.”
Joe looked out the window of the county car that was six years newer than the city vehicle he and Maude drove-a testament to the allocation of tax money within the law enforcement division. Maude would have registered a disbelieving remark had she been the one in the passenger seat and no doubt, her thoughts would have been verbalized with some peppery language. 
A search Joe had done for Maude produced a list of violent deaths in the city and county for previous eight years. Most of the deaths were caused by situations of family-violence where one known party was guilty of some form of murder or assault resulting in the death of the victim. Most family violence offenders abused alcohol or drugs and often let jealousy come between them and their significant others.
He had no one waiting at home even though there had been at one time. Five years earlier he had been happily married, never once believing it would all end quickly and painfully. His wife and two kids had waited for him to come home every night. Sheila and he had been high school sweethearts, marrying early, bringing two boys into the world before Joe was twenty one. After he signed on as a technician for the Madison police, Joe discovered he loved the work and began taking night courses to improve his education. He was gone from home a lot with both work and school then one day he got home and she wasn’t there. 
The baby sitter had said, “Mrs. Allen went out and will be back soon.”
Sheila came back home that night and announced her intention of leaving Joe and going to her mother’s place in California. She said she didn’t want to be married to a cop and since Joe was studying hard to be one, she was leaving and taking the kids. She said he could have visitation privileges when he came to the west coast.
She had a friend who was a judge and helped her make the transition easily from married woman to divorcee. The kids were three and five and missed their dad at first, crying on the phone that he should come home with them. Before the divorce Sheila had allowed daily phone calls, then twice weekly after the judgment was decreed and she moved to the coast. 
Currently, when he tried to call, Sheila would relay the message that the kids were at a play date and they would call him later, but the phone never rang. He had made several trips to California, usually frustrated at the small amount of time the children wanted to be with him. The little guy, Eric, was at an age where he forgot baby things every day so forgetting his daddy was not out of line. 
Joe’s mother Virginia was a quiet, happy woman who looked at life and saw silver linings in all clouds. She taught Joe to see the best in everything that happened, even in tragedy. When he lost his family, he wanted to dive into loneliness and heartbreak and stay there, but he soon found life too interesting to live in twenty-four hour gloom.
In the five years since Sheila had dumped him and moved away, Joe had done everything he could think of to get his wife back but the truth was glaring. She didn’t love him and wanted her old single life. In California, her mother was available to sit with the children and Sheila made the bar scenes as often as she could afford it. He had learned to accept it even though the idea was offensive to him. He hoped that when the kids were older they might want to visit him, maybe even live with him. 
After the deputy dropped him off at the station, Joe decided to start on his report. The grisly scene at 2231 Bradley Street had to be written then thought through later. Joe, like Maude was racking his brain about the killer’s meaning of ‘5 hours from midnight; however, Joe, unlike Maude, didn’t believe that Mary Ellen was still alive waiting for someone to save her. The addition of the word, ‘Mother’, was both puzzling and upsetting in its illogical placement. Maude had been bewildered with the message, very disturbed that the person who took Mary Ellen would assume any kinship to her.
Joe’s assessment of the scene came from a compilation of case materials that he had studied in his old position before making the move to Homicide. Profiling had been part of his job with the criminal investigation team. He had begun as a research technician and studied to become a field officer. When the opening came in Homicide, the cherished investigation detail, Joe had applied. His base of information and array of skills saw him through the testing procedure. Mostly he thought it was just dumb luck when the lieutenant over the squad called him with congratulations. It never occurred to him that his appointment could be part of a much bigger strategy, the displacement of Maude Rogers from her post in Homicide and the Madison Police Department.
The phone sat idle. No calls had come in since Joe had been back in the office at the Cop Shop. He thought it odd for the evening phone traffic was usually fast and furious but was grateful for the quiet to write his reports. One of the clerks in the warrants section called over the hand-held radio and asked him to come to her office. She said she had found something interesting that he should probably see. She also said she had tried the phone, but kept getting a beeping sound as though there was a problem somewhere within the system.
Joe called on his cell phone and reported the office phone outage then quickly wound up his report and headed for the warrant section. The office ran with a limited amount of employees at night keeping expenses at a minimum. The night clerks took care of all the requests from officers for fingerprint results from the various agencies and entered the information in the appropriate data bases. Information found at night would be available in report form the first thing the next morning.
The fingerprint from the door hinge was a false lead, possibly planted by a criminal mind looking to extend the game. The owner of the print was a street punk who died the year before from a drug overdose. Joe was gratified that he had learned the truth rather than Maude who already had too many setbacks by the killer. Although it was not as easy as the television programs made it out to be, a print could be transferred from one object to another through careful manipulation. Still, he thought he would follow up a little more.
Joe Allen had been the go-to guy in CID for finding perps who managed to fly under the radar of standard police detecting. His abilities were honed by years of comparing the personality traits and behavioral aberrations of criminals to the average, or normal, man or woman. Give him a computer analysis program plus a little time, and often, a potential subject would emerge from Joe’s comparisons. 
He decided to put some of his knowledge to work, recalling incidents since the two bodies were first found. Looking through all the notes he had taken, he found something that both he and Maude had missed. Without waiting for any more time to pass, he picked up the phone and dialed his partner’s number, expecting to find her asleep.
 



Chapter 10
Maude sat down on the steps of her rent house, trying to put it all together. The sun had gone down a long time ago, and the sound of the crickets reminded her that the hottest part of summer was still to come. She thought about the killer and wondered again about his motives. She was tired, dog tired, but the fear for her friend Mary Ellen kept worrying her brain as she searched for some connection that would break through the maze built by the maddened predator. His strategy kept changing as the criminal acts he performed grew more bizarre. 
Maude had no doubt that the sexual abuse of Chris Cole was inconsequential to the killer and that scared her more than anything he had done yet. The careful planning of the man was disintegrating into chance encounters that fulfilled the need of the moment, making him more psychotic. The detectives could not depend on the patterns that he had preset. 
She didn’t follow the rest of them when they left the crime scene. Her exhaustion was overwhelming, demanding rest for her weary body. She knew that she should get up and go to work, follow up on some of the case leads however flimsy, but she just couldn’t move. The picture of Mary Ellen kept spinning around in her head, the printed sign below her with its cryptic message a mystery that made no sense. 
Several cigarettes later found Maude in the same place of confusion. She hoped that Joe had found something in the reports on their desks, some obscure piece of information that might point them in the right direction.
The doors of her house were locked as she had left them, even though Maude knew that anyone wanting to enter could get in with minimal difficulty by breaking a window. Her bed called to her even louder than the gin bottle on the night table sending her spiraling into a restless sleep only to toss and turn as the nightmares raced through her head. After about an hour in the bed she came wide awake, an idea running through her tired brain. A map, she needed a map with lines across and down. The urgency within her was stronger than her exhaustion and she reached for the phone to call Joe, to run it by him.
“Joe, call me as soon as you can,” her message said, “I have an idea.” She heard the beeping on the phone as she pushed the off button. A message waited for her and listening to it she became agitated for Joe had called and said he had new information. She dialed the phone again, hoping that he had been busy but was now available. Still there was no answer to her call. 
Yelling out loud got rid of some of the frustration. Feeling a little better she jumped in the shower, dressed quickly then grabbed her cigarettes and vest and some items out of the closet. Buckling her holster belt around her she left her house and headed toward the Cop Shop to locate her partner and some much needed materials. On the way, a stop at an open all night fast food place loaded her down with two cups of black coffee and four tacos to go. She was suspicious of fast food, believing that many of the food additives were cancer causing, but she was hungry enough to overlook it. Besides, she liked tacos with hot sauce any time of day or night and hated to cook.
The trip downtown went quickly. Never any traffic at that time of night; another reason Maude couldn’t work the night shift. Not enough action to suit her. Around Fourth and Vine streets, she began to slow the car. There was plenty of parking in front of the shop and one of the spaces was close to the front door. Maude parked and entered the building, carrying the bag of food, headed for the homicide section. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Joe, asleep on the couch in the lieutenant’s office. She couldn’t imagine what reason had kept him there all night, but she was glad to see him. The opening of the heavy door was enough to wake the man from his nap, and when Joe saw Maude coming in the room, he looked at her with bleary eyes and shook his head as if dreaming. 
“I fell asleep, didn’t mean to, just so tired.” Joe said.
“Why didn’t you go home and sleep in your own bed?” Maude asked, handing him half of the fast food. “We can’t work all day and all night too.”
“Then what are you doing here, Maude?” he asked. “For Pete’s sake, it’s in the middle of the night. You should be getting your rest.”
“You mean, because I’m old?” she asked with a smile. “I couldn’t sleep because of an idea I had. I need your help; my brain doesn’t work well with lines and numbers. Besides, you left me a message about something we had overlooked, and I wanted to know what it was.”
“Give me a minute,” Joe said, unwrapping one of his tacos. “Let me clear my head. Any coffee?” 
Maude handed over a cup and waited for some clarity from her partner before she dove into the wild idea she had. Sitting with Joe, eating her makeshift dinner, Maude was getting more fidgety, thinking of Mary Ellen, wondering about the young woman’s welfare. There was little hope for a good end to the terrible scene she had witnessed on the woman’s computer, but she felt they needed to try everything possible to save her. 
Time was against them, the longer the madman held his victim, the smaller the chance Mary Ellen would be alive and in good health if they found her. Maude hated to think about her young friend’s mental condition if she was still alive. The terror in Mary Ellen’s eyes had spoken louder than words; the murderer had either done some terrible things to her already, or he had made known his intentions and frightened her horribly. Maude felt the weight of responsibility on her shoulders, for his violence was linked to the murders in Chicago, and she had been one of the cops who let him get away. 
“Maude, I got to thinking, Joe said, between bites. Remember the bathrobe on the floor in 509, we got the blood tested to see if it belonged to the victim, but I have a strong feeling that the perp wore it and some of the victim’s blood got on it before he pulled it off his body. If so, maybe there is a piece of evidence on the fabric that we missed. The blood was analyzed and it belonged to the victim. We assumed the robe belonged to the victim. What if it was his? What if he was so arrogant that he slipped up? He could have been staying in that apartment for days, making himself comfortable and forgot to clean up that one detail. I know it seems impossible that a killer usually so meticulous would make a critical error, but it happens.” Joe was eager to get it all out, to share his excitement with his partner. 
“Call it in to the lab, tell them to find the robe and pick it clean. Maybe they already have, if so, we’re wasting a little time, but right now every possibility needs to be investigated.” Maude agreed with Joe wondering why she hadn’t considered the robe herself.
“While we’re talking, I need for you to figure some numbers for me.” She walked over to wall and took a large Texas map down from its hanger, and laid it upon the table in the lieutenant’s office.
“Look Joe,” she said, leaning over the table “here’s Madison on the map, so what if the ‘5 hours from
midnight’ is referring to lines on the map? Is it possible for you to figure where we would end up if we used our location for the starting point? You know, those arcs mean something even if I don’t understand them, and if the killer wanted to really confuse us, he might just get some map making advice and use longitude and latitude to stump us. I remember a short lesson I had when I first went to work for the P.D. but darned if I remember anything about it. Directions using right and left are hard enough for me to follow.
“I need a protractor and a ruler. Do you think we can find one in the desk drawer?” Joe said, studying the map in front of him, getting excited. Both detectives looked long and hard at one another, considering going into the lieutenant’s desk drawer.
“Maude, I’m going to run in the lab and borrow their tools. I’ll be right back,” Joe yelled over his shoulder. It appeared to Maude that the young detective didn’t like the idea of rifling his new boss’ desk, which was fine with her, since she wasn’t the one doing the running, besides, she needed a minute to stretch her back muscles after leaning over the table. 
Her eyes burned from lack of sleep, and she needed a cigarette badly, neither of which she could take care of right then. The lieutenant would string her up if she smoked in his office. The thought of his face purpling with high dudgeon from smelling smoke residue in his office made her smile. 
“What the heck,” she thought, lighting up, taking a deep drag of nicotine and smoke. “I can’t sleep. Might as well do what it takes to stay awake.”
“‘The lab had what we needed,” Joe said, returning through the doorway. He stopped for a minute, surprised to see Maude with a lit cigarette, puffing away in the boss’ office. “Living close to the edge?” he asked. 
“Never mind that, let’s figure this out. See if it could work,” she said, looking around the room for something that would serve as an ashtray.
Joe checked the map, studying it intently.  He took the protractor and made some circles on the map, biting his lower lip in concentration, nodding his head as he worked. 
“Two degrees, that would be the same as five hours, and using the mile gauge, it would equal a circle about one hundred fifteen miles across, so we look for known caves within a fifty-seven to fifty-eight mile radius of Madison.
“The biggest ones are in west Texas, at a place called Buena Vista, a tourist spot that was shut down a couple of years back. The reason I know about the area is that when my oldest boy was four years old, my wife and I took him to the caves, back before they were shut down.”  
The whole time Joe was talking, Maude was taking notes in her book, already convinced of the need to follow through with his findings. It was worth a shot. Joe sat still, the map in front of him. “Are we going?” he asked.  
“Just as soon as I can get the car gassed up. Not a long trip but it’ll take about an hour. ” Maude said, half to herself and half to Joe. “I think we need to call ahead and inform the cops in Buena Vista that we’re coming. Maybe they can give us a hand if there’s more than one group of caves to search. I’ll call the Boss and give him heads up too.”
 



Chapter 11
The old car rattled and shook most of the way from Madison to Buena Vista, the doors leaking air around bad gaskets making it difficult to cool the vehicle’s interior. Surprisingly, Joe noticed, the motor stayed true, revving when Maude put her foot in the carburetor just outside Madison. The bubble light on the roof used in heavy traffic to clear the path ahead was unnecessary in the late night hours. 
Several deer stood alongside the deserted highway, itching to cross to the grass on the other side of the road. Using some kind of animal radar they remained immobile, living through another night. Next to no human traffic met them on the highway allowing for a quicker trip. 
The detectives had picked up four cups of coffee and were busy slurping them as Maude careened down the road, one hand on the wheel and the other on the cup. She wished for a third hand to hold a cigarette. Because the coffee was more important than smoking, she kept the cup close to her, but it would be nice to have both.
Buena Vista was a small town, just a hole in the highway where a six room motel blinked a neon vacancy, and a gas station advertised its price on a handwritten sign. There was a flashing yellow light at the highway in front of a building where two Sheriff patrol cars sat parked, the cars older than Maude’s. She couldn’t help feeling a kinship to the guys driving the beaters on the job every day. Chasing bad guys was a farce when they had much newer and faster cars than the cops.
It was one o’clock in the morning, not too many people around, the streets totally deserted except for a newspaper delivery van and a produce truck in front of the Piggly-Wiggly grocery store. 
Parking the Madison City vehicle in front of the county office was easy with no traffic, but it would have been pretty simple anyway, given the amount of businesses in the small town. 
The smells of old garbage and a recently dead skunk greeted the two detectives when they got out of the car, an odor combination that only a few can tolerate for long periods of time. 
The door with the words, “Sheriff’s Office” was cracked in the bottom corner, not enough to cause it to shatter, just enough to make the place look really seedy. Lettering on the front of the glass was fading in some places, and scratched away in others, probably by bored or angry citizens who lounged against the door for too long.
Maude and Joe looked at one another, both thinking a similar thought. There were worse places to work than Madison, Texas. The man behind the desk was asleep in his chair, his legs propped on the desk, a line of drool running from mouth to shirt collar. An old fashioned bell clanged against the glass when the heavy door moved to open and the watchman behind the desk jerked awake when the two detectives entered the Sheriff’s office.
The man in uniform had a name tag that labeled him Garrison, E, Deputy, Buena Vista County, Texas. The town, also named Buena Vista, was the county seat; the courthouse and jail would be located somewhere nearby. Maude figured most of the employees in town worked for the county seat offices in one job or another. It was the way of small towns where the economy was poor and the people even poorer. Seeing the two strangers, the deputy rose from the desk and leaned close to his weapon lying on a small stool next to the desk.
“M’help you?” He asked of them. “Ernest Garrison, Buena Vista Sheriff’s Department.”
The double chins on the deputy quivered just a little, the sight of two strangers during the early morning hours very unusual and almost always boded no good. Ernest Garrison had been a county deputy since he turned thirty, first trying his hand on the rigs in and around Lubbock then returning to his hometown after a big fire on rig number seventeen near cooked his bacon.
The sheriff at that time was his daddy’s cousin, making it a little easier to get hired on as a deputy. Ernest had been there on duty rain or shine for ten years, taking off work when the sheriff gave him permission. Usually the night shift was Ernest’s choice because nothing much happened after dark and sometimes, like tonight, he managed to catch a few winks. It was his bad luck that visitors had come calling during naptime.
Maude and Joe pulled their identification very slowly, not wanting to startle Ernest into filling his hand. The stars on their leather covers were shiny and bright, telling everyone looking that the two were Detectives/Homicide Division, Madison, Texas. Ernest was very impressed that anyone of any consequence would venture into his small town and even more surprised that they showed up at one o’clock in the morning.
Ernest repeated, “M’help you? Sheriff Biden isn’t here. He comes on at seven if you want to wait.”
“Yes, you can help us, we need information, and it appears we came to the right man.” Maude said, looking into Ernest Garrison’s baby blue eyes. 
The big man’s chest expanded as he stood straighter, accepting the compliment without knowing why it was given.
“Come on in and sit down,” the deputy said. “Want coffee?”
The detectives both accepted the bitter stuff, grateful to have more caffeine to help keep them alert.  After they sat down at a small table close to the desk, Maude began asking about caves around the area.
“Which ones are still on the tours, which ones have been closed to people and when were they closed?” she asked the deputy. She wished that the phone calls she made earlier to the county office had been answered, but all she had heard on the line was static. Now they were starting fresh with the deputy and had already wasted some valuable time sitting and jawing instead of getting ropes and flashlights to explore the caves where Mary Ellen might still be alive.
“By the way,” she said, as an afterthought. “Your phone isn’t working.” 
Ernest Garrison, Deputy, very proud of his job and the office of the Sheriff always tried to make a good impression on strangers. It was not held against the man that he was uneducated and overweight, nor that he slept on the job, for when the rubber hit the road, Ernest was your man. Just so, he began to draw out maps of the local area, indicating the series of caves that were still open to touring and the ones that had been closed within the previous two years due to inactivity from the public. 
Maude found his cooperation beneficial but hoped there was at least one more man they could count on to offer assistance in searching for Mary Ellen. Sorrowfully, Ernest informed them that the police chief had resigned last year, and the only other person in law enforcement, besides the Sheriff who didn’t ever work nights was the day time deputy who was on vacation in Mes-i-co.  
“When we need more help,” Ernest said, “the Sheriff calls for the Highway Patrol to give us a hand.” 
Using her cell phone to put in a call to the Cop Shop, Maude spoke to Fat Frieda who had gone to work in the Friday pre-dawn  hours so he could get away early. She asked if by chance the Boss might have come in, but Frieda, ever the comedian and communicator replied quickly. 
“The Loo-ey is not here yet since it’s still night time. Why aren’t you asleep like the rest of the old people?” He chortled then at his own crude joke and hung up the phone.
“Frieda hung up on me, “was all Maude could say, determined to have her revenge later even though she knew that the detective would insist it had all been in good fun. The fact that she didn’t tell the man she and Joe were out of town, ‘so how could he know it was important’, would solidify the reason for his capricious behavior.
“Well, Joe, it’s just you and me,” she said, mumbling under her breath. 
“An’ me,” Ernest spoke up. “I’m going to lock up and go with y’all, but I’ll call and let the Sheriff know where I am.”
Joe had been studying the printed brochures that Ernest had given them and thought he had located the place to start.
“We need to get some ropes so we don’t get lost,” he said, “and some flashlights, plus a hard hat would be good to keep from getting our skulls slapped by a low hanging rock.”
Ernest was really excited then. “We have all that stuff!” he said triumphantly. “Last year we had some fellers out here looking to build a water slide and they left all the stuff they used to go under the river.” 
“What happened to the water slide?” Maude asked curiously.
“They just never came back to build it.” Ernest said sadly.
“Ernest, tell me about the river cave that’s about ten miles from here. The brochure says it was used by the Indians for council meetings because of size of the rooms and the cool temperatures.”
Joe was looking at the deputy, pointing to a picture on one of the pamphlets. ”Seems they closed this river cave off because the Sonora Caverns down south were getting all the tourist trade.”
“Yep, they shut that cave down ‘bout two years ago, just up and closed it. My kids liked going there cause of the river running under it. It’s kind of high in the air above the river bed.”
Joe turned a noticeable green at the Ernest’s last remark. “How high, Ernest?” he asked quietly.
“Fifty, seventy-five feet above the water; you got to climb a little ways and the cave goes back deep in hills. Not hard to get there though, got a trail that goes up to the main opening. It’s a little steep.”
“Seventy-five feet,” the young detective repeated to himself, his facial color changing to a slightly pinker hue. “I can do seventy-five feet, I hope.” 
“I need some tennis shoes,” Maude said, “my boots will slide and I can’t chance falling,” she said, noticing that her remark about falling brought Joe’s color back down to a light shade of green. “Anyplace I can get a pair of women’s size ten?”
“Yessum, there are some shoes out to my house; my wife’s sister has big feet too,” the big man said innocently. Maude looked sharply at the man but found no insult in his words or attitude. The truth was, her feet were rather large though not as large as some who were her height. A five foot nine frame needed a good size foot to keep from toppling over.
Ernest called the Sheriff and left a message on his cell phone that he was out of the office assisting some out of town detectives and would be at the old Crystal River Caves. He gave Maude’s cell phone as a contact number because the office phones weren’t working and said they would be at the office for about ten more minutes if the Sheriff wanted to call. He never did, so Ernest figured it was okay to proceed. Maude shook her head, wondering why the deputy wasn’t provided with a mobile phone.
After a short while Ernest had gathered all the construction materials they required and loaded them in the back of his patrol car. Maude asked about batteries for the flashlights and found that the original batteries were still hot. She also told Ernest to make sure he brought his weapon and a shotgun just in case. The deputy hadn’t been told why they were going to the caves, he was just happy to be of assistance, never questioning the detective’s motives. For all he knew they were on a vendetta and he was going along for the ride and might be killed or maimed, but Ernest had been sitting behind that desk for so long he would have almost welcomed either outcome just to break the boredom.  
 



Chapter 12
It was about two miles to Ernest’s house: a double wide parked on a small lot in a trailer park surrounded by drooping flowers wilted by the August heat. There were lights on in the trailer, and Ernest jumped out of his car, ran inside the house, and returned soon afterward with a pair of high-top tennis shoes covered with dried mud. He apologized for the condition of the shoes, but Maude was already busy beating the small clods of dried reddish-colored mud off the left shoe. She quickly pulled off her boots and put the shoes on over her socks, spilling dirt upon both front floor mats of the car. 
“They fit fine, Ernest,” she yelled to the deputy as he climbed back in his patrol car. “Much obliged for the use of them. Let’s go. We’ll follow you.” 
At least once, Joe thought that what they were doing was worse than foolish, but he went along with it all, hoping his partner’s experience would lead them down the right path. A rightful plan would have had them waiting till morning when there was light enough to see, but that would have meant several hours lost. Maude believed that every minute counted with Mary Ellen’s life. 
The trip was uneventful, taking about twenty minutes to reach the park road that was sorrowfully neglected. A large sign read, Crystal River Caves Park, with a smaller sign posted underneath that added, Park Closed. 
The gate to the park was unsecured, standing open as though blown by the wind, one board loose and dangling from the post. The signs of neglect were everywhere, from pot holes in the road to the waist-high grass beside the deserted buildings at the park entrance. Clearly, some park official had put the care and maintenance of Crystal River Caves Park on the back burner. 
The road leading into the property followed a snake’s path with winding curves that were almost switchbacks, the small road growing steeper all the time. The park was deserted except for the car the detectives were following. 
Maude was driving one handed, smoking a cigarette with the other. The bright lights from the car’s console gave Joe a chance to study the woman assigned as his partner and he could see the tiredness in her face; the lines around her mouth had deepened with sadness after the killer’s abduction of Mary Ellen. Joe hoped he would be helpful in the upcoming events, yet he was concerned that he might not be good enough at his job to support Maude. He turned his eyes away from her and stared out the window, trying to see something in the faint rays of moonlight, but there was nothing except shadows and darkness.
Ernest pulled his car up against a high mound of rocks and soil and parked, jumping out the door in his eagerness to get going on the chase, whatever it might be. Maude and Joe got out of their vehicle and stood with Ernest for a moment, briefing him on what they hoped to find. The man’s jaw dropped.
“My Lord, I thought we was chasing some dopers out here, I never woulda thought it might be murder or kidnapping way out here in the hills.”  
“I’m sorry to have kept it from you this long, Ernest,” Maude said, “ I wanted to be sure that you were with us, but before we go any further, I want you to know, it’s not too late to jump back in your car and leave us out here. This is not your business, and yeah, we need your help, but I won’t think less of you if you decide to say adios.”
“No Ma’am, Ernest Garrison may be just a ole sheriff’s deputy and dumb to boot, but the job needs to be done and he’s your man.”
“You may be dumb Ernest, to go along with us on this wild trip in the dark, but you are one brave, fine man.” Maude finished. “Now what’s next, where do we go to get in the cave?” Maude was impatient, needing to get on with it, to see if their figuring was right and the killer had brought Mary Ellen to such a deserted hell hole.
“Well ma’am, first, there is more than one cave, it’s kind of like a bunch of rooms connected one after the other back into the cliff.” Ernest began unloading the truck, getting the rope coiled for carrying, and the flashlights distributed. 
“Oh yeah,” he said, “I brung a thermos of coffee, if you want it. These here are the caves they first opened in the eighties, not as big as some of them down at Sonora, but pretty durn big.” Ernest went on, “It’s pretty easy to get to, we have to cross over that gully over there, and then there’s a kind of rock ladder that the park people think was made by some real old bunches of people that used to live in the caves.”
‘Well okay, let’s get after it Ernest.” Maude said “We made a long trip over from Madison, and I’d like to get this done as soon possible.”
The gully turned out to be a twenty feet deep chasm with a thirty foot long water pipe about fourteen inches in diameter running the length of it with no handrails of any kind.
“Sorry ma’am,” Ernest apologized, the moonlight shining on his round friendly face. “There used to be a little walkway bridge and it weren’t any trouble at all to walk across. Seems like the park people don’t want anyone going over to that cave.”
“Maybe it isn’t the park people, Ernest. Maybe someone else moved that bridge,” Joe said cryptically, “someone that doesn’t want us down here. Maybe we should go back.”
“Joe, you alright?” Maude asked, walking ahead of him. “If you can follow up on the tail end and watch our backs, I’d be much obliged.”
Detective Allen felt his most primal fear about to overtake him. The dread of heights and no handrails was in many of his nightmares; walking along cliff edges and falling was a returning theme that left him dry-mouthed with an upset stomach when he woke in the morning.
“I don’t know Maude. I’ll do my best. You got my mama’s phone number?” he asked worriedly.  “I’d appreciate it if you’d give her a call if anything happens to me.”
“Oh heck, Joe, you’re not going to fall. Just watch me and see where I put my feet.”
“Maude, I already can’t see where to walk. Watching you means I’d have to take my flashlight off the pipe, then I won’t see where my feet are stepping!” the traumatized detective managed to say, about to take a step over what he believed to be his death chasm.
“Wait a minute, Joe.” Maude said, turning around in the middle of the pipe, and walking back to the beginning where Joe stood.
“How did you do that?” Joe yelled.
“Just wait, Joe,” she said, getting behind him. “Ernest,” she yelled, “Come back here if you don’t mind.”
The big deputy had already reached the other side, but being an accommodating, light-on-his-feet man, he turned and walked back across the pipe. “Okay, now what?” he asked.
“We’re going to lead Joe across, you in the front, me in the back. Get that rope and tie it to our waists. Joe can’t help himself, it’s a paralyzing fear he has. This way if one of us falls, the other two can catch the one going over.” she added for Joe’s sake.
“Yes ma’am, but what are we supposed to hold onto if somebody is going over the edge?” Ernest whispered close to Maude.
“Shshsh. Hush Ernest,” she whispered with a frown, rolling her eyes toward her partner who was clearly trying to gather courage for the task ahead.
“Now just a few steps Ernest, get us going, and Joe, you follow Ernest. You’ll be fine. Just watch Ernest’s butt and put your feet down real easy.” Maude said encouragingly. “And don’t look down.”
Gingerly, Joe took his first step, then the second, and Maude could hear his breath coming and going, wheezing with the effort to get air through his paralyzed lungs. 
“Going good Joe, we’re almost there. Three more steps and you’re off this pipe.” Maude continued, trying to take the detective’s mind off his fear.
Ernest stepped off the pipe and Joe followed shortly after with Maude trailing along behind. She caught up and began unfastening the rope around her waist..
“Well that’s over with.” she said cheerfully.
“Until we have to go back,” Joe croaked, breathing deeply. His throat scratchy after shallow breathing on the pipe walk; he sat down briefly to get more oxygen into his lungs.
“Oh well,” Ernest said off-handedly, “we can just walk across the county-highway bridge when we go back. About a hundred yards down yonder,” he said, pointing through a stand of cedar trees.
“Ernest, what’s going on? Why didn’t we go that way instead of this pipe-walking in the dark and scaring the heck out of Joe?” Maude asked quietly.
“Well, I guess we could have, but this was closer and we’re in a hurry.” Ernest said matter-of-factly, walking away toward a large mound that Maude believed to be near the river. 
“I wouldn’t want to be you when Joe finds out about that.” Maude said, shaking her head, grinning a little at the deputy’s back.
The rest of the journey to the cave was easier, mostly on flat ground, with Ernest leading them toward a dark spot on the horizon. The moon had brightened as it rose higher in the sky, illuminating the path. They were all aware that they could be seen by anyone watching from above near the tops of the caves. Before long Ernest arrived at a fenced in area where large flat rocks were stacked creating a barrier to what appeared to be a tall jutting rock. Climbing over the barrier was easy, but the idea of scorpions and snakes in the dark worried Maude a little. Beyond the rock fence they found man-made steps cut deeply into the solid rock face, treads smoothed with age. Park officials had built a series of hand holds to allow for climbing to the top which thankfully was not more than fifteen feet off the ground.
Poor Joe, Maude thought to herself, he may be rethinking that profiling job he left.
“I think we should get ready, he may be here watching for us, waiting to knock us off this wall.” she whispered. “Be prepared. Joe you back there?” Maude whispered again.  “I’m depending on you. When I start up this wall my knees may buckle and I can’t do much.”
“Yeah, Maude, I got it. I’ll be alright. Sorry about that pipe thing. Don’t know what came over me.” Joe was upset that he couldn’t conquer the old fear that ran so deep. Positioning his weapon where it could be easily retrieved, he started up the wall behind Maude, once again trailing behind.
They reached the top of the wall without incident and breached the natural opening in the apex of the great rock with little effort. There was no sign of human traffic in the dust though cat tracks were plentiful and gave Maude pause. Mountain lions could be fierce when their dens were threatened. A feeling of disappointment washed over her. There were no signs of human occupation and the place didn’t feel like a crime scene. 
A detective was first trained as a peace officer, responsible to the victims of crime, no matter how great or small the incident. Those who forgot what they had been taught washed out after a while or went across the line to the other side. A few lasted in the job, but their sour attitudes about duty weren’t tolerated by good cops. Maude and Joe were good cops who became detectives. The empty cave was a responsibility, and no matter how badly Maude wanted to leave it, and continue the hunt, she had an obligation to thoroughly search the area then log it as a false lead. That took valuable time, but it had to be done.
Flashlights and ropes were a necessity for entering a hole in the ground, no matter how high or how low the location. The rooms of Cave-A extended approximately one hundred feet through open areas, burrowing on for unknown depths to the river below. There was no sign of life in those rooms, only animal tracks, some old and some more recent. Maude was glad it was summer time, for most denning animals were still active. There would have been hell to pay if Maude Rogers had walked in on a family of mountain cats. Her natural fear of wild animals was intensified because unlike many women she knew, Maude didn’t like cats of any sort. 
After the obligatory search was done, Maude’s instincts were proven right, but even so, the night had progressed and Mary Ellen was still missing. Quickly gathering their equipment together, the detectives led by Deputy Ernest Garrison departed the scene without further ado.
 



Chapter 13
The trip across the county bridge was fast and painless. Joe had forgiven Ernest for forcing him to walk across the water-pipe in the dark, putting it down to experience. Henceforth he would always ask Ernest to specify if there was any other way of accomplishing a task for the deputy tended at times to take the hard route.
The detectives outfitted themselves with the rest of the equipment, not forgetting the hard hats as they readied themselves for another walk. Ernest told them that the next trek was about a hundred feet from the end of the road where the truck was parked. The path would wind around the cliff, allowing a gentle ascent. He told them that they needed to be very careful as they got closer to the water, because the rocks could be loose and might fall into the river. They should be on their guard to not slide down into the water with the scree at the base of the cliff. Ernest said he remembered that word from one of his and the kid’s trips to the caves when the park ranger was leading, giving a tour. Maude nodded then followed Ernest and Joe came along as a reluctant third, his fear of heights not lessened with time.
The path was overgrown although there were spots in the grass that were stamped down by deer or other animals that prowled along the river. The sound of rushing water was louder with each step, an indication they were taking the right trail. Maude wished there was more natural light for the moon’s pale illumination created shadows where the trees overcast the trail. The flashlight’s beam covered the walking path, eliminating missteps, but she worried that the old batteries wouldn’t last long enough. A few light clouds passed over the moon and the night sounds of the local wildlife intensified as the light ebbed. A whippoorwill’s plaintive call echoed throughout the forested area over and over. Locusts rubbed skinny legs against winged bodies in an airborne, moonlight opera; the repetitive hoot of an adult owl in hunt the diva in the arboreal performance. The surreal backdrop of the cliffs in the distance created a chill in the air not brought on by ambient weather. 
Joe was holding up, taking the path and its rocky surface one step at a time, grabbing bushes or tree limbs as he walked to help steady his forward motion. He noticed the steepness of the incline had increased and at some places they were walking at almost forty-five degrees. All three law enforcement officers had grown silent as they moved closer to the entrance of the cave.
If the killer waited inside for them, he must not know the progress of their approach. At one point Ernest was spooked by some sound, for he lifted his shotgun to a more usable position and waited for a minute before continuing. They had tied the ropes around themselves as the path began its climb, the safety line attached from one to the next, with less chance of a slip and fall. Joe was especially grateful for the rope. 
Maude thought about the place they were going, wondering how the park was run when it was on-line. Surely there had been safety barriers along the path to assist travelers climbing the hill-otherwise the Parks Department could have been responsible for falls. There must have been posts with rope tied between them, handholds for the weaker ones who made the trek to the caves. She was beginning to see why the tourists quit coming to the cave. There was too great a feeling of danger for the sightseer on the rocky path. The place was, however, the perfect spot for a nefarious criminal who lived to create chaos. Her cop instincts were sounding in her gut, they were on the right track.
Ernest started to say something, but Maude shushed him.
“Quiet,” she whispered, touching the deputy on the shoulder. Joe was alerted also, feeling the presence of evil’s work somewhere ahead of them. The big man nodded and pointed to a dark spot off to the left of them, keeping his flashlight trained on the ground beside him extinguishing the long shine.
Both detectives understood that the cave entrance was just ahead and began to catch their breath and prepare for a possible ordeal.  Maude and Joe both wanted desperately to catch the killer off-guard and take him back to Madison with them, where he could be locked away from society forever. The first priority, however, was to find Mary Ellen. 
The silence was palpable, even the wildlife had shut down their sounds. The two detectives and the deputy felt the tension; the nighttime environment had taken a turn for the worse. Maude realized she needed to lead the men into the heart of the darkness presented to them; she must march unafraid into whatever diabolical plot the killer had prepared for them. Taking the lead from Ernest, Maude began the trek forward, toward the cave entrance, keeping herself alert to other changes in the shadows around the path. A wrong turn could be fatal at that juncture where the outcropping of the cave met with the path; the faraway river beneath its tabletop sure death to anyone falling toward its depths.
The entrance became clearer as they moved closer, the sheer sides of the natural caverns reaching high above their heads. Maude believed that the daytime light would show beautiful scenery beneath their feet and around them, but in the darkness there was no beauty, only caution and fear. The far eastern sky had begun to lighten, a prelude to dawn and natural light. She was tempted to wait a while until the earth finished its nightly turn and the sun came up, but they were committed to the task at hand. There was no stopping or turning back. She motioned to the two men to train their flashlights on the cave entrance and as one, all three beams lit up the large opening into the deep caverns. The entrance was clear, without any sign of human or animal presence to greet them, but Maude knew she was in the right place this time. She breathed a little sigh of relief that would not be attacked by anyone lying in wait as they entered the cave.
Ernest whispered, “Miss Maude, do you want me to go first since I know this here cave? Me and my kids have all been here a few times, so it might be better if someone who knows the way goes through first.” 
There was logic in what the big man said, but Maude hated to put him into the line of fire in case the killer was hiding inside. Still, it did make more sense for him to lead them instead of her or Joe who didn’t know anything about the interior passages of the cave. 
“Okay, Ernest, but don’t take any chances. If he’s in there and is of a mind to do it, he’ll put a hole right through your skull.”
The outside darkness was nothing in comparison to the inside of the cavern where no light reflected; the dungeons of old held that kind of darkness. Maude was fearful for Mary Ellen if she was still alive. What kind of terror had she suffered and could she move away from it back to a normal existence. Shaking her head with dread, Maude moved forward with Joe bringing up the rear trying to watch their backs. Walking was much easier on the table top part of the outcropping of rock. 
A marble-smooth surface lay just under the layers of dust and dirt. Shining her light both right and left, she searched for any tell-tale signs of human traffic in the dust, but none was there. Maude knew there was a possibility that she had miscalculated again and Mary Ellen was suffering somewhere else, but instinct kept reassuring her the killer had been there. The drive to step further into the darkness was stronger with each step.
After Ernest passed through the opening without incident he breathed a little easier, feeling more secure each minute that nothing happened. The thought of his kids at home gave him comfort, two boys and a girl, all teenagers who definitely loved their daddy but hardly ever had any time for him. His wife was always too busy with her sewing and quilting to wonder what he might be doing, yet Ernest was sure of her love and concern for him. 
When he had picked up the stuff from the house she was still awake, cutting out pieces to sew back together for a new pieced top that she and the girls at church would finish for a nice big quilt. The church made a little money by selling the quilts, but not enough to account for all the work in them. She didn’t seem to care though, just went right back with a new one each time she was done. Ernest wished there was something he liked that well. Maybe the boredom of the job wouldn’t be so bad if at the end of the week he could be busy with a hobby. One thing for sure, he was not bored working with Miss Maude.
“Yeah, I think I’m gonna find myself a hobby.” he said aloud, grinning to himself.
“Ernest,” Maude whispered, “Are you okay? I hear you groaning.”
“Yes ma’am, I am just talking to myself.”
“Then cut it out, you sound like you’re hurt.” 
“Yes ma’am, I will.”
“And quit saying, ‘Yes ma’am”.
“Umm, okay ma’am,” he whispered.
Joe was fidgety, blind to what was behind him, and unsure of what to do next. They kept the ropes on themselves while walking through the cave’s pure darkness. 
Ernest led them into the depths of the first room, his light revealing nothing other than the crystals within the cave. Maude kept her flashlight darting about the room, hoping to catch a glimpse of the bad guy, but it wasn’t in the cards in those early morning hours. Whatever, or whoever’s aura they had all felt out on the walkway bridge to the cave had gone or his personality had diminished. The rooms so far were empty.
They continued to walk, watching for overhangs, and missing them, feeling the clang of the hard-hats against low-lying rock formations in above the path. A telltale odor was coming from somewhere in the caverns. They all smelled it as the group progressed further-the unmatched odor of death and the rot of once-living tissue. Just inside the second room they found the remains of a dead raccoon along with cat tracks. Off to the side there was also human shoe prints in the dust on the cave’s floor. 
Maude took a moment, hitched up her jeans, wiped her eyes and carried forward, knowing they were on the right track and the killer had been there and Mary Ellen was close. Other times in her life Maude had been in a similar position. Losing people was terrible. First, Paul died, such a waste. She had loved him to distraction, but that wasn’t enough to keep him safe in the jungles of Viet Nam. Her memory had faded in some things, but not in the whirlwind courtship and marriage of her youth. 
She had been twenty years old, finished with her second year at the university. Rambunctious and daring, she was not afraid of most things and lived life to extremes. Pretty, oh yes, she had been quite pretty, her body young and responsive. Paul Rogers was visiting the state university in Oklahoma, full of plans for his future.
The couple had met on the grounds of the school when she enrolled for her junior year. For Maude, it was love at first sight. The young man was tall with black curls that fell across his forehead, brown eyes that opened into his soul and a smile so compelling that she lost her heart within the first five minutes. They started dating the next day, a full-on courtship that lasted less than two months then he popped the big question. She had only one answer, ‘yes’.
They were married two weeks from the day, with Grace standing beside her and Paul’s friend as the best man. What Maude didn’t know was: a letter had come to her new husband inviting, no, insisting that he represent his country at the local military recruitment center within that same two weeks. 
The day they were married was heaven, the culmination of her secret dreams. She could hardly wait for the ceremony to end before stripping off her white dress then pulling her new husband down to the rickety hotel bed, finding the fulfillment that she had known would be there. 
He was gone within three months, but they stored a lifetime of love within those days and hours that were left for them. Paul was brash, had threatened to go to Canada to avoid the draft, to take her with him and live the life of a draft-dodger, but the idea was too foreign for both of them. Later she wished they had gone.
He never returned from Viet Nam, for some north Viet Cong soldiers claimed the best part of him. They shot his body full of holes and left him on the cold, wet ground. The military man in dress uniform told her, sure, but it never really seemed real, until later when the rest of her world fell apart.
Maude wanted to weep for her losses, but it was not to be, there was a much more pressing need now. She knew in her heart that Mary Ellen was beyond saving. A whit-hot rage filled her. She wanted to tear the kidnapper apart for taking the girl. Murderous thoughts filled her mind, of all the torment she would put the man through when they got him, but under all of that, a sadness of intense proportion almost brought her to her knees. 
Maude cast her feelings aside and plodded on, following Ernest around the crystal formations, over the small rocks that had broken off and fallen upon the floor. Finally, the deputy led them into the room, the dreadful room where that ‘sweet, wonderful, young woman’ hung upon a makeshift cross, chained at the waist and attached in such a way that she would never have escaped her bondage. 
The killer had left generator-powered spotlights trained upon Mary Ellen’s naked body ready to be switched to the on position. The result was a garishly lit, macabre scene for the detectives and all others who would come. A note was beside the body, just three words; “You’re too late”. Maude believed his glee from the staged event must have been over the top.
Maude removed the safety rope from around her waist and sat down with her head in her hands, unwilling to look upon the face that she knew so well. Eyes that had been bright and intelligent were left as bloodied, vacant holes. The sweet smile of her mouth was gone forever, replaced by the handiwork of the killer. Her long auburn hair was tangled, dusty, probably from being dragged through the cave struggling against the madman intent upon her destruction. 
There was reason for Maude to believe that the young woman had been dead for at least a day. She believed he had killed Mary Ellen shortly after making the obscene screensaver for her body was hanging in the same position. Possibly her death came from the large knife protruding from her back, an assault she didn’t see coming. Maude could only hope that at the end the killer had shown the girl some mercy. 
Joe was beside himself, sick with helpless rage, seeing another young woman whose life had been ended by the same madman who killed those girls in the apartments on East Avenue. The latest victim was taken as a direct assault upon Joe’s partner in a cold-blooded attempt to get her attention. Why, what attraction did Maude hold for the killer? He was obviously obsessed, but why? What kind of sick person would use violence thinking it would endear him to another?
Joe took it upon himself to leave the crime scene using the best of the flashlights to find his way back out of the caverns until his phone showed a weak signal. He placed a call to Lieutenant Patterson’s cell phone. When Patterson answered, Joe reported what they had found and was told to notify the local coroner’s office where arrangements could be made to ship Mary Ellen’s body back to Madison. The boss added that the two detectives had done well using the small amount of information they had. 
He also said that a group from the Madison lab would be there within two hours, regardless of jurisdiction, and Joe and Maude were to secure the scene and wait for them. After he disconnected the phone, Joe looked out beyond the cave into the distance. In the interim time since they had arrived at the park, the morning sun had begun to rise over the river cliffs, creating a picture of spectacular beauty in blue and gold, defying any human tragedy to try and steal its glory.
 



Chapter 14
The two hour wait was spent outside the cave overlooking the river where they could hear the fast-running water below. Joe managed to put his fear aside and enjoy the quiet. Maude stationed herself in the shade with her feet hanging off the overhang. She asked Joe if he would help her back on her feet when the time came to leave. Arthritis had her knees hurting like crazy after the walk up the steep incline.
“We make a pair don’t we, Joe? You can’t handle heights, and me, I have parts that no longer work very well. It’s a shame you don’t have a younger partner. I know the rest of the guys give you a lot of trouble about working with me, and I have to tell you, I don’t really blame them. I’m nearer sixty than fifty, and can’t quit work, even if I wanted to, but I will try to keep up my end. You’re a good man to have around, and I’m sorry I talked you into this wild, middle of the night trip. It could have been done during the light of day.”
Joe sat quietly, listened to Maude talk then told her that she was wrong, that he felt privileged to be working alongside her. He wanted to know what she thought had happened up there, where did the killer go, and how did he get away. From all of his profiling days, it appeared they had a very unstable man who had no fixed targets, that he seemed to be killing for the fun of it without caring who was next, and that made him more dangerous.
Maude agreed, and said she was worried that the killer might get away unless they got some real clues to his identity. She said that the equipment left in the cave needed to be looked at. Some of it was expensive and might have been purchased in Buena Vista and she thought she would talk to the boss, see if they could be spared a couple of days to roam around the small burb and ask questions. She walked away to find a phone signal, stopping in mid-step to give Joe the high sign.
A short while later she found him again.
“Bad news, partner. Boss says you have to go home. He said we had other cases on our desks that were important and needed work. I told him we both needed to be here, but he had the last word. You’re going home.”
“That doesn’t seem fair. You get stuck with the door-knocking and I get to go home to my good bed,” Joe said, making the best of it.
“Yeah, poor luck for me. We could get this done a lot faster with both of us knocking,” Maude answered. “Listen Joe, since you have to go back, see if you can get back to the desk of one of the lab boys for the report on the blood from the robe.”
“Also, check on the homeless victim and find out her story, what happened to her. We need to get that one cleared. Be good time for you to work by yourself a little. Find out more about how she died, and who had reason to want her dead.” Maude went on, “We’ve been sidetracked by a lunatic who kills and maims women but the boss is right, we have other cases.” As an afterthought, she added, “And Joe, when you get back there, find out everything the coroner knows about Mary Ellen.”
When the lab techs arrived they couldn’t believe they had been dragged all the way from Madison to some cliff-hole above the river, especially so early in the morning. Joe rolled his eyes at Maude, and began to get his stuff together to make the trip back. 
In darkness the climb had been frightening but in sunlight, the distance to the river below seemed to go on and on. Joe was terrified by the closeness of the path to land’s end and its sudden drops into nothingness. The water flowed at least seventy-five feet below the path in places and without handrails near the edge, Joe grasped whatever was available as he sidled down the path. Maude held out her hand, offering support where he needed it. 
She understood how some fears cripple a person, even though the affected one might put up an excellent fight. She wondered if Mary Ellen had been in such a position before the knife went through her back and pierced her kind and gentle heart. Maude grieved over the girl, never having had a daughter or a sister. She had felt a real liking for the young woman whose life she had shared for a short time. Part of her grief was guilt, and no amount of words could change that.
The ride into Buena Vista was lonely, with Joe staying near the scene to ride back to Madison with the techs from the lab. Ernest went home early, for there was no reason to wait. Besides, too many cops and technicians were crowding the small path, trying to get to the scene. Maude had decided to avoid being questioned by local law enforcement until she had reported to her lieutenant, a procedural matter she always tried to uphold. When she returned to Madison, she would write a report with the details of the incident for Patterson.
Her first stop when she got back to town was going to be for food. Her last meal had been the tacos around midnight. It was eleven o’clock in the morning and Maude was starved and almost out of unfiltereds. She checked her package and found two bent and twisted cigarettes.
“Guess its food second, cigarette stop first.” She muttered.
The Sheriff’s Office was open with the lights on and at least two people walked back and forth across the floor of the small room. There was no sign of Ernest, hopefully he had gone home to his bed content in his belief that his job was done for the night. Maude was pleased with the man and impressed with his dedication. She hoped in the future there might be a time she could return the favor and give him a hand. 
The morning’s excitement had brought out all manner of people and Maude wondered why the sheriff hadn’t shown up with the rest of the law enforcement people. Some highway patrol officers from the next county over were there along with a couple of park rangers.
Possibly, professional embarrassment had kept the Sheriff away. An out of town city cop finding a dead body in a closed-down county park was difficult to explain away. The saving grace was that Ernest Garrison, Deputy, was involved in the find. Maude wanted to stop and thank the Sheriff for allowing Ernest to lead them through the maze of the caverns. Without his help the trip would have been a great deal more difficult.
Obviously there were other offices in the county building, possibly the justice of the peace court where citizens could be seen quickly by a magistrate and pay their fines for traffic violations. She hoped that Sheriff Biden was as amiable as his deputy, and inclined to talk a little. The other person that had been visible through the front door was no longer there. Probably a clerk had been passing information to the sheriff.
Maude entered through the familiar glass door and pulled her shield from her pocket. She stepped forward toward the desk, sticking out her right hand as a way of introducing herself. The man behind the desk continued sitting in the broken down, rolling office chair, frowning a bit as he listened to the woman cop. Maude could tell from years of experience that this man didn’t cotton to women in law enforcement, but since he was in no position to have any opinion of her, she thought, too bad for him and his attitude. 
So much for him being like Ernest; still, she gave it her best shot, smiling a little, polite, refraining from cussing and smoking, though her nicotine habit was crying out. 
Sheriff Biden seemed a little too superior for Maude’s liking, not getting any better as time passed. When he did start talking, it appeared that in his macho brain Maude was non-essential personnel, no doubt riding along with a male lead detective who tolerated her presence and waited while she brought him coffee. She could feel a slow burn starting in her belly, the same belly that had been without food and sleep for too long to tolerate a red-necked, prejudiced A-hole, who didn’t know his scrotum from his belt buckle.
After patronizing her with a lengthy diatribe about how law enforcement worked in the county of Buena Vista, and what real police officers did to get the job done, he never offered her a seat all the time that he was insulting her. He never shook her outstretched hand. Maude finally had enough and smiled sweetly, turning to go. 
Sheriff Biden remarked then that he held jurisdiction over the finding at the cave. He went on that since their medical examiner was laid up, and couldn’t work right now, Lieutenant Patterson from her department, who seemed like a fine man, had called and made an offering to remove the body, and return it to Madison for autopsy. Biden then began to bluster about his own expectations from Madison PD, and how he would like to meet a real officer from her department. It was just too much for Maude’s taste.
”You know,” she said, turning back, staring into the man’s eyes, “You’ve got a real fine fellow working for you. I don’t I know how he can put up with a mean-spirited son of Satan such as yourself. I was on my best behavior when I came in here, to thank you for allowing us to borrow that fine man, and to inform you of the events in your county. Your deputy was very helpful in the discovery of that young woman’s body this morning, and I might add, you slept right on while this old woman neglected her bed to get the job done.”
“If you have a problem with me,” she continued, “Just because of my gender, then mister, I don’t much care, but I had hoped for a little respect, and professional courtesy from you, because of your office. And one more thing, if you were to pull out that hoe handle someone shoved up your butt, you might find your constitution would be in considerably better shape, thereby making you a much nicer person.” 
Sheriff Biden’s face began purpling, and Maude was afraid he was going to have a seizure. She went out the door, shaking her head at the small minds in the world, knowing she had just had occasion to hear from one and could expect no more help from that place. 
The air outside was muggy after a light rain that had fallen while she was in the Sheriff’s Office, and the heat had escalated. Remembering the motel located just at the beginning of town, Maude headed her car that way, hoping there was food and cigarettes available in or near the place. The damp weather caused her arthritis to settle in around both hips and knees and the tiredness she felt from all the mental anguish had her falling asleep at the wheel. Thankfully, only a short distance had to be covered before she pulled into the parking lot of the motel. She unrolled her long body from the front seat of the car, walked to the motel office and paid in advance for a room.
A small cafe was a block down from the motel, close enough for Maude to walk, but the afternoon sun beating down on her back made her wish she had driven the short distance. She sat down at a small booth, stretched her long legs under the table and waited on a server to appear. A boy of about fifteen came to the booth and took her order for a burger, fries, and a beer. She asked about cigarettes.
“Si Senora,” the boy told her. “We have the cigarettes.” After the meal was over, Maude used the facilities, stepped outside and looked around a bit, then went to her car. Being prepared for travel was one of her strong points. She always kept a suitcase with spare clothes and cosmetics available in her closet. 
Last night she had retrieved it just in case, bringing the supplies along on the last minute trip. Besides her few articles of clothing there was a small flask of decent gin and an extra pack of cigarettes that she had forgotten. Some ibuprofen lay near the bottom of the small suitcase, and she popped two of those with a small amount of water from a bottle that was in the car. The proprietor of the motel was peering out his window in the evening light, watching her, probably wondering if she was shooting up.
“Sorry to disappoint you buddy,” she said aloud, “I am not nearly that interesting.”
The sun was still high but Maude was so tired that she went straight to the small bed, dropping the suitcase as she fell into the pillows. The bed sagged a little in the middle, but she was so tired that it didn’t matter for the first four hours. After that, her back started hurting from lying on the worn out mattress. 
When no manner of movements made the difference in the comfort of the bed, a big hit from the gin flask helped to settle her down. Of course she knew about mixing over the counter pain pills with alcohol, but her need was greater than the fear. Memories of the morning and that poor girl’s face were on instant recall, the hollow eyes and the large knife in her back. Maude was quite certain that the knife was the one used in the East Avenue killings. The effect of stabbing Mary Ellen with the same weapon must been planned for in advance.
The bed creaked loudly when she rolled over during the night awakened from a restless toss and turn sleep. The motel window flashed a neon vacancy sign through the drapes, the darkness beyond mysterious and somehow dreadful in its silence. 
Lighting a cigarette, she sat at the small desk provided by the motel, staring outside searching for answers to the questions she had been avoiding. The fixation of a serial killer upon a particular police investigator was well-documented, but in those cases, behaviorists usually pinpointed a connection between the two individuals. She had been through it all before, the letters he wrote her in Chicago voicing his desire for her approval and participation in the cruel game he played. It was no more confusing now than it had been back then.
A half pack of unfiltereds later and nothing had changed. Maude was perplexed, tired, and needing rest. She leaned against the desk and fell asleep, her head braced against the wall. It was no less comfortable than the mattress.
In the light of day when she roused from the chair and surveyed the room, its dinginess appearing worse than it had in the half-light of evening. Morning sunlight shone through stained venetian blinds highlighting the dust particles that covering everything. The few shoddy pieces of furniture were water-stained and peeling, the rickety bedpost’s instability the obvious source of the night’s creaking. Maude didn’t recall turning the light on in the room the night before. For a moment she froze, unable to process some information that was banging in her head. The gin bottle had taken its revenge, clouding her brain after a restless night. Then she had it. The coverlet on the bed, it was the same red with white flowers as the ones in the murder-rooms on East Avenue!
“At last we have a piece of evidence. You slipped up boy. You let me in your head for a while.” 
Maude realized that the coverlets were probably a standard issue in small motels around Texas, but now she knew that the killer was moving around from one place to another. What kind of person would do that? A truck driver would, so might an airplane pilot, or a salesman. A salesman who stayed in seedy motels might try to save money. But this killer was sophisticated and possibly wealthy. She considered the expensive photographic equipment in the cave. He bought those to keep from renting them, to avoid a trail back to him. So, okay, maybe he’s
a salesman; but maybe not. Still, it was a connection she could follow to its end.
The housekeeping staff of the small motel consisted of one Mexican lady who spoke no English at all. She smiled a lot, but even when Maude began to speak loudly, the woman still did not understand English. Holding her hand out, she pointed to the office and nodded her head.
“Yeah, I know. Go ask him. I’ll bet that gets me a lot.”
The motel proprietor was a dingy little man not unlike the property, old and falling apart. He introduced himself as “Fred Williams, but no, I don’t own the place.” His boss was a man who lived in town and owned two such establishments, both the same size. The coverlets were often stolen since they were the best items in the rooms. He had to replace two of them this year. “People seemed to like them.” 
Maude got the address of the owner and made a decision to go and visit him before she left the small town. She also borrowed the office phone book and searched through the business section, a task that took no more than three minutes. There was only one photography equipment store in the county and it was located in the square around the courthouse.
The store’s name was Camera and Equipment Shop, and it turned out to be a small, but compact place, with anything a person needed for photography. Maude sat in the car out in front of the store, smoking a cigarette with the window down, the curls of smoke drifting outside the vehicle, the heat of the day already making her feel sluggish. Finally she dumped the butt and got out of the car, into the heat.
The owner of the store was helpful as Maude began asking questions about lighting equipment he had sold recently. She described the brand name and the size of each piece, including the hookup at the sight with the generator. 
The man told her, “It would take a very skilled person to figure out the logistics and technology, to know where to place an antenna outside, and yes, I sold some of the same pieces within the last three weeks. A man about six feet tall, with dark brown hair that hung below a baseball cap, and sunglasses covering the top half of his face, came into the store, found what he wanted and paid cash. He loaded it all inside a white van and hasn’t returned since.” 
The store owner remembered the white van because it had a mark on the back of it. A company logo that was unknown to the store owner. He drew a picture of the logo and Maude thanked him and left the store. The information was enough to cause some excitement in her. 
“That makes twice you slipped,” she told the killer. “Twice you’ve left yourself open. Let’s see what we can make of it.” 
Technology was a wonderful thing, but most of the people in her age group didn’t know beans about fiber optics or how a computer worked. When she needed to type on the keyboard, she punched a button and the screen turned on, and if it worked then lucky Maude. After that, give her a good document program where she could practice her sophomore typing class finger placement on the keys. That was about the extent of her knowledge. 
Around the block from the Camera and Equipment Shop was a print shop, the kind where the employees took to technology like ducks to water. The kid behind the counter was overweight and acned. He wore smeared glasses on the end of his nose, and belted pants so low on his hips that two pennies added to the pockets would cause them to drop to the linoleum floor. Maude introduced herself to the young man who looked up for a minute from his preoccupation with a handheld game then continued to punch buttons with the speed of a digital stopwatch. 
“Excuse me, young man, I need some help from someone and since you are the only one in the store, I guess you’re going to have to do.”  
“Umm, just a minute.” the clerk responded, punching the button on the game, fiercely intent on finishing what he was doing. 
Maude waited a minute more before reaching across the counter and pulling the game from the clerk. She held it against her chest and told him if he wanted it back he could have it after her questions were answered, otherwise, she would take it outside and use it for target practice.
The kid looked embarrassed. “Please don’t tell my boss. He’ll fire me for sure. It just gets boring in here most of the time.”
“That’s fine,” Maude told him. “Now listen, I have this picture of a logo that someone saw on a white van. I need for you to get on that computer and find out what you can about it. Think you can do that? If you do, I’ll pay for your time, give you back this piece of plastic, and no, I won’t tell your boss. Deal?” she asked.
‘Deal,” the kid said, picking up the paper Maude had lain down. “Give me a few minutes. I have to do some searches; may have to get in touch with some friends of mine. You want to come back?”
“Sure. Any place to get a sandwich around here?”
“Two doors down, Buena Vista Café; they have good tacos.”
Maude started out the door and the kid yelled, “Hey, leave my game, I won’t play while you’re gone.”
“See that you don’t,” Maude told him, handing over the equipment, glad to get rid of it.
The little cafe was old. She could see it in the window shade faded to pale at the bottom, still dark at the roll. The tablecloth was red and white checked oilcloth, brittle at the folds, pieces of the red gone; the white stained from continuous use. The plastic rose in the vase on the table drooped from its long life. Linoleum squares with broken corners formed a path to the kitchen, but they were clean giving Maude hope for the food and its preparation. She ordered the beef tacos because the kid recommended them then laughed to herself, wondering why she would trust someone with so little concern for his appearance. 
Figuring the tacos for the grease that caused the kid’s acne, Maude had a minute of reconsideration then said out loud, “What of it, a little grease won’t kill me.”
Actually the food was really good, the grease minimal. It had been a while since a breakfast of black coffee and she had been hungry. She had heard about certain kinds of beef from animals treated with growth hormones, and how it was a cancer causing agent. For just a minute, the idea of stomach cancer from tacos lingered in her mind, but she shook it off.
The unfiltered cigarette sparked with a match, released its tars into the bloodstream and gave her addiction a nicotine boost. Once in the car she started the motor and turned on the air conditioner, content to sit a minute and clear her head, the smoke from the cigarette creating a haze in the enclosed cold air.
Her watch said an hour had passed since she left the print shop, enough time for the clerk to get a bead on the logo, or so she hoped. When she opened the door to the shop, the kid greeted her with a smirk, playing his game. He had no idea of her capabilities. 
“You were gone long enough,” the kid said. “Bring me a taco?”
Maude gave him the look that asked, “Are you being a wise-ass or are you really stupid?”
“Your logo was like a lot of others,” the kid began, “but they all had something making it too fancy. Finally found yours in a section that serves plumbing and construction. A company called Porcelain Worx, strictly wholesale, no retail. How’d I do boss?”
Maude gave the clerk a high-five, appreciating the young man for his work. She reached in her pocket and withdrew a twenty. 
“Here,” she said. “Cops don’t make any real money. Thanks kid. You did good. Get me a phone number for this place?” she asked.
“Better than that, got you a website,” he said, pocketing the money. “Here, use that computer on the desk.”
The keyboard kept sticking but finally she managed to press enter, going to the right screen. The name of the company, Porcelain Worx, was located in Oklahoma, California and Pennsylvania, and had been a business for over forty years. With the clerk’s help, Maude managed to go to the home screen and locate the CEO of the company and the phone number of the main office located in Philadelphia. She also went onto the product page and saw the list of items that were sold to wholesalers. Scrolling down the page of various porcelain bathroom fixtures, Maude saw a grouping of pictures, one of which was the new high sided bathtub with plastic over porcelain bottom.
“There’s the bathtub in my rent house! And that no-good shower head in my bathroom. How many connections does he have to me?” she asked of no one. 
The phone rang several times before an automated voice came on line, asking Maude to “leave a message for Porcelain Worx because we do not want to miss your call!” Because she didn’t know what position the killer served in the company, Maude was hesitant to give any clue as to her identity. She lied instead and left a false name and bogus construction company where she could be reached. Using her cell phone as the destination, she told the machine that it was important she be reached as soon as possible then she got on the phone and called her partner back in Madison. 
 



Chapter 15
The sounds of running water were soothing, recalling a childhood memory. The creek had been cold then, and clear, with a few rocks on the bottom here and there, but mostly sand that felt good between his toes. The small fish that swam away when he picked up his feet to take a step were shiny, their scales reflecting the sunlight that shone in streaks through the leaves of the trees.
“Bobby,” his nanny had called, “Come here, get out of that water, you will catch your danged death.”
The bubbling water sounds with their constant rhythm always got his attention, even then. 
His mama and daddy had been arguing that morning, using fierce words that even an almost-three year old knew meant terrible things to come. Daddy had told mama “don’t want you, don’t want him”. 
Mama had cried, but then she got real mad. “Not my fault!” The words from mama’s mouth rang in his ears, resounding now, shutting out the sound of the water. “You take him, Elridge! Don’t want him”.
Daddy got in the car. Bobby could see from the window in the nursery. He raised his small hand to wave at Daddy who didn’t look back. Gone. Mama was in her bedroom, crying really loud.  
“Heartless man, kill you. Don’t want him. So heartless, come back. Don’t want him”. Mama was sad, and Bobby opened the door to go to her, tears on his cheeks like mama. He lifted his small arms to her. Words sprang from him as she drew back her right hand again and again.
“Ooh. Don’t hit, Mama! No, hurts. Ooh, Mama. Head hurts. Mama, no, hurts. Tummy hurts, no, Mama. Daddy! Daddy!” Mama hugged him then, sorry for so much.
The nanny came when Mama called and took the small screaming boy away to his favorite place, the creek behind the family home. She washed his face in cold water and removed the tears, sat him down upon the ground and checked his body for injury, hugging him against her. She soothed him, wiping away new tears. It was not the first time that the nanny had comforted the crying child after one of his accidents. That time there was nothing broken or bleeding.
“This time no big hurts for Bobby, just little hurts that will go away soon.”
The nanny was young, not yet twenty, a student who went to college during the day when she was away from Bobby. She would be gone for good the next day, suspicious, unable to stomach what she believed to be abuse to the child. The nanny’s youthfulness made her more vulnerable to the pain she saw in the family, but even she who took care of Bobby was unaware of the extent of violence visited upon the child regularly. Once she had spoken to a fellow student about her beliefs that Bobby was being abused, but since her only proof was the sorrow of a child, she was advised by the law student to stay out of the family’s business. There was old money behind Bobby’s family and the nanny would be the one to suffer if she continued.
After giving her notice, the nanny was quickly replaced by another. But Bobby had already been educated in the application of violence. He knew that his life was controlled by adults, Mama and Daddy who were so adept at producing pain in the boy. Oh yes, he knew all about violence, he had lived with it for three years as the perfect target for Mama who used Bobby for her punching bag when Daddy misbehaved.
The new nanny came, but she was old, and didn’t love Bobby. She chastened him for the messy in his pajamas and told Mama and Daddy. The bruising on his small body went unnoticed by the nanny, except one time Bobby saw her smile at his broken finger, his pinky, where Mama had bent it till it hurt so bad. That time Mama had cried and hugged him and said “no more messy in his pajamas”. Her hugs were the best when she held him to her breasts, his face against her soft skin, his small mouth open to receive the dry nipple to suckle. Mama would make sounds and keep hugging him. Bobby lived for those times when Mama loved him for a little while, before she flung him from her bed, screaming for the nanny to take him away.
The coolness of the cave was good for sleeping, for recovering. Mama had come again, looking for him, but she didn’t find him in his special place. Not ready yet for Mama but so glad that she still loved and wanted him! The water, in the river under the tabletop in front of the cave was rushing below him, comforting the man who was once a boy. Later he would climb down, shed his clothes and jump into the cold sparkling water, revived in spirit, ready for the day. 
He missed his treasures, they brought him pleasure to touch and remember. His latest ones lay hidden in the cave, in his special place where he would keep them for a while, to hold when the scary night came. The woman had been hateful to him, calling him names, screaming for him to go away, but Bobby had stayed. He had held her tight, but she didn’t hug him. Her hands had scratched his face, his arms, hurting him. His head had hurt so badly, the noise of her screaming matching his, the sound of the gurgling breath from her chest frightening him, his hands around her throat squeezing to stop the noise in his head. 
He didn’t remember much after that, but Someone had used the knife, the special knife to stop her for good, because she had kicked him and tried to crawl away, forcing his hands from her neck as the last surge of her strength broke his hold. After that he laid the post on the ground and re-tied her to it. Her dead weight dragged him down as he lifted and replaced the post in the same position, the knife in her back difficult to maintain. Then Someone cleaned her, removing his touch, his saliva, the prints from the knife. But he took his treasures. She would never scream again or look at his face with hatred. 
He had two more vacation days to play before going back to the job and after that, home. The JOB, a means for him to ‘travel and meet people,’ the salary a pittance received for a job well done. The ad had run in the local newspaper advertising for employees to sell products in home improvement. ‘Would require some travel and an outgoing personality ready
to make things happen and grow a business.’ He had been young when he applied, the second of two applicants. Both got the job, selling porcelain products for business and the home through wholesale contacts. 
He outlasted the other salesman. Thoroughly successful in his line of the business, he had managed a compelling sales portfolio. More importantly, he concealed his considerable intelligence and the fortune left from his loving parents after their untimely accidental death in the northern Rocky Mountains. When he had turned twenty one-a responsible and grieving adult-the money was his. The large family fortune that passed down first to Bobby’s father had been sought after by an uncle, Daddy’s brother, but the man’s legal standing was declared void for there was an heir, daddy’s only son, Bobby. There were also considerable amounts of life insurance on both his father and mother with double indemnity for accidental death. 
The uncle had declared a suspicion of foul play in the death of his brother and sister-in-law. The brakes on their car had failed on one of the downhill mountain roads, causing the car wheels to escalate their rotations to a sustained speed of at least one hundred and twenty miles per hour just before it jettisoned off the s-curve into the valley below. No evidence of brake-tampering was found even though there was so much damage to the entire vehicle it might have been overlooked in the wreckage. 
The rental car, a foreign sports model, had been issued with the standard safety inspections before the man and his wife took the car on the scenic drive into the mountains. The local Colorado police who had too much to do to worry about a man jealous of his nephew’s inheritance shrugged their shoulders and got on with other business.
The couple, who had been back together for a short time were trying to revive a failed marriage, hoping the mini-vacation would be the stimulus for a second trip to the alter. On one of their son’s short visits to his parent’s home, he had overheard the kitchens cooks talking about the planned trip a week in advance, and though he waited patiently as always, he was neither asked by his parents to go along, nor informed of the plan.
Bobby lived in his own apartment in another city and had returned there after the authorities began searching for him. When they found him at his job and told him of his parent’s death, they advised him that it was routine police work to question him of his whereabouts at the time of the deaths. Sad-faced Bobby nodded his head and showed them his time card from the small shoe store where he worked, then closed the door of the business behind them.
That night, he moved into his new apartment and called to thank a particularly helpful man in the rental car business in Colorado. Afterward, he opened a bottle of very expensive wine and drank several glasses in celebration of a job well done.
The next week the helpful man in Colorado had his own accident in his new porcelain shower, although there was never any evidence that might incriminate Porcelain Worx or its products. The delivery man who carried death to the helpful Colorado man had parked his van behind a convenience store a block away then walked to the door, thank you gift in hand. 
Inside a colorful wrapper tied with a red ribbon, a large container of body wash with skin softening glycerin additives lay waiting to be used by the helpful man. The delivery person returned later, jimmied the lock, and hid in the house, waiting for an opportune time to finish his task. Even later, the no-longer-patient delivery man jerked the shower curtain open and surprised the helpful man who slippery from the glycerin in the body wash, lost his footing and allowed maximum forced contact between his head, the stainless steel faucet, and the tub bottom. The delivery man carefully removed the body wash label and erased all fingerprints other than the victim’s from the bottle. He left the helpful man’s house by the back door, removed his gloves and returned to the unmarked van.
The coroner found no conflicting evidence to prove foul play and thus ruled in his report;
‘The cause of death appears to be a large cerebral contusion resulting in hematoma of the frontal and rear lobe, traumatic brain injury was due to a slip and fall within the home.’
Bobby became a very wealthy man after the will was read and the insurance claim on his parents was paid. His inheritance allowed him many privileges, one was the ownership of the large family home which his educated father had christened, Feldspar. The grounds of the property were Bobby’s play area where he had begun the early preparations for his craft.
In the forested area outside the privacy fence there had been feral housecats that came onto the grounds to deposit their litters of wiggly babies in concealed places, but they couldn’t hide from little Bobby. He found the kittens and began his ministrations that were done with such precision that his mother might have approved had the small boy told her.
Their little hearts were hard to find at first, but he got better after more and more tries, learning to poke them first with an icepick, (don’t touch that Bobby, it might hurt you!) that he stole from the kitchen cook and returned later. Scissors with blunt ends were hard to use, but he found some with pointy ends in the sewing drawer, and they worked just fine. 
The small boy always took care of the things he loved. Scissors back to the drawer, his treasures in a kitchen match box under a rock near the patio and the useless kitty thrown into the creek to float away. Mama always thought he had cut himself when she saw the blood on his little short pants. She didn’t worry about him though. Just smiled and wiped her drippy nose, sniffing up the white medicine that she said made her strong.
 



Chapter 16
Detective Allen made the trip back to Madison in the old crime lab van midst the cameras, the boxes of chemicals, and a large plastic case with unknown contents. Two technicians rode in the front, carrying on a line of sports conversation all the way. Joe was exhausted and fell into a fitful sleep for the first few miles then lay wide awake across the seat, his mind racing with the events of the morning and the night before. 
Times like these, he thought, it might be good to light up a cigarette like Maude, except it wouldn’t be those bent up unfiltereds that she smoked. Oh no, if he ever took on the habit, his choice of smoking pleasure would be the big cigars from the locked cases in the cigar store. Small chance of that, he detested the taste of tobacco in any form. One time, a year or so back, he had dated a woman who smoked, and each time he kissed her the strong smell of her breath almost took away the pleasure of the kiss.
Ah, women, now that was an uncomplicated subject. Not the women themselves, but the idea of women. Joe loved them all, wishing he could be with one in the back of the van. Not for any reason other than to talk and laugh a little, with maybe a few kisses if she was willing. Usually when his green eyes started flashing most women both young and old took notice. Joe was not unaware of his charms; sometimes taking advantage of the stir he created by asking a woman out to dinner, hoping to get luckier than a smile for the evening. He still missed his wife and the kids, but after a while he had begun to realize that Sheila was right. He had left little time for them in his schedule. If he got really lucky again and found a woman, and they fell in love, he vowed to do things very differently.
The van dropped him off at the Cop Shop where he got pats on the back from all the staff there, including the lieutenant. He reminded them that he and his partner were working together on the job, and she had stayed there to go over some of the details and possibly catch up on some missed clues to the killer’s identity. 
Meanwhile he called the coroner’s office and was told that the M.E. hadn’t had a chance to spend any time with the body, but the Buena Vista coroner had ruled the death a homicide. His report said the cause of death was the knife wound which punctured her heart. Time of death was uncertain, but appeared to have been twenty four to forty eight hours prior to the discovery of the body; however, the autopsy would be more conclusive in all the details of the murder. The blood on the robe had yet to be tested but it would happen soon, Joe was told.
The task at hand was to follow up on the homeless woman who was left for dead a few days before, a sorry state to get to it so late, but circumstances had caused the delay, making the possibility of finding the killer more difficult. He missed Maude’s experience and old time wisdom, but she had given him instructions to begin the look-see of the case. 
The investigating officer said in his report that the dead woman had been found by another homeless person who hailed the first cop that he saw. Finding the beat cop on his six to six shift was fairly easy, just a radio call away. When Joe arrived at the officer’s location they sat and shared a soda in the small kiosk area near one of the major banks in downtown Madison. 
Officer Kilpatrick, ‘Billy, if you would rather’, said “The woman was a loner in the homeless community, keeping herself and her treasures tucked away in close range of any and all police officers. She always knew where safety was, knew who would protect her. The people who saw her on the streets said she had been talking about a find she made near one of the downtown dumpsters and that was probably what got her killed. Diane didn’t believe in sharing. No, they didn’t know what the treasure was that she had found but it wasn’t on her when the EMT’s took her in the meat wagon. So either she sold it or someone stole it.”
The soda finished and a copy of the officer’s report in his pocket, Detective Allen made a trip to the Thrift for Profit store over on Vine Street. The man behind the counter was tall and thin, with old pock marks on his arms, and a slight tic that pulled his left cheek down when he talked. The effect was distracting to most people who tried conversing with the man, often resulting in an unresponsive audience when the man spoke at length. 
“The woman’s name is Diane Jones, used to come in and sell you some of the things she found on the street. The word is she made a real good find and someone took it away from her then strangled her to keep her quiet. Know anything about that?” Joe was hoping the victim had shown the treasure around and got a value out it from the thrift man.
“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” the man said, his tic working overtime. Seen her about two weeks ago, she had some decent shoes. I gave her fifty cents for them. Nothing else though.”
“Anyone else tried to sell some nice stuff in the past few days?” Joe asked.
“Don’t know. They don’t bring nice stuff here. Go to the pawn shop.” The tic man was in a hurry for Joe to go away. At least it seemed that way.
Joe couldn’t place the tic man near the victim at the time of her death and decided to put the man on hold and go on down to the pawn shop. The bright neon sign screamed, “Pawn Shop”. The door below the sign was outfitted with more locks than Fort Knox. Joe walked through the entry and was greeted by a woman with swarthy skin who looked askance at him, wondering if he was cop or criminal.
“Excuse me ma’am, hate to bother you but I need some answers to a few questions. Detective Allen, Homicide, Madison PD,” Joe said, pulling his shield for the woman to look over.
“What do you want?” the woman asked, frightened, to the point.
“This woman, you know her?” he asked, laying out a photo of the dead woman.
“Yes, she is a thief. She stole from me. I called your Chief of Police but he never came.”
“What did she steal and when did you last see her?” Joe asked.
“She stole a bracelet with two rubies and one diamond. It was on the tray, on the top of the counter. The woman was outside the door. She watched for me to turn around and answer the phone then ran and grabbed the bracelet off the tray. I saw her and wanted to chase after her, but I could not leave the store. I called your Chief of Police and he did nothing.”
“Oh yeah, what was that bracelet worth?”
“Two hundred dollars, that is what I would sell it for,” the woman responded, hostility and old umbrage against police working through the fear.
“So did you find her later and strangle her in her sleep to get the bracelet back?” Joe decided to throw the accusation out to see how she responded. Throw a rock, you never knew what you might hit.
“Strangle her? That woman so dirty and such a thief I would never touch her!” The pawn shop woman was indignant, her repulsion visible in the expression on her face.
“What’s your name, ma’am? I need to know before I take you down to the station to question you about this murder.”
The woman sputtered. “No, please. Do not take me to the jail and lock me up. I did nothing. It was not me. My name is Giselle Farouk. I did not kill this terrible woman.” 
“But you know who did, Giselle.” Joe said, quietly. “I see it in your eyes.” The rock in motion again.
The woman was distraught, overcome with the desire to tell what she knew, to rid herself of the memory of something very bad. She was withholding information, something important and Joe could see the need to tell it was close to winning out against her loyalty to someone. The fear of jail had been the catalyst, a lucky remark thrown out, disturbing the peace within her.
“In France,” she went on, “before I came to America, the gendarmes broke into my house to tell me that my husband was a criminal and I must be too, because he had been arrested for selling drugs from my house. They took me to a terrible place, and locked me inside, where I stayed for many days, naked, with a small amount of food that the rats did not take from me. There was a small bucket for me to use for my body functions and a ragged blanket to cover my body. One day, I crawled to the bars to beg again for them to let me go, and the door was unlocked with no one there. They were not gendarmes; they were criminals who wanted my husband to show them where he had his drugs. My life was nothing to them. I walked all the way to my house, starving, dirty, and very sick. When I got to my house my husband was there, on the floor. The criminals had killed him. I was afraid I would be blamed for killing my husband, so I quickly dressed and took the money from his pocket and ran from the house. I was dirty and hungry like that woman, and no one bothered me. Later, I slept inside the train station in a corner near the back door. When I awoke, I used my husband’s money and bought a ticket to America.”
Her story seemed to have an end, but she wasn’t there yet.
“My new husband is very jealous. He has a terrible temper. If he knew about my past he would never let me live in his house.”
Joe stared at Farouk for a minute. “You had a good motive for killing this woman.” he said, holding the picture of Diane Jones out again.
“No, No, it was him,” she sobbed. “It was my husband…an accident. He beat me when I told him the woman took the bracelet then he went there to watch her, and to steal it back. He intended to beat her too, but no, it was not to be. My husband grabbed for the bracelet when the woman was asleep, and she woke up, and was going to scream. He found the wire there on the ground, and tried to make her be quiet by tying it around her neck. After a little while she stopped trying to scream. He took the bracelet, and came home; sure that no one had seen him there. He was fortunate.”
Joe listened to the story, imagining how it happened, how Diane Jones believed she had found the big score, how she held the piece of jewelry tight against her, admiring the reflection from the streetlight winking in the small diamonds. A woman dying, and a man murdering, he thought, for a piece of gold and shiny stones worth about two hundred bucks. What a waste.
Shaking his head over the tawdry story, Joe escorted the woman to his car after she locked the building. Her objections to jail had disappeared with the telling of the story of her husband. A good lawyer would be able to refute her tale because it was hear-say, and because of the husband-wife protection under the law, but as far as Joe was concerned, the story would hold up. He could hardly wait to tell Maude!
When the detective walked into the Cop Shop, the others were quiet, watching him lead the woman in. He went to the lieutenant’s office and gave his report while the woman waited outside. Patterson stared at the new detective, seemingly puzzled by something he didn’t choose to share with Joe Allen. Nodding his head a few times, he put out his hand to Joe and told him congratulations.
“It’s about closing cases Joe. Good job. Bring the husband in and let’s see what he has to say for himself.” At the end of the long evening, Joe cleared the Homicide desk and made the trip to his personal vehicle.
Maude would be back tomorrow, he hoped, and they could work on the East Avenue murders, but for the rest of the night, he refused to think about the job.
The local watering hole for cops and firemen was called Dancers, and was located on Fifth and Alamo Street. At one time it was a glitzy fern bar with plenty of lights and reflector balls hanging over a good-sized dance floor, greenery at every corner and tables overflowing with yuppies. The plants left first, just before the yuppies moved out to make room for the cops that landed nightly at the vacant tables near the bar.
That night, a few women were sitting at one of the tables, drinking quietly most of the time, but breaking out into cheerful laughter occasionally. The laughter drew Joe’s eyes. He was weary of the talk of murder. The pale amber beer in his glass was cold and good as it went down. A finger in the air, and another beer was placed there, the empty glass removed. Cop bars had waiters that were good at that; they catered to men in uniform, taking care of their wants, washing away the sad stories of damaged people. 
By the time the detective had finished his second beer, he was less inhibited, more willing to take a chance. It was a short trip to the old time jukebox where he chose a slow one then he stopped on the way back, asking one of the women to dance while he still had his nerve.
The room had filled up after Joe first arrived; some EMT’s, firemen and more cops had come in and sat down, some in uniform. Most of them Joe had seen around. The music was soft and low, overwhelmed by the noise from the drinkers in the bar, the floor crowded. Blue eyes stared back at him with friendliness, following his lead, bouncing off other bodies moving to the music. 
“My name is Susan Lucas, what’s yours?” she spoke loudly so he could hear over the rest of the house.
He told her, then tightened his arms around her, moving to the outside of the circle, stepping on feet that weren’t his, aiming for a clear spot near the bar.
“Want to go for coffee?” 
“Sure,” she yelled back, laughing at the sound of her own voice.
They went to a small coffee shop not far from the bar and talked for a while. Susan was fun to be with, a pretty woman, well put together, but no beauty queen. He liked her, liked how she looked. Joe walked her to his car, stopping in the half light of a streetlamp to pull her to him, a soft kiss on her lips for luck, the next one because it felt nice to hold a real woman. Susan got in the car and he drove them back to her apartment, she had ridden to the bar with friends so no car to bother with. She asked him to come up, stay a while, talk some more.
The evening passed quickly, the kisses grew more heated, both of them adults with needs. She molded herself to his body, the warmth of her skin delightful to his hands. 
“You are so soft, your skin so smooth.”
Susan felt the strength in Joe’s arms, his shoulders muscular from the gym workouts every other day. Her body responded to him, taking him into her secret places, matching him with her own movements. 
Afterward they lay there, liking what they had found, finding it again, only this time slower, with deeper thrusts, holding the spot for a second more. She moaned as he moved within her, filling her with long gentle strokes. The moment came, the release explosive.
“I have to go home,” he finally said. “Work tomorrow.”
He had told her about the job, about his kids, but it didn’t scare her. He was glad because he liked Susan and wanted to see her again. She walked him to the front door, naked, handed him a slip of paper with her phone number, and kissed him goodbye. He liked that too.
The trip home was short, which was a good thing, because Joe was exhausted. Susan’s phone number was tucked into his wallet where he wouldn’t lose it. Already he missed being with her.
She was the first woman he had spent any time with since his wife left and it had felt good to hold the flesh of a real woman instead of clinging to the memory of one who left him high and dry with nothing but a depression in the mattress and an unwrinkled pillow case.
 



Chapter 17
Since her return to Madison was at a late hour and very tiring, Maude’s work output for the next day was sketchy at best. Paperwork was piled on the desk to be completed, the important ones being the sign off sheets for Joe’s training and her expense sheets for out-of-town travel. So far her only real accomplishment of the day was the visit with Mary Ellen’s parents. The Boss had made the original call to them when Maude was out of town, breaking the bad news over the phone because the girl’s family lived in another state. 
The man and woman made the trip to Madison to collect their daughter and made the arrangements to have her body returned to their hometown. They were aware that an autopsy had to be performed before they could take her, but they chose to wait in the city, staying in a hotel near downtown. Maude had found where they were staying and went to pay her respects. The deplorable part of the job was interacting with the families who lost loved ones to senseless crime when no comfort could be given to ease the loss. They always wanted to know if the victim had suffered, if their child felt pain or fear at the end. Maude chose to avoid the truth whenever possible, if such facts served no purpose except to cause greater pain to the victim’s family.
With Mary Ellen’s mother and father, there was no avoidance. They knew already. A reporter from the local news rag had approached them at the hotel and asked their feelings about the savage murder of their daughter, hoping for the shock effect that would sell papers. They now knew about the empty eye sockets, about the soft brown eyes that had looked out on the world with joy and hope, now missing. They knew about the knife protruding from her back, her tongue cut away, the coarse thread used to sew her lips together in permanent silence. There was no lie big enough to give those people comfort.
Maude had been in a hurry to get away from the couple’s pain. She asked a few questions about their communication with Mary Ellen, had she mentioned meeting anyone new or was anyone bothering her lately? They both shook their heads, wishing they could help. When she closed the door, Maude thought about their grief, about leaving them holding onto each other’s hands, their tears streaming. They had been trying to put on a brave front with her, but like all similar situations, the rawness of the hurt always seemed to break through.
“Justice, there will be justice,” Maude had spoken to the elevator walls as she left the hotel room. “We will get him. He’s leaving his spoor and we’ll find it.”
Joe came in to work, happy to see his partner, glad she was back. After her phone call the day before he had been researching the company name she had given him. Porcelain Worx was an old established firm that was started sixty years earlier by a man in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He had found a supplier with the equipment needed to make the products, put the prototypes in the back of his van. He went on the road to sell orders for toilets, shower stalls, sinks and bathtubs to businesses, for either bulk use or retail.
The man’s name was Theodore Worxslaven, a hard selling businessman who used honesty as part of his sells spiel. He proclaimed that anyone who dealt with Theodore Worxslaven would never be cheated in the transaction. The man’s son became his business partner and named the company Porcelain Worx, a play on the family surname. 
The company presented an idea that encouraged progress through change and grew throughout all the United States, hiring employees as contract salesmen who sold the company line of products to major businesses. The nearest Porcelain Worx satellite was in Oklahoma, about two hundred miles from the Texas border. After the first successes of the business, the owner had decided to build his own factory in Philadelphia producing his signature fine line of porcelain products.  Later the son moved to the west coast and built another factory there. Joe had never known there was so much money in bathroom equipment and kitchen sinks.
There were over fifteen hundred people on staff at Porcelain Worx, some selling the company wares by computer, phone, and old fashioned business to business door knocking. The main office in Philadelphia where the old man still ran the business with the help of a board of directors was the hiring and firing part of the company.
Maude and Joe asked for permission to make a trip to Philadelphia in hopes of finding a lead to the man who was the suspect in the murder case they were trying to solve. City employees were never given money outright, the person going on the trip had to spend his money first then be reimbursed. A lousy system, no doubt, but it kept people honest about spending taxpayer money. Lieutenant Patterson was pleased by the almost rapid fire closings of the two homicide cases within the last week. Right now, Maude and Joe were the golden children. 
Maude still had to turn in her last expenses from Buena Vista, figuring there would be more on the horizon, especially if they could get permission to go to Philadelphia
The airplane flight to Philadelphia was bumpy and gave her a sinus headache complete with blocked ears and pain in her jaw. Joe was unaffected by the bouncing of the aircraft, however; his fear of heights had traumatized him the moment the wheels of the plane lifted off the ground. What a pair, they both thought. 
At the Philadelphia airport, they rented a compact car, the small two-seater variety, believing that a short stay was in store and it didn’t matter what manner of transportation they used. A motel outside of town near the airport advertised low rates and free breakfast, the type place Maude was accustomed to renting on her trips out of the city. It looks a little seedy but what do I care, she thought at the time; I’m not buying the place.
Philadelphia had a much larger city police department than Madison, Texas, though if crime statistics were compared, the smaller city had recently been more violent. The population of Philadelphia required many more uniformed cops to drive the different beats, keeping the peace among both the cream and the detritus of society. 
 
Joe had lived in Philadelphia when he was a kid, traveling the road with his father the career soldier. The streets looked familiar in the daytime hours, but that first night when he and Maude deplaned and began searching for the necessities for the night, Joe was unsure of the city’s good and bad sides. A few feet into the door of his motel room was enough to assure him that he had picked the wrong side of town after Maude asked his opinion of where they should stay. The place was run-down, dirty, and had some dark stains on the carpet that appeared questionable to a homicide detective.
Maude checked her room, pulled back the brown coverlet and inspected the sheets. She grimaced a little then headed for the door. Joe thought she was leaving, but it wasn’t that simple. The manager’s office was across the parking lot from their room, catty cornered from the driveway that entered the property. At the side of the office was a room with an opened door where the housekeepers kept the replacement items for the rooms. That room was where Maude was headed. 
Hardly any time passed before she returned with an armful of towels, sheets, and a bottle of some kind of spray. The woman was not smiling. In fact, she had a lip-lock on one of her cigarettes, the smoke curling from the side of her mouth as she plowed across the parking lot, her eyes blazing with the fire of indignation.
“Here, Joe,” she said, poking one of the two bundles she carried into his arms. “Do yourself a favor and change your sheets. I doubt yours are any cleaner than mine. I spotted a whole family of roaches having a picnic under the covers of my bed. Soon as I’m done with the roach spray, you can have it. If it doesn’t kill them outright, maybe it’ll drown them with time.”
“I’m sorry Maude,” Joe said with his hands full of sheets, “this place really is bad. Maybe we can target practice later and knock out a few of the unwanted creatures. I’m just guessing, but we are probably on the wrong side of town.”
“It’ll be okay,” she said, “just for tonight. Tomorrow we’ll try to get out of town before night. Our flight is scheduled for the evening, and I hope we don’t have to change it. Let’s get this done and go find a place to eat.”
The two detectives drove around until they found a decent-looking chain restaurant advertising twenty-four hour service. Food was surprisingly good in the diner, upping Maude’s mood a little. After the meal she sat back in the booth, content to smoke, watching the cars on the street, lost in her thoughts.
“Joe, did you ever ask yourself if what you are doing is the right thing? You know, the way we have to go about the job, sometimes making a lie sound like the truth, just to get to the facts.”
They sat in the booth of the diner, both of them tired and apprehensive about the upcoming trip to the Porcelain Worx factory. Joe looked thoughtful for a minute, nodded his head and agreed.
“Sometimes I feel real bad,” he said, adding an off-color word that surprised Maude. “But I think about those dead women, the way they were tortured or strangled, the pain they must have felt dying then it doesn’t bother me anymore. Getting to the answers we need to find the persons doing the killing is worth whatever it takes. Those women deserve that from me and I’ll take the knock to my conscience for lying or being deceptive to find the killers.”
The bed in Maude’s room was lumpy, testifying to the many bodies that had lain upon it. She tossed and turned for a while, slept a little then got up and sat on the end of the bed, smoking. Her arthritis was worse in the night, the joints of her knees recalling every time she had chased someone down and hit the ground, pounding her kneecaps with concrete, wrestling with a perp who was trying to get away. She was good at what she did, and if it meant pummeling someone until he gave up enough for her to handcuff him, then amen to painkillers, because she would take them later when the suspect was behind bars.
Maude was no sissy-girl, she was a police officer and most of her aches and pains could be traced back to the many people she wrestled with and took into police custody. All that and two ibuprofen every four hours for the pain was the payback. 
On that night before chasing down the best lead yet on the brutal killer who took Mary Ellen’s life, Maude was pensive, questioning her ability, hoping she still had what it took to trap the man. Joe would be a great help. He was inexperienced, but seemed to have a real knack for getting through to people. They would need all their skills before the woman-killer was put away. 
The street lights shone upon the cars traveling back and forth from the south side of Philadelphia, their windows wet with the recent rain that poured down on the motel roof and the surrounding streets. Her joints were always more painful when the rain was coming, she should have known there would be wet streets before morning.
Fitful sleep with nightmares plagued Maude and Joe both during the night, but at least the sheets were clean and bug-free. When morning finally came the sky had cleared, leaving a humid day ahead. The first place on their agenda was the police department, to show respect for the Chief of Police by acknowledging his authority in his city. It was considered proper police etiquette to appear as visitors, stating their mission. 
Of course, all secrets would not be told; however, it was good to tell enough to have the local cops on their side if they should need them to respond. An angry police chief was not always the best friend an out-of-town cop could have, especially if the cop had been the cause of the anger.
The drive downtown to the Philadelphia Police Department took about twenty minutes, a trip that showed great improvement in real estate over the place where they had spent the night. Parking was hard to find around the city square, but after a few minutes, they got out of the two-seater and made their way to the watch commander’s office. The two detectives showed their identification and were briefly greeted, given some strong coffee, and showed into the shift sergeant’s meeting area. The day had already begun, cops going out on their day’s assignments, clerks busy at computer desks and copy machines; the hubbub of big city law enforcement reminding Maude of Chicago.
A cursory report was required from the out-of-towners, ‘state your business, please’. Maude spoke up, eyeing Joe. “Sergeant, we’re here to visit a factory on the outskirts of your town. There’s a suspect in a case in Madison, Texas that we believe works there. We hope to find out more about the individual and question him, if possible.”
“Fill out the form,” the bored sergeant said, never looking up from his desk. “You understand that the Philadelphia Police Department has jurisdiction in all cases happening within the city limits. Contact the Watch Commander’s office should you become involved in any incident requiring the use of firearms. Sign here.”
The door to the sergeant’s office closed behind them, almost catching Maude’s heel.
“‘Not in any hurry to get rid of us, was he?” she said, sarcasm heavy in her speech. “Is it me? Lately I’ve been thrown out of a sheriff’s office in Buena Vista, Texas, and now a sergeant in Philly hits me in the rear with his door.”
“Don’t pay any attention to him,” a voice called out from across the hall. “Come in, have a welcome-to-Philadelphia drink.”
The voice belonged to one of the detectives in the Homicide section, a familiar area to Maude and Joe. 
“Name’s William Page, but my friends call me Bill. Don’t judge us all by that guy over there.” he said, extending his hand first to Maude then to Joe. “What’s your poison, soda or water?”
“Water’s fine,” both detectives said at the same time.
“Where you folks from?” Bill asked, pointing to a couple of chairs in his office, extending water bottles. “Have a seat, tell Uncle Bill your troubles,” he finished with a grin across his wide friendly face. 
Bill was about sixty-five, Maude figured, getting ready for retirement, no doubt. Not trying to make any points with anyone. She thought he was kind of handsome, tall like her, but a little heavy around the middle. Not too bad though, brown eyes, wide mouth, small mustache, strong chin. She found her fingers were unconsciously smoothing the stubborn curls around her face, presenting a better picture of herself to this man. Oh well, she thought, the minute I open my mouth it’s all over anyway. Men don’t seem to care for my type of woman; they’re looking for the quiet, submissive girl who doesn’t know enough to pull a grass burr out of her own foot. Has to have a man do it for her. 
“Maude Rogers,” she said, sticking out her hand, introducing herself. “And this is Joe Allen, my partner. We’re homicide detectives from Madison, Texas, looking for a man on the Porcelain Worx sales staff. Need to ask him some questions about a case we’re working on back home.” 
“Pleased to meet you, Miss or Mrs. Rogers,” Bill said, giving her an admiring glance.
Maude was a little flustered by Bill’s attention, but put it down to his natural friendliness to strangers. Still, she thought, it was nice to have a little male appreciation now and then.
“Mrs. Rogers, but you can call me Maude. Nice to meet you Bill.”
“Wonder if you could direct us,” Maude continued. “Was hoping to ask the sergeant over there, but he was too busy to be bothered.”
“Yes ma’am. I can do that. Matter of fact, I can show you if you like; I’m headed that way myself. Have to pick up a birthday cake for a party tonight. Store’s on the way. You could follow me.”
The little two-seater was parked away from the Cop Shop, about a block down the street. By the time Maude and Joe got back to the car, she had smoked half of a cigarette, and was a little winded.
“Ever think about quitting those things?” Joe asked, casually.
“Ever think about shutting your trap?” she replied, looking his direction.
“You’d have more breath if you quit,” he said, “might need it before Bill is through with you.” After that, Joe looked innocently around the city square, pretending an interest in any view that took his attention away from Maude’s face. His green eyes sparkled with amusement, knowing that Maude’s wrath would be coming back at him.
The police car Bill drove was a new model, without any dents or dings, a sleek blue vehicle that was easy to follow on the freeway going west. They could have used a GPS direction finder, but with Bill leading it was a sure thing they would find the place. Joe had a real affinity for understanding electronics, and could no doubt have found where they were going, given enough time. They needed to hurry though and get the job done to catch their flight back in the evening.
Maude had no thought that the man they sought was in Philadelphia, She believed him to be nomadic, with a central home base that he returned to when he felt the need to put in an appearance. That belief was based on his movements of late.
“I’m getting hungry, Maude.” Joe said, leaning over from the driver’s side of the car. “Think we can get food on the way, maybe a burger?” 
“Fine by me, let’s see where Bill drops off the freeway. Maybe there’s a fast food joint there somewhere, been a long time since last night’s dinner.” She was in agreement after listening to her stomach growl for the previous half hour.  
Bill pulled off the freeway at a gas station exit, and stopped the car. He walked back to the two-seater, looked it over for a minute, then leaned into Maude’s window.
“Your department on a real tight budget?” he asked, the corners of his mouth slightly upturned.
“We figured we’d catch some flack about our choice of vehicles, but from everything we had heard, you men up here measure your cars by the size of certain parts of your body. Joe said the auto service didn’t have any limos to match his. Besides, this one works just fine.” Maude said, tilting her head back, looking into the warm brown eyes of Detective Bill Page. 
“Maude Rogers, I think I like your style!” Bill said, laughing. “This is where I get off the freeway. You stay on till the next exit, then go over the top, and follow that road for about two miles. You’ll run into Porcelain Worx. Not far off the freeway.”
As the Philadelphia police detective walked away, shaking his head, still laughing, Maude and Joe began looking around for a fast food place near their location. Down the service road a breakfast cafe and burger joint advertised its fare on a neon sign, and Joe started driving there, pressed on by hunger.
The eatery had several tables and chairs, an order bar, and an outside drive up where mush-mouthed voices could be heard asking consumers for their orders. Choosing to eat in the building rather than struggling with a dripping burger in the small two-seater, the two detectives sat down inside after placing their order. Outside the building a parking lot with several shade trees overshadowed cars whose occupants dipped fries in catsup and slurped sodas out of Styrofoam containers. Joe sat at the table, drumming his fingers on the surface, taking the occasional drink from his cup
“Maude, what are we going to do if we don’t find him out here?” 
“I don’t know. Keep on till we get a lead. The only thing we can do.” she answered, keeping her eyes on the parking lot watching several cars depart, their occupants dropping trash from the car windows into a receptacle at the end of the parking lot. 
“Good to see Philly residents appreciate their clean roadways,” Maude said. “I’m going to step outside and smoke one while we’re waiting.”
The building was fairly new, plastered in brown and cranberry colors, with lots of glass and aluminum, catering to the more youthful crowd. A playground was attached to the rear of the building, tempting parents to give their small children permission to run up plastic stairs that led to long winding tubular slides. The squeals from the kid’s area were reminders of days and years gone by, back when Maude was younger, when life was less complicated. 
The high red roof on the playground was connected to the outside screened-in walls with bright colored beams, the safety of the children a must for the construction design. Maude walked around the property, smoking and thinking, finally returning to the entrance where she saw through the window that her food was on the table. Pitching her cigarette into a butt can, she headed toward her burger and fries to eat and contemplate the upcoming few hours.
 



Chapter 18
He was frantic, his hands shaking, the acid in his belly sending burning signals through his esophagus, a side effect of the tomatoes he had just consumed and the panic in his chest, his scarred and damaged intestinal tract reacting to stress. The visor in the rent car was pulled all the way down, but he felt her eyes searching for him, knowing too much.
She was here, walked by him sitting alone in the car, but did not see him! His hair was blonde now- a short crew-cut, glasses covered his eyes, set low on the bridge of his nose. But she would know him if she saw. Must get away.
“Mother, how did you find me?” he asked, saliva dribbling from the corner of his mouth. “You weren’t supposed to find me! You’ve ruined everything now! I can’t go back, can’t finish. I am so angry with you!”
He talked to himself more now, the weight of his work heavy, so much to do. Mother had found him, found his place, his identity. She would keep worming around until she knew it all, the things he had done, wetting himself, messing himself. His head would hurt when she hit him with the balled up fist one, two, three times. His tummy would puff up with blue colors, the poop in his pajamas all red; the screams coming during the night when the pain was worse. Bobby began to cry, great tears falling from his eyes, his nose running snot, tiny again.
The rental car was dark brown, hard to remember; it blended into the traffic within the parking lot. When the tears stopped, the blonde man with the dark glasses in the driver’s seat of the sedan started the engine, gathered his food remains, and drove from the fast food restaurant, dropping his trash in the receptacle before leaving. He was calmed once again, and knew now what he must do.
 



Chapter 19
The factory was easy to find, close to the freeway as Bill Page had said. The place was huge, Maude thought, covering what appeared to be acres of ground with buildings, trucks, and parking lots for cars and other vehicles. On the back side of the property was a railroad spur built for loading shipments of sinks, showers, and toilets going out of town, out of state, connecting to the main freight and passenger rails that sometimes moved with great speed through the less desirous neighborhoods of Pennsylvania. 
The entry to the main building had a giant sign over the door displaying the letters, Porcelain Worx , Established 1948. The two detectives walked through the huge doors onto a large open floor of heavily shined tiles. Replicas of toilets and sinks dated from 1948 through the rest of the century and into the next were placed in strategic spots around an atrium. Fountains flowed from porcelain sinks and even from one bidet, the overflowing waters bubbling into a porcelain floor drain, where it recirculated to do it all again. Maude thought it all too bizarre for her tastes. Joe stared a minute, then turned his eyes to the large black porcelain counter where a very attractive woman sat busy behind a computer screen.
She was a redhead with brown eyes. Sitting in an ergonomically designed office chair, her attention was on the two detectives, who as far as she knew, could be potential buyers. Maude decided to cut to the chase and showed her identification, asking to see the personnel manager. She realized a corporation of that size would have a human relations department, but she hoped to see someone who oversaw the whole section. They were directed by the receptionist to have a seat in the section of chairs near the atrium, where they could listen to the sound of bubbling toilet water and admire all manner of porcelain products while they waited.
Joe sat for a moment then returned to the front reception area and spoke for a short time to the redhead who smiled a lot, obviously flirting with the detective. Maude watched all that from her chair, then lit one of her unfiltereds causing the redhead to take her eyes off Joe and look with horror at the curling smoke in the otherwise sterile room. When it was time to shake the ashes off the cigarette, Maude thought for a minute how appropriate it would be to drop them in one of the bubbling toilets. 
Instead, she walked over to the coffee area located near the front reception desk and picked up a used cup that someone had left behind. She doused her ashes there and continued to smoke, leaning against the coffee bar, helping herself to some of the coffee that came in little tubs, ready to be placed in a machine that added water, producing a small cup of brew. The coffee was particularly good even though there wasn’t much of it in the cup. She decided that when she got back home, one of her stops was going to be the big box store where they sold the machine. It would be a welcome change from burned coffee at the Cop Shop.
Looking down at her watch for the tenth time produced greater ire in her than the ninth time had done. She knew what the slow-no was all about, knew how it was done in big business. Make the person wait long enough and they give up and leave. Of course, they didn’t know Maude Rogers. Without delaying any longer, she strode to the black shiny counter where the redhead worked, pulled her shield again, and spoke very softly.
“Young lady,” she said, “If I don’t get someone out here to talk to me within the next five minutes, I will be leaving, but I will be back with a search warrant for a person I believe works for this establishment. At that time, there will be several deputies who show up, marching into offices right and left, disturbing the toilet and dishwashing business so bad it’ll take a week to get things settled down again. How do you think Mr. Worxslaven will like having a week of production shut down because you didn’t put enough importance on a genuine police detective’s request for an audience? Now, I’m going to go back and sit down for four minutes, and if no one shows up, then I, and that handsome detective you’ve been mooning over, will be out the door.”
The poor girl had obviously been given instructions on how to handle nosey people who had no intention of buying. Maude suspected that supervisors routinely coached all front desk people regarding visitors. The receptionist had no clout to push for a meeting, but it wasn’t beneath a good cop to use a little fear tactic now and then. She hoped their trip had not been a bust. Without corroboration from the corporation’s personnel files, the detectives had no way to find the suspect or to know his identity. Maude believed she could positively identify the killer if she saw his picture. 
Her butt was getting numb from sitting. It had been another three minutes and she was about to get up and give Joe heads up that it was time to go. A door opened near the receptionist’s post and a short, dumpy woman with nondescript gray hair stepped forward, motioning for Maude to go with her.
Following the woman down the hallway with Joe by her side Maude felt some hope where before she had none. Her thoughts wandered as she watched the dumpy woman’s butt cheeks waddling in front of her,  curious for a minute if her own skinny butt cheeks waddled. Men would find that attractive, she thought, probably Bill Page liked a good waddle. Wait a minute, she thought, why am I thinking of men right now? One minute I’m being hopeful we might have caught a break with this perp, the next I’m thinking of butt waddling. Maybe I’m sick, maybe brain cancer.
“In here,” the woman said unsmilingly. She opened a door and indicated three seats and a computer, taking the ergonomic chair near the large lighted screen for herself. Wasting not a minute of her time, the woman tapped on the keys of the unit, bringing up a company logo and the place for a password and login.
“Who do you want to know about?” she asked.
The name tag on the woman stated that she was Dora Appleton, HR Specialist, the haughtiness of the woman indicating that her tenure with the corporation had been lengthy.
Maude thought for a minute, letting the woman sit and stew. 
“Why, everyone, Miss Appleton.”
The HR specialist sputtered for a minute. ”You can’t mean every employee!”
“Yes ma’am, I believe she does,” Joe said in agreement with Maude.
Maude decided to stop being difficult and toned her request down a little.
“Miss Appleton if you would just shoot us a list of all employees and their pictures, we’ll look them over and hopefully find the one we are searching for. Does that seem more doable? Truth is we think we’re looking for a man, but with cosmetic surgery availability, it’s difficult to be certain.”
The list that spit out from the printer had over fifteen hundred names, from the oldest board member to the lowliest janitor; all were there, with pictures for most. Approximately thirty percent of employees did not have a photo on file; the rest of the photos were of both genders. Joe took half the list and Maude took the others. They had both seen the man at Mary Ellen’s and felt confident they could identify him from a picture.
The conference room where they eventually settled with the load of personnel files was bigger than Maude’s whole house. A long table in the middle of the room, surrounded by comfortable chairs, was the place the board of the corporation met to discuss business. Dora provided bottled water and coffee for the detectives, but told them that under no circumstances was smoking allowed. The remark received a grumbling assent from Maude who had considered lighting one of her unfiltereds.
“Caught me just in time,” she mumbled aloud.
The files had limited information on them due to privacy issues in the workplace-a priority in all businesses. After the picture was the name, length of time the individual had worked for the corporation, and the list of assignments including the current job location of the employee. The files were in alphabetical order, the individual folders neat and orderly. The enormous amount of names was overwhelming until they divided them and began the long, arduous task of identification,
Maude had the M through Z files spread out, peering at the pictures through her reading glasses. Each photo was scrutinized carefully, for Maude knew that the killer was too smart to have presented himself undisguised that night at Mary Ellen’s door. Female employees were considered because of the many possibilities for deception by someone intent on fooling the world. Maude was convinced the perp was a male, yet to the rest of the society, he may have been appearing as a female. It could have happened.
After three hours, she had three possibilities set aside for more consideration, one female and two males. Joe said he had four to be looked at, all males. Maude had the sketch that was done by the police artist, its generic qualities due to the semi-darkness that night. What Maude remembered was the arrogant attitude and longish dark hair. His eyes had appeared dark but she hadn’t been suspicious enough to make certain while she spoke with him. Hindsight being perfect vision, Maude later saw clearly that she was played.
Joe got up and got coffee for them both, the flavorful brew made from the little tubs. Even more, Maude was determined to get one of those coffee brewers. Maybe the Cop Shop would buy them. Never happen, she thought. 
Lunch time had been over for a long time but she still felt bloated from the fast food. She felt the onset of gas in her stomach after sitting for a long time in the same spot with the addition of several cups of strong coffee. I hope it doesn’t embarrass me, she thought.
Random thoughts raced through her brain when she gave them free reign, as now when the critical process was at hand. To sit and stare with concentration often made for a wrong identification. A clear mind, a quick glance was her best way for finding the right person among the others.
Lining all the pictures in careful rows, spending very little time with singular photos, the two detectives looked them over singularly then chose four each from the line-up. Even if they were sure of one, they had to choose three others that could be the man. First, Maude left the room and Joe chose the ones that he believed could be the killer, wrote their names on paper and covered it with his hands when Maude returned. Then it was her turn to choose four and write them on paper. Next they compared their choices. Of the four names chosen by each detective, they had to choose two each out of the lot. They ran through the process again, only that time they each chose only one photo each. When the comparison was over they had both decided upon the same one.
The man in the picture was very young with longish dark hair, acne, and thick glasses. The name on the folder was Robert Elridge Dawson, an employee of the company for the past twenty-one years, his current assignment listed as the southern and central states as well as some freelancing in the northern Rocky Mountains. A bell dinged in Maude’s head for a minute, some memory that scattered when she tried to reclaim it. 
She turned the photograph over. It was old, dated twenty years earlier with no current pictures available. Maude grimaced, knowing how that happened. Each time Human Resources would ask the employee for an updated picture, Dawson managed to be out of town or ill, any excuse to avoid altering his personnel file. Like a liar that constantly has to remember what he said the last time, the criminal was always on guard to avoid detection. 
The address in the file would be an old one also, but it was a start. Maude just had to get it out of Dora without the time consuming request for a search warrant of the personnel file. That was definitely the place for Joe, handsome detective with the flashing green eyes. Only Dora would not be the target. The redhead in the lobby would secure what they needed from her access to files.
Joe smiled a little when Maude told him his next assignment, and she could understand the magic that the young man might work on an admiring female. She had no doubts about his work as a detective, he was learning fast, but his ability to finesse information was about to be tested. 
Without any further ado, Joe left the conference room with the picture, and was gone for about fifteen minutes before returning with a small slip of paper, a lipstick smudge on his collar, and a grin etched on his face.
“Joe,” Maude said, “I should be ashamed for encouraging your disrespect for women, but somehow I don’t think I have to worry.”
“No ma’am, it’s all in the job,” he replied, his green eyes dancing in the light.  
“What time does she get off?” Maude asked.
“Too late, we’ll be gone by then.” Joe said regretfully. “She is really very nice, pretty too.”
The address was old, never having been updated either, but the starting spot for them was in Oklahoma, just outside the town of Mehan, a township in the middle of nowhere. Maude believed the address might have been one of the many locations used by the killer but it was their hope that someone would remember him. She noted from the sales territory assigned to Dawson that he had plenty of reason to be in both Chicago and Texas over the last several years.
Maude spoke to Dora Appleton, asking for any information about the salesman that was available. No mention was made by Maude about the girl in the front reception; she saw no reason to cause difficulty for her. She assured the woman that time was of the essence, and that it was imperative that she and her partner find Robert Elridge Dawson who was wanted for questioning about a crime that had occurred in Texas. Dora was more than willing to do what she was allowed to do without a search warrant, but was unwilling to break any confidences protected by the law.
“Get me a list of all his clients, when he last sold anything to anyone and where he seems to hang his hat the most, also any phone numbers he may have given you. There has to be some way you get in touch with this man when there is an order screw up,” Maude told the woman.
Dora Appleton nodded okay and replied that if they were willing to wait, Mr. Dawson was expected in that same day for new product introduction.
Both detectives were astounded! 
“Here, he’s coming here today?” they both asked the HR specialist at the same time.
“Yes, we were notified that he would be here by five-thirty this afternoon for an after-hours meeting.” The woman seemed overwhelmed that an employee was wanted by the police and tried to make excuses for him. She said that the man was probably innocent and had done nothing; she also hoped they would not involve the corporation in their police work.
After getting all that they could out of the woman they insisted on speaking with Dawson’s sales manager. The man’s name was given, and Maude wrote it down in her book, nodded her thanks to Dora Appleton, and motioned to Joe that she was going out front to smoke. While outside in the shelter of one of the signs, Maude lit and smoked her cigarette, thinking of the strange situation; they arrived on the same day the suspected murderer was on his way in.  That put a new spin on things. 
The sales manager was a short, twitchy, man who introduced himself and shook hands with both detectives. He said his name was Claude Dwindle, an employee of the porcelain business for about twenty years, starting out in the business office. He had just been moved to the sales and supply department. 
“No,” he said, “I haven’t met Robert Dawson, just talked to him on the phone once in a while. Orders come by fax so there’s no need for seeing his face, but it’s supposed to happen today. No, I don’t know where Dawson lives. Human Resources can give you that information. Now if you have no more questions, I must get back to work.” 
The detectives were becoming frustrated with the blasé attitude the corporation had about who sold their goods.
The employee entrance to the building was at the back parking lot, a much smaller opening than the ostentatious front doors. Near the back entry was a closet-sized room often used for quick lunch breaks. Inside the tiny room was: a small table, two chairs, a coffee pot and a small built-in refrigerator. The detectives chose to wait there for Dawson. Too much time had passed already for Maude’s taste; the flight they were scheduled for was early in the evening and would need changing to a later departure. 
She said to no one in particular, “I hope we catch this guy before the day is over. That personnel woman said that Dawson will report to her office when he comes in. He’s supposed to be here for yearly insurance and contract renewal.” She continued after yawning. “Wish I had slept more last night. I’m bushed. I’d be surprised if he shows up. Just a feeling,” she added as an afterthought.
 



Chapter 20
Two hours, several cups of coffee made from the little tubs, and a quarter pack of unfiltereds later, Maude and Joe were simultaneously buzzed from the numerous infusions of high-grade caffeine and ticked off that Dawson wasn’t going to show up. She tried calling the number that the HR lady had given them, but an automated voice said that the number was either changed or disconnected.
“He may have a contact in the building. It wouldn’t be the first time that guys like him worked with someone else, someone who would always cover for him.” Joe said. “Maybe one of the women he keeps on a long leash.”
“Let’s go.” Maude said. “I’m going to call downtown and get a man out here to watch for Dawson. Probably cost the department back home an arm and a leg, but I’m beat. Don’t think we’re leaving today.” 
“I hope we have the right guy,” Joe said. “How are we going to catch him Maude? Any ideas?”
“Tomorrow morning we take that list of all his clients and start calling. Somebody knows something about where Dawson lives. You can bet the Mehan address is bogus by now if it ever was any good. Dawson would be a fool to give any information that can be traced back to him but even the most devious criminal always screws up somewhere. It’s usually when he believes he’s smarter than the cops that his ego gets in the way and he starts looking for someone to admire him. Once his secrets are out of the bag, he starts slipping up even more. That’s how we catch him, when he starts believing he’s untouchable, that he can do anything he wants, and he’s safe from detection.” 
Maude wearily finished her thoughts, “Let’s find a place to stay tonight, preferably one that has a decent bed. My rear end is sore from sleeping on lumps last night.”
“If it’s okay with you Maude, when we get settled in I might go out for a while,” Joe said.
“No problem. Just be alert for tomorrow in case we find him.”
The nearest motel was part of a chain of stores with a reputation for cleanliness and good prices, and had affiliate businesses in several states including Texas. The weary detectives checked in and were given rooms across the hall from one another. Maude immediately ran the bathtub full of hot water and proceeded to soak for a long time, easing the pain of arthritis that had begun plaguing her since late in the afternoon. 
She called Lieutenant Patterson to report their findings and he gave her the go-ahead to continue the investigation if there was a good possibility of catching the perp. She asked him to get with Alice and run some checks on Dawson. Patterson told her that the two women who were murdered had been identified through Interpol, and he would see that she got a copy of the info. The women were illegals from Mexico, and had been working the streets of Madison for a while before they were killed. 
Also the thumbprint from the rooftop crawlspace belonged to a petty drug dealer who had frequented the building on East Avenue. Patterson had given the info to Detective Eberhart, who would locate the dealer, Danny ‘Boy’ Parker, and question him about his business on the roof. Maude reminded the boss that the guy had hit her with a sap, and tried to get rid of Joe by chunking him off the roof.
“Don’t let him go, boss. Keep him on ice till we get back. That is, if Eberhart finds him. ‘Boy’ is not usually a bad dude, mostly he’s a petty dealer who was probably running scared, but he knows something about what went down on the fifth floor of that building. Get his knife too. By the way, any news on that kid in the murder building, the one that said he saw the dude with the brown hat?”
“Nah, kid’s name hasn’t come up. Must have gone to his grandma’s. Don’t worry about things here, detective. You and Allen get your jobs done and get back to the office. Work is piling up. Yeah, and save all your receipts.”
James Patterson was a pragmatic man. When life handed him lemons, he never wasted sugar making lemonade. When the department handed him Maude Rogers a few years back, he thought he had a real lemon. Giving her grunt work had only lasted a while, before long she began taking on bigger responsibilities and always did a good job. 
The woman was old when she went to work there! Who thought she could last? But she did and just kept on showing up his other detectives. Came to him through real work experience, passed all the tests, better than any had for a long time. Maude had spunk, didn’t take anything off anyone. He liked that about her, and she was good at the job. Had a nose for finding the real stuff under the horse manure. He liked that too. Sometimes though, he got pressure from the boys upstairs, especially the Captain.
“Make her life a little harder; she’s getting too much attention. Give her something to hold her back. Like this new guy. Joe Allen, a desk man”. They figured that would take Maude down a notch, carrying the desk man. But what the heck, he was holding his own. Fact was, Rogers and Allen were his best team. The boys upstairs screwed up trying to twist things their way. He had to laugh! 
His job was to get results and to keep the Captain and the Commissioner happy and that’s what he strove to do even when it caused his detectives a load of grief. The recent string of murders was unheard of in Madison. Usually there was maybe one or two in a six month period, but five! Jeez. The people in the city were having fits, and wanted the Chief to do something to stop the outbreak of violence. 
Patterson felt a tremendous amount of pressure to get clearance on the murders of the three women. Case clearance, that was his job, let the D.A get convictions. Homicide found the perps and connected the evidence to them. That was their job. Right now all the money was on Rogers and Allen. Ha! What a lark. Go get’em Maude!
 
The phone number was to a cell, probably an issue from the police department to the men on the street. The detective from the morning meet had given Maude the number to call if there was a change in plans, or if something had gone wrong with the look-see at the Porcelain
Worx factory. Dialing the number, Maude thought she would get voicemail and could leave a priority message for the Philly cops. 
Her first surprise was that the phone was answered, the second was that Bill Page himself said, “Hello”.  Maude was a little tongue-tied at first, but warmed up after a minute, explaining the situation to the detective.
“The fact is, the person of interest we came to see hasn’t shown up, but he had originally intended to make the trip to the factory.” Maude didn’t believe in coincidences. Something had given them away and spooked the man. She asked for an officer to stand by for a couple of hours and mentioned that if there was a charge for the favor, to bill the department.
After the business end of the conversation was over, Bill Page said he would be out and about, the birthday party had been for one of his grandkids, and it was over, so if it was alright with Maude, he would be coming that way, so how about a cold beer?
“Sure, a cold one would be nice. I’ve had enough coffee to float a boat so I’m glad you didn’t offer a cup.” She said nervously, trying to get out of the bathtub without slipping and falling.
“See you in a few minutes,” Bill said, and hung up the phone before Maude had a chance to change her mind.
“Now ain’t that something. I got a man buying me a beer,” she reflected, drying off from the bath, looking over the wreck of her hair and face in the bathroom mirror. “Been a while.”
The knock on her door came too quickly, barely giving her time to dress in some casual clothes before the noise got her attention.
“Come in,” she yelled. “I gotta get some shoes on.”
The door opened slowly, a man accustomed to the crowded conditions of hotel rooms taking his time getting through the entry, hoping to avoid tripping over a chair or table.
“I hope you knew it was me,” Bill said, popping a top on a lite beer. “Hate to think you holler come in, to every knock on your door.”
“Just the ones I can see through the peephole.” she said from across the room, pulling on a pair of slippers. “Ah. That feels good. My feet have been killing me for the last two hours. When we catch that so and so, I’m going to hold him personally responsible for my aches and pains since I’ve been chasing him so long.”
“Good to see you made it through the day without losing your sweet disposition.” Bill said, handing her a cold one. “Why don’t you tell me about this fella that brought you all the way to Philly? Don’t give me the story you made up to keep us off your tail. What really happened?”
“How much you want to know?” she asked him warily.
“As much as you want to tell, Maudie,” he said with a slight smile.
“The last man who called me Maudie is lying six feet under, and unless you’re feeling reckless, you’ll not repeat it. On second thought, we could be Billy and Maudie, if that would make you happy.”
“No, no, I can take a hint, Maude. Just sounds so formal,” he said
“Then call me sweetheart; that informal enough for you?” Maude said, slinging back the beer can, draining it in two swallows.
“You have to keep this to yourself,” she said, getting serious again. “One wrong word and the Feds will be all over mine and Joe’s case and you know what’ll happen .They’ll cut us out of the loop and we’ll end up doing their work for them while they run around in suits driving black SUV’s with all five fingers on one hand stuck up their butt, hollering “which way did he go”.
Bill almost dropped his beer he was laughing so hard, agreeing with Maude by nodding his head vigorously. He had been there before and knew just what she meant. “Not a word Maude, not a word.”
“Well it all started over eight years ago in Chicago when I worked for the PD there. We had a killer that the press stuck a moniker on, calling him the ‘Heartless Killer’ because he killed four women and cut out their hearts, sewed them up and froze them. But all the killings were done in different places.
“He took out my partner with a rifle. Used a laser, blew his head apart. I got emotional about the killings. Shouldn’t have, but I did. They took me off the case, gave it to the Feds who were more than happy to take it, but some things went wrong. The killer decided he liked me, started sending me letters at the PD. The Feds used me, my boss made me cooperate. They never caught him. I moved to Texas, got a job in Madison and put all that other aside. 
“Just recently we had some really vicious murders happen and I came up on them. No accident, anyway, he’s back and he’s been busy. Killed two women and sexually assaulted and killed a man. He kidnapped my renter, a sweet girl of twenty, tortured and killed her, left her in a cold cave down in Buena Vista, Texas. We found her too late. This madman has gotten more erratic. No more hearts, now he takes random body parts: eyes, tongues, breasts. Horrible.
“He’s fixed on me for some sick reason. Hurting a girl I really cared a lot for. He knew it.” Maude was out of breath, telling the story.
“Anyway, we found out by just dumb luck, who he works for, and now we know his name, or at least one of them. Robert Elridge Dawson, from Oklahoma, worked for this company a long time. He was supposed to show up at the factory today-it’s the main office. Kind of a meet and greet with the bosses, renewing contracts. He never showed and I think something gave us away because he never called to say he wouldn’t be there. Just didn’t show.
“So what do you think Bill Page? Do we have a runner? Am I a crazy old woman for trying to catch this madman? Think I should shoot a note to the Feds and let them find him?”
“Dang, Maude, if life was that easy, we’d all drink more beer and feel like champions. Fact is no matter what happens, he’s playing to you and until he’s caught, you’re caught. Getting the Feds involved won’t take that away. You’ve seen that already. Know why he’s focused on you?”
“Not a clue. I wonder where he was for the last eight years. What kept him from his butchering?
Or did we miss something? Maybe he’s been busy in other places. Maybe he got his focus off me during those years and on someone else. That could be important.”
“You know, Maude, I’d like to help you with this case if I can. But right now, can we talk about something else?” Bill asked, his beer can empty, popping another top before the first one hit the trash can.
“Sure,” Maude answered, a little outside her comfort zone. “What do you want to know?”
“Well,” her visitor replied, getting comfortable on the small sofa in the corner of the room, “Is there a Mister Maude back home?”
Grinning a little she answered back, “No mister, just me, a worn out old detective who lives alone with a pack of unfiltered cigarettes, a gin bottle, and mornings of regret for the nights before. Gin doesn’t treat me fairly anymore; hurts me the day after. And you Bill, anyone waiting at home for you tonight?”
“No, Sweetheart,” he used the name slyly, “No one waiting; used to be till a few years back. I lost my wife in a car accident. Drunk driver hit her broadside. She never felt a thing, they told me. Hope that’s true.” he added wistfully.
“How about another beer,” she asked, joining him on the sofa. There’s a little store out front of this place. With our thirsts, we may have to get a twelve pack.”
 



Chapter 21
Ridge Roberts, as he was known to most everybody in the social scenes, was a wealthy, civic minded man, extremely outgoing and generous with his contributions to causes for the less fortunate. He had moved to Phoenix eight years before and settled into one of the more affluent sections near Fountain Hills. With the money from his family’s estate to spend, only the best and the biggest house would do for him and his wife Barbara. 
Their two children, a boy of eight and a girl of six were beautiful progeny, their body structures and intelligence pleasing, their youthful repartee well accepted in social circles. Numerous play dates had been arranged by Barb and Ridge for their sweet babies, the best nannies chosen to accompany them and insure their safety during playtime with other children. Such actions reinforced the adage that money does buy happiness in all forms.
Several times a year, and lately much more often, Ridge had business trips that took him out of country, or at least that is what Barb knew, then she and the children would go to visit Grandmother Stanton in California for a few merry days. 
To say that Barb made the best of the time alone is accurate, for she did so hate it when the house was quiet, and Ridge was not there to lighten her darker moods. 
She had just returned from a trip to Grandmother’s, only to find that Ridge was still out of country. Sometimes Barb had suspicious thoughts about his many trips, but when he returned from them, Ridge was always happy, and hugged her affectionately at the oddest times. She adored it when they made love and he squeezed her breasts tightly, sometimes so hard it hurt. Her girlfriends would give anything to have that kind of attention from their husbands.
Barb had met Ridge eight and a half years plus three days earlier.  She would always remember the day and the hour he walked into her life. She had been shopping, of course, in a very nice store though really, if anyone had asked her, it wasn’t quite up to her standards. Chicago was wild and parties everywhere though she had to admit some were off- limits by her standards. There’s that word again, she thought, the last glass of wine making her titter, so many times it was unsuitable for her to attend certain functions that were below her standards.
There was a party at the frat house of one of her friends and she, of course, had been invited so a new frock had to be found. Usually, her grandmother called the shops and the dresses arrived in smart boxes, then she would choose the right one for the social affair. But that day, Barb had decided to venture out and visit the quaint little shop surrounded by other less charming establishments.
“Wow, what a beautiful dress,” the handsome young man had said. “I don’t know if it’s the fabric that is so stunning or if it’s you who shines with such radiance; if you’ll permit a stranger to comment.”
“Thank you, and yes”, she had said, her knees all aquiver, “You may comment with similar admiration any time, Mr...?”
“Roberts, Ridge Roberts at your service”, the handsome well-dressed man had said. Barb told him her name when she was finally in control of her emotions, but oh my, he had really made her heart race. Before the meeting was over, she had learned that his mother’s birthday was three days away, and he was in the shop to purchase a silk scarf for her. The sad story came out about his mother dying when he was little, and the sweet man always bought a new Hermes scarf and tied it to her headstone, every year on her birthday. Now a man like that, she thought back then, had standards. That’s why she married him. Of course she loved him too, but finding such quality in a man attracted her first.
Their wedding had been a fairy tale of gossamer and white tulle, with the bride looking just like an angel. Barb had to agree with the ones who called her an angel. She just knew that her makeup and hair were styled so artfully that she had ethereal beauty. And her long white train with the tiny seed pearls glistening in the light was spectacular. Ridge said he thought he had never seen a dress so beautiful or a bride so exquisite.
Now some would say that Barb had bought a pretty package without knowing exactly what was in it when none of Ridge’s relatives showed up for the wedding. There was no one to speak for or against him, just Ridge and the love in his eyes, but Barb knew that no matter what little sins he might have hidden under the tissue paper, she was happy. 
If there were a few times that she wondered about his moods and sometimes he seemed to be somewhere else in his mind when he got back from a business trip, well, that was just Ridge needing quiet time. She never understood what he did on those trips; in fact he had forbidden her to ask him about those trips. 
Once Ridge came home and said he had an accident on the road in a taxi, and that’s where he got so much blood on his shirt, from the taxi. Barb just threw the shirt away and never thought much about it, or at least not very often. She had learned that it didn’t really pay to question him about his business or the quiet times he spent in the attic behind the locked door. He sometimes got very impatient with her when she asked too many questions.
There was one time he accidentally drew back his fist and hit her in the stomach, but he was so sorry after, and cried about it, holding her and nuzzling against her-she had to forgive him. He promised that it would never happen again and it never did. Well, not very often.
The children were wonderful, so attentive to their mother, and if they didn’t seem close to their father, well, that was to be expected when a man had to travel as much as her Ridge. The boy, Jason seemed to be afraid of his father, of all things, never wanting to stay with him when Barb had to be away on a social engagement. He was such a mama’s baby and accident prone, always hurting himself and needing Mama to make it better.
Little Alyson was still very young and just as sweet as pie. Barb knew that she was lucky to have her perfect family.
 
Maintaining two lives was difficult for Ridge, wigs and makeup were plentiful, and offered great identity concealers, but his playtime had to be carefully managed because of Barbara and the children. His greatest desires were available to him as Ridge Roberts, wealthy Phoenix entrepreneur and family man. 
Barbara had brought her own family wealth and position to their marriage and she had such style and grace, the first time he saw her he knew she would do perfectly. She was sometimes overly concerned with his travels, but a few lessons in mind-your-own-business made her lose interest. He came and went as he chose, sometimes for weeks at a time. While he was gone, the house would be closed down as Barb and the kids went to California to visit her grandmother. The children were home schooled and had no difficulty with the arrangements, often benefitting from the old lady’s influence. The fact that the old woman hated Ridge only made his life more pleasant.
The locals of Phoenix were too absorbed in their own philandering to be concerned with the Robert’s household. The party society was always looking for the next high. Not to say they did anything illegal, but whatever the empty-headed decided to do, the cream of that society floated to the top just like a turd in a swimming pool. 
Another function, an art show, some helpless brats in Uganda needing food or water wells that only rich Americans could provide. The causes were multiple and boring, and the devil knew he hated all that nickel and dime sympathy! 
The pills helped him maintain the married life and outward calm of Ridge Roberts, always two in the morning, two at lunch and two at night. Except when it was his time, when the urge was STRONG! Then the pills had to go back on the shelf. 
Doctor J. E. Martin from Chicago, an MD specializing in psychoanalysis and dissociative identity disorder also known as DID, had been an expert in the treatment. He had formulated a cocktail of pills used in the treatment of personality disorders. His research was on the cutting edge for curing those disorders where the source of complaint was early child/family abuse resulting in traumatic memory shift. 
“With careful adherence to the proper dosage,” Doctor Martin had advised, “you should be able to keep the condition at bay indefinitely. The medicine is cumulative, creating a barrier to personality crossover. I would be very interested in monitoring your case, if you would allow me.”
Doctor Martin had written the prescription with three refills after a thorough examination and a promise from Robert Dawson to report to the psychiatry department head with an update every six months. If any difficulties were to occur in the future, Doctor Martin wanted to be informed immediately. The man wanted information about the Dawson family, and Robert had already given him enough of the truth to make a clinical diagnosis, but no more. Ridge remembered one trip to see the doc for a prescription renewal, when Bobby was the one who got interviewed because Robert had stepped out. The sniveling little fink wanted to tell ALL and Ridge had to jump in and push the kid back. 
The notes to that cop in Chicago had been the kid’s doing, and he almost got them caught before Ridge put a stop to it and left the city. 
He never let the kid out in Phoenix! Ha! They would all be having a crybaby party after Bobby was done with them. Robert would fall out! As it was anyway, the toilet salesman had to work the hardest of all of them, keeping Bobby out of trouble and covering for Ridge. Still, Ridge did have all the fun, and it was going to stay that way. He did all the dirty work too. Like with the curious doc, and all the others that needed hushing!
Right, the two sickies had better play ball or he’d know why!
 



Chapter 22
Taking a detour to Mehan, Oklahoma was necessary, although Maude believed it would be a useless trip. Robert Dawson was too smart to have screwed up by giving away real information in his personnel file. The best they could hope for was someone in the small town might remember the man after so many years. The greater chance was that Dawson had lied about his residence when he was hired by Porcelain Worx and had never lived in or near Mehan. It was a process of elimination, determining truth from lies that sent her on the trip.
Maude had to rent a car in Stillwater where the nearest airport was located, and the trip brought back some old memories from her youth. 
 
She had gone to her mother’s sister in Cushing, Oklahoma after graduation from high school. The change of scenery away from her old man was necessary even though he had moved out of the house some time before. She was dead-set on leaving, on trying to forge a new life for herself. Leaving her mother and brother were difficult, but she didn’t trust the old man to stay away. Maude believed she would kill him if he so much as touched her. 
Eighteen years old and freshly graduated from high school in Madison, Maude was green and easily impressed with the size and scope of the university at Stillwater, Oklahoma. The school had been much smaller back then and placed more emphasis on helping individual students than growing large classrooms. There was a bus that carried her back and forth from school to her aunt’s house, and for  the weekend she was allowed to drive the old Chevy that Aunt Margaret used for work.  
After living with her aunt for the first two years of school, Maude had gone for a long weekend with friends at the end of the semester and came home to find a multitude of cousins in the house. They were busy surveying her aunt’s Faberge eggs displayed on a what-not shelf, discussing the possibility of selling all the property and furniture together. They intended to take anything valuable with them and were packing boxes for the trip. Maude was stunned, first because there was a big group that she didn’t know and second, because she couldn’t find her aunt in the mix of people. 
A cousin, (she found out later she was related to all of the fortune seekers there) told her that Margaret, Maude’s aunt, died two days earlier, and they had been unaware there was anyone to notify. It must have happened just after Maude left. The family lawyer had found out about Aunt Margaret’s death from a client at the city hospital, and had called Margaret’s eldest daughter. Poor Grace was not notified because the families didn’t mix much and no one knew or cared where she lived. The cousins told Maude they were sorry, but she would have to get in touch with her mother.
Maude always believed that her cussing had started then, even though her old man had received his share that one time when she threatened to kill him if he ever touched her again. Not waiting for anyone to explain how all the people in the house were related, Maude went to her bedroom, packed all the items she had brought with her from Madison, and gave her relatives the three fingered salute as she left the house.
She took her two suitcases in a cab to the cheapest motel in town where she stayed for a few days through the grief and loss. Grace flew in from Madison for the funeral and bunked with Maude in the small room, each trying to give the other comfort. It was a sad time for them. 
The job on the university campus paid Maude a small stipend, but not enough money for housing. The want ads in the local paper offered students part-time work through a credited program that offered tax credits to employers who hired students. Maude found the list and began looking for part-time work to help with expenses. The determination to finish school forced her to search for work that paid a decent salary.
Memory loss in her later years worried Maude and made her suffer sometimes; not being able to recall names or small incidents that were so important when they happened years ago was frustrating. To her best recollection, the ad she had applied for said, 
Nanny: evenings and weekends. Live on property. Benefits: $100 weekly. Close to University. Telephone to apply.
Maude had called and interviewed the same evening with a delicate blonde woman
who seemed very distracted as though it was not her first time to search for someone to watch her child. The money was very good, more than Maude had hoped to earn working part-time and going to school. The woman’s name escaped her memory, though the house and property were still vivid in Maude’s mind. The place had been huge with marble tile squares in the main entry, and outside, a large portico that sheltered a set of double doors and wide steps that led from the circle drive to the covered area.
The woman told Maude that her job would be to care for one boy who had just had his third birthday- a sweetheart of a boy who cried a lot, and needed constant reassurance. The child was accident-prone, something was always hurting on his body, but the mother reassured her he would outgrow his carelessness. 
Maude wondered what happened to the kid after she left. The job lasted three months; until she became afraid for the boy’s aches and pains. She believed the injuries might have come from his parents and had spoken about it to a friend in one of her criminal justice classes, but he told her to back off. The family was very wealthy and carried a boatload of influence. Her suspicion of child abuse would be ignored. She had felt bad in the years that followed about taking her friend’s advice.
Maude had given her notice to the family, and to her shame, quickly forgot about the little boy in her amorous feelings for Paul Rogers, whom she met the very next day.
Their whirlwind courtship and marriage erased all thoughts from her mind except the man in her life.
She had finished her schooling there at the university even after she found out Paul was dead. The army benefit to wives and children of dead soldiers was a joke, but Maude had received a real surprise after she was married. Her aunt Margaret had a put some money aside, not a big bundle, but several thousand dollars, and she left it to Maude. The relatives were of course furious, but since the account was in a local bank where Maude was the named beneficiary, there was nothing they could do about it except carp to one another. 
Maude took a moment to gaze off into the tall brown grass that grew along the roadway and into the fields, delaying the memory that finally took her. The dive was deep, into a place she had been avoiding, the hurt still there.
She had found out about the pregnancy three months into her marriage to Paul, and even though the news was overwhelming, she was happy. When Paul died she held onto her sanity by thinking about the baby, planning how she would tell him about his soldier father. A few weeks later, he too was gone. The doctors couldn’t explain why the fetus stopped growing within her womb; they expressed sadness and went about their business. She carried the baby for a week without a fetal heartbeat when they took him from her, leaving her empty, with another hole in her heart.
School was all she had left, and in the middle of her junior year, she changed her major from business to criminal justice. Why it took so long to realize what she needed to do was a mystery. Because her old man had abused her for years and got away with it until she stood up to him, Maude knew that she wanted to help other people who were unable to help themselves. If that meant chasing killers to give a family closure and get justice for the dead, then so be it. 
She became a little tougher with each of her life’s tragedies, and grew more resilient to the pain of loss, but sometimes her mind played tricks, and made her believe she would wake one morning and find it all had been put back right; her husband and their child would be there. 
After graduation, Maude went to work for a small town police department in Oklahoma and tried to forget her problems, sometimes managing to lose them in the sins of the world. The town was a particularly fight-prone place, recently turning from dry to wet after the city elections. Disturbances broke out all over town as liquor was legally available to anyone over twenty-one. The boys at the Cop Shop told the rookie that the town would settle down after people got their exuberance under control and figured out that money spent on court costs and fines could buy a lot more legal beer.
Five years later Maude took a break from law enforcement, returned to Madison and invested her savings in the house for sale down the hill from her family home. Her mother collected the rent from the tenant who continued living in the house and forwarded a check to Maude each month.
Still a young woman in her twenties, Maude decided to go to the west coast for a while. Free love was the rage in California and the beaches were cold and clear. Working for a while picking fruit, trying to clear her mind of the sad stories from the street and her own sad tale, Maude harvested grapes, then worked in a coffee house serving hot and cold liquids to heavy-eyed poets in love with their own slick rhymes of war and death. She slung hash in a seaside diner and learned to pick a guitar by practicing between the breakfast and lunch run. She drank cheap gin, smoked unfiltered cigarettes and marijuana, but avoided psychedelic drugs. She was afraid of their long aftertaste. She practiced free-love as the hippies taught, marched in protests and sit-ins, sang patriotic songs for the men who had lost their lives in battle, and finally decided that it wasn’t working.
One morning she woke up hung over in a small room in San Francisco, looked out the window at the sun rising with its pink and orange beauty against the blue California sky and asked herself (and anyone else that was listening), “What am I doing here?”
That was her last day on the West Coast. She was thirty three years old and knew that her last few years had been lost in a smoke-filled fog. Hopping a bus to Texas with her one bag of dirty clothes in tow, a tougher Maude Rogers realized that she wasn’t hurting anymore.  
No one would hire her for police work because of the hiatus in her work record, and the fact that she had spent six years on the West Coast working at menial jobs. Madison had a mayor at the time who had attended the University of Oklahoma with Maude, a friend and confidante and a sincerely interested person who had tried back then to help her fellow student sort out the enormous grief of losing husband and child. When the Mayor found out that Maude was looking for work in Madison, she hired her as an assistant, a kind of catch-all position that proved to be lifesaving for the Mayor and cathartic for Maude.
After two years of non-eventful work assisting the mayor, Maude became interested in getting back into law enforcement. She began practicing the skills she set aside many years before. At first she couldn’t fire her weapon and hit the target at all, but she gradually got it back, relearning how to pepper the center ring with each pull of the trigger. The gym offered a place to vent her hostilities and frustration, working muscles that had become soft with so much time away. 
One Thursday morning during the new mayoral campaign, Maude was assigned to arrange safe transportation for the entire city council to meet at the end of Bright Street, a low-rent section of the city. Bright Street was in the works for gentrification, making the old look new without destroying the culture of the area. The concept was still new in that part of Texas, although some citizens had already remodeled one rundown area of town, reaping large financial rewards soon afterward.
Mayor Denise Royal was a forward thinker, able to see the big picture when improvements were suggested for the city. She often stirred conflicting emotions within the population. The citizenry of Madison had considered the cost of improvements for Bright Street and some rejected the project altogether. There was one in particular who didn’t want to see change in his neighborhood. His name was Sam Williams, a fifty-something white male with a balding pate and slightly bucked teeth. 
He heard the Mayor was on her way to his neighborhood and thought he would greet her with his idea of gentrification-an old gun freshly oiled with new ammo. The rifle was a Remington M700, bolt-action, with a telescopic sight, designed to be accurate for civilian or military use. Sam believed it was his right to own guns and even fire them on occasion if the cause was just. He hated that prissy little woman mayor who was trying to raise his taxes and make it impossible to continue living in his own neighborhood, although his intention that day was to try and scare her away from Bright Street. That was the story he told to police after his arrest.
The Mayor’s entourage had just extricated themselves from the police vans that Maude had set up for their travel. Stretching muscles that had begun cramping from the ride across town and shielding their eyes blinded by the late July sun, the various council members were wishing they were back in the air-conditioned offices of City Hall. The feisty mayor was enthralled by her chance to do a good thing for the neighborhood of Bright Street, to help the poor by providing improved city services and better roads. The only way it could be done was by encouraging entrepreneurs to purchase available real estate on Bright Street and rehab it for sale to upwardly mobile men and women of Madison. 
Maude took her job as Mayor’s assistant very seriously, always watchful for any kind of disturbance on the streets, prepared to use her sidearm for the Mayor’s protection. On that Thursday when Sam decided to show his ignorance and frighten the mayor, Maude was alerted to the man on the street hiding behind a trash receptacle and peeking over its rim like a jack-in-the-box, the barrel of his rifle balanced precariously on the lid of the container. Using her long legs to gather some speed, Maude detached herself from the group and circled around the side street until she managed to get behind Sam Williams, would be assassin, and place the long barrel of her gun against his right ear.
“I wouldn’t move, if I were you,” Maude said slowly, not raising her voice. “Have you ever seen what a bullet from a gun this size does to the human brain at this close range? Nasty mess.”
The gun wielding terrorist froze in his tracks and the unmistakable odor of human feces drifted back to Maude. 
“Did you just mess yourself?” she asked, clucking her tongue. “I’m glad I don’t have to take you in. Bet you’re going to make the folks at booking real happy.” 
The incident was resolved quickly, with police officers arresting Sam Williams, and Maude being applauded by the mayor for saving her life. After that, her job as the mayor’s assistant seemed more and more meaningless.
Maude’s heart was still in law enforcement, especially the murder business, and nothing else seemed that interesting to her. That one time on the street, when the idiot was going to shoot Mayor Royale and Maude foiled his plans was the only time in years that she really felt she was doing her job.
One day in the fall, about three months later she left work and returned home to find her mother waiting in the porch swing, holding an official looking letter. 
“This came for you, my dear girl. Did you apply with Chicago Police Department when no one was looking?” her mother asked.
“No, I didn’t apply; didn’t know they were looking.” Maude answered, curious about the letter. She sat down with her mother, gave her a brief hug then opened the letter. “Well I am more than surprised.” she said.
“Maude, what do they want?”
“Mayor Royale applied for me; she gave me a recommendation. Seems she knows someone there with influence. Mom, listen to what she wrote, “Dear Captain Anderson, I would like for you to consider hiring my assistant Maude Rogers for your agency. She is the finest person I have ever had work for me and she saved my life recently. I believe she would serve very well as an addition to your staff. Contact her at the address I have included. PS. I would appreciate the favor, John, Sincerely, Denise Royale, Mayor, City of Madison, Texas”.

“Well, Mom, I guess this means I might be moving again.” 
Inside the envelope was a three-page application form which Maude completed and returned to Chicago PD. Within two months she said goodbye to her mother and moved her few possessions to an apartment near Lake Michigan. Grace took care of renting the house for Maude and once again began sending the rent money by mail each month. 
That was twenty-three years ago, Maude recollected. Since then, her mother had died, and Maude inherited her grandmother’s house and moved into it, settling down at last, alone with the ghosts of her family.
 
Cushing was a small town in Oklahoma a short distance from Stillwater and the University, and
Inman wasn’t but a few miles away from Cushing. Back when Maude had commuted to the university, many of her fellow students lived in apartments or in houses big enough for two or three students. She had been fortunate the first two years to live in Cushing with her Aunt Margaret. After her aunt died, Maude moved to a cheap apartment in Inman, not far from Stillwater. That apartment had been hers and Paul’s home for the short time that they were married. She still had sweet memories that were made in that little apartment. She wondered if the building was still standing.
Bringing her thoughts back to the reason she was in Oklahoma, Maude picked up the map and noticed the small town of Mehan was near all the places she had lived or worked during her years in the state. A dull throb was beginning across her forehead, a portent of things to come. A dreadful thought had begun to take root, the seed having been planted by the trip through the nostalgia of her youth.
Bobby. Little Bobby. He would be almost forty-two years old today if he survived his parent’s abusive treatment. Bobby, who had loved her fiercely; could he have fixated on her after the short time she spent as his nanny? How would he remember her, care about her? Or could he be driven by hatred because she left him in the foul mess of his family?
The park was small, just a few trees and a concrete table with two rectangular benches, a water fountain and trash receptacle nearby. Maude parked the rental car under the sign that told her the park was supported by the city of Mehan, Oklahoma, and to keep it clean. Shaded by the big live oak tree, she sat down at the table and lit up an unfiltered with her butane lighter. 
She reminisced for a moment about the time Paul had given her the lighter. He had it engraved with her name and his in a corny heart with an arrow through it. They had been married for two weeks, an anniversary that didn’t slip by her man. God she missed him, even after all the years that had passed since his death. The lighter was like her, she thought, each year
more faded with use, but still with enough fire to get the job done.
Paul had known about her past, about her father who abused her, and he tried to make up for it in small ways. The cigarette lighter was just one of the many surprises he brought home for her. Her young husband found great satisfaction in delighting his new bride. She always said that if she found another man who made her feel like Paul Rogers had, she would consider loving him. So far, she was still waiting.
Time spent with Bill Page kept coming back in her memory leaving a smile behind, but he was still new to her. She had really felt alive in his presence, something no other man had done in such a long time. Maybe there was something more than a chance meeting for them.
The years she spent on the California coast had been mean years, times she would like to forget. She went through men quickly, one after the other, searching for Paul. Since that time most people thought she hated men, but that was far from the truth. The real reason she had stayed single was that she wanted the fireworks again. 
 
The tug was too strong to ignore. The memory before Paul, the child that was Bobby kept coming back with more and more urgency. She remembered the evening when she arrived at the mansion and found the little boy in his bed, crying and holding his stomach. He had blood on his gums, probably from a fall to his face was her first thought. His mother, Isabella, shamed the little boy for his tears, all the while pacing the floor, staring out his bedroom window toward the driveway below.
“This boy is so careless,” she said with an exasperated sigh. “I think he looks for ways to hurt himself. Please Miss, take him outside and stop his crying.”
Maude had been convinced, or had she, that the child had severe emotional problems. The mother had tried to make it appear that all was under the boy’s control, from his so-called carelessness, to his tears.
Bobby had brightened when Maude told him they were going to see the water in the creek. Surely a child who was truly hurt couldn’t turn off the pain so easily. Maude had waited till the mother left, then hugged him and told him it would be fine after a little while. That was the day before she left the position as his nanny.
Now in retrospect the picture was so clear. Years of police work, of seeing the violence in families where the strong lay hands upon the weak had taught her to see the signs of abuse. Bobby had all the signs, and Maude wondered if he was now living life the way he had been taught. 
Leaving the park she turned left and began to drive, remembering the road to the mansion and the long corridor lined with oak trees leading to the sumptuous estate driveway. Just for the heck of it, she followed the memory, travelling down the once familiar road. 
The gate code, though surely it had been changed after so many years, had been a simple one, Feldspar, the name given to the big house. Maude had wondered back then if Bobby’s father had studied geology and thus gave the home its moniker. She punched in the code, expecting nothing; surprised when the massive gate began to open. 
“Well look at that, I guess some things don’t change,” she said aloud.
The circular drive was empty, no waiting or parked cars within the three lanes, but Maude wasn’t surprised. The garage at the back of the mansion was built to hold a fleet of vehicles
She parked the rental car close to the mansion and stared at the house, seeing it through experienced eyes, remembering the awe she felt the first time the big double-doors opened, allowing her to enter. How deceptive were the trappings of wealth. Evil can live anywhere, she thought, subsisting in beautiful surroundings or in squalor. 
Maude now believed that one of Bobby’s wealthy parents might have been the catalyst that created a monster within him. If she was right in her assumptions, the horror in the little boy’s life sent him over the edge. 
She tapped three times on the brass door knocker then waited for a short time until the knock was answered by a skimpily clad, overweight housemaid. Maude showed the woman her detective’s shield and asked to speak to the owner of the house. 
The maid grimaced and lowered her head, “That would be me,” she said. “I am Jean Vandiver and I own this house. I was expecting someone else at my door.”
“I can see I might have surprised you,” Maude said with a slight grin. “Sorry to disappoint you. I didn’t know the Dawsons had moved out.”
“Oh he sold this house, years ago, after the owners were killed. You probably heard about it. They died in the Rocky Mountains; went over a cliff.” 
The bell rang in Maude’s head, the glimmer of a memory she had tried to recall in Philadelphia, the couple who died in the mountain accident had made national news.
Jean Vandiver appeared to know some of the history of the house and its previous owners.
“So who sold the house, some of the family?” 
“There was no family involved. It was an attorney who worked for a group in Stillwater. The house had been on the market for three months when I saw it. After a few more months we reached an agreement and I bought it,” the woman told Maude.
“No family? What about their son?” 
“He was somewhere else and I never met him. But I have the card from the attorney who dealt with the property sale,” Vandiver said, adjusting the flimsy suit that left her almost naked.
“Have you seen the couple’s son since then?” Maude questioned.
“No, the last I knew he was living out of state somewhere, I think in Arizona. You can probably find out from the attorney. Now if there is nothing else, do you think you could show yourself out while I go and adjust my thong?”
“Thanks for the information. Sorry to have disturbed you.” Maude said, turning to leave the house, mentally rejecting an unbidden picture of the woman in a thong. “You have a good day, now.”
The trip to Inman was a short distance, not more than five miles. The small towns had grown, bringing their outer boundaries close to each other, leaving very little unpopulated space along the way. 
She found Robert Dawson’s personnel address easily, just an empty lot where some kids about ten or twelve years old were playing kickball. One of the kids came over to her when Maude called out to him. She had thought he would run off, but he stood about twenty feet from the car, picking his nose, unconcerned.
“I’m not going to bother you, I’m a cop.” she said. “Just want to know how long this lot’s been vacant. How long you guys been using it to recreate?”
The kid listened to her for a minute and held out his hand. What’s it worth to you?” he asked, throwing his shoulders back as he had no doubt witnessed some gang banger pose.
“How about I don’t get out of this car and kick your butt?” Maude countered, giving the boy the eye.
“You old witch you could probably do it too.” the kid said, grinning. “They tore the house down about four years ago, was going to build something on it, but I guess they forgot about it. Why you want to know?”
“Looking for the man used to live in the house. Robert Dawson. Know him?” Maude answered.
“Nah. Nobody lived here even before they tore it down,” the boy said, “empty before I started school.”
“Thanks kid. What’s your name?” she queried.
“Puddin-tane, ask me again, I’ll tell you the same,” the kid said smart aleck-y, running off.
Maude laughed out loud. It had been years since she heard that old retort. Only in a small town, she thought. 
 
The lawyer’s office in Stillwater was part of a large three-story building near downtown. The structure had been there for a while, the architecture old fashioned, but classy. 
“They better have an elevator in there,” Maude grumbled. “I am not climbing stairs even if I have to pay someone to carry me.”
The clock on the dash of the rental car told her that three-thirty was just a few seconds away. Most lawyers made their money early in the day, but she hoped that Johnson and Grimble were still open for business. The name on the business card said George W. Grimble, a stuffed ivy-league shirt if his name fit his personality. Maude came prepared to do battle to get information, but she hoped for an easy victory.
The elevator was slow, but at least it worked and was in good condition, the stainless steel shined to a high gloss, buttons cleaned of fingerprints. The cables jerked as it made it to the third floor, the shaft showing its age and use.
As she stepped off the elevator, Maude saw the entrance to Johnson and Grimble Law Firm near the middle of the hallway. She looked for a bathroom nearby but the hall had no such convenience. 
“Guess I’ll just have to hold it,” Maude said to herself. “I’ll probably get bladder cancer from all the times I need to go pee and can’t. If I was a man I could have just hung it out at the old Dawson mansion. Sometimes it’s tough being a woman. Guess I could wear a skirt and hike it up when I needed to go, but I’d get caught. I can see the headlines-“Madison, Texas detective, arrested in Oklahoma for indecent exposure”. That would be my luck for sure, she thought, laughing for a minute at the idea.  
The door was just ahead and Maude turned the handle, entering a receptionist’s office that smelled of burned popcorn. The woman behind the desk was in her forties, a little overblown, with orange colored hair and bright-red lipstick.
Maude pulled her shield from her pocket and showed it to the woman who was busy picking out burned kernels from her bag of microwaved popcorn.
“Do you have an appointment?” the woman asked without looking up, talking between bites of popcorn, chewing loudly each time she popped  a new kernel between her lips.
“No, no appointment. I need to ask Mr. George Grimble some questions about a house he sold for a client. Won’t take much of his time.” Maude told the receptionist.
“He won’t see you without an appointment.” the woman told her disinterestedly.
“Would you pick up the phone and ask him please?” Maude said nicely.
“Sure, but won’t do you any good,” the woman said, steadily pushing the popcorn into her mouth, occasionally choking on a tough piece.
“Mr. Grimble, this is Daisy,” she said, after picking up the cordless phone and clicking a number. “There’s someone outside that wants to ask you some questions. She’s a detective. Oh...okay, I’ll send her in.”
“Well, you caught him in a rare mood!” Daisy said, finally looking up from the popcorn bag. “Go through the door and turn left.”
“Thank you Daisy and just so you know, you have a popcorn hull right up here,” she said, pointing to her two front teeth. “And your lipstick is greasy. Might want to take care of that.” Maude said, going through the door, chuckling to herself. 
“I get’em, don’t I,” she said aloud.
George Grimble was not at all what she expected. She guessed his age to be around fifty years or so. He was about five-feet four and bald in  front, with a long length of dyed black hair plastered into a circle from the crown of his head to the comb-over that swooped down over his forehead before coming to roost above a very pink left ear. His glasses, small and round, sat on the end of a bulbous, overlarge nose.
Thinking that this was her day for clowns, Maude was ready to hear anything that might come out of Grimble’s mouth. She hoped that at least some of her questions might be answered before leaving the office. 
“Mr. Grimble,” she said politely, “My name is Maude Rogers and I am a homicide detective from Madison, Texas, looking for a killer of women.”
“But what can I have to do with that,” the lawyer asked, “I don’t practice criminal law.”
“No, but you sold a house some years back that I believe belonged to the man I am searching for. The house was the Dawson place outside Cushing and the man lived there when he was a child. His name is Robert Dawson. Robert Elridge Dawson. Remember him?”
“Miss...Detective Rogers, I have to honor client privileges and can’t tell you anything. I wish I could help you, but it is out of the question,” the lawyer sputtered, his glasses bouncing up and down.
“Mr. Grimble, there are dead women around central and south Texas that might take umbrage against your refusal to help find their killer. Now that I think of it, attorney-client privileges don’t have to do with public record. I haven’t seen the recorded sale in the clerk’s office, but I’ll bet Robert Dawson was the seller of that property. Of course I can go to the county building and find out these things tomorrow, but you will be saving me some valuable time if you help me today.”
George Grimble was indeed a small, ugly man. All his life he had yearned to be taller with more hair, but of course, that would never happen; however, he also yearned for tall, slender women whose height made him feel like a bigger man. Maude Rogers cut a striking pose leaning over his desk, her curly hair and blue eyes complementing long legs encased in black polyester slacks. 
Grimble’s eyes reluctantly left her legs and returned to the white polo shirt Maude wore under a hound’s-tooth print blazer. The wiry strength of the woman pleased him immensely. He wanted her to like him.
“Detective, I can tell you that Robert Dawson was still a young man when his parents had their unfortunate death in the mountains of Colorado, and the memories of his life within the house seemed to make him even sadder after his parents died. I did handle the sale for him after he moved away. I don’t recall where he moved but we can look in the files. I see nothing wrong with giving you an address.” George was on a roll, hoping that Maude appreciated his careful consideration of a client’s interests while at the same time, helping the police to solve a crime.
Maude was astounded! She didn’t have to get rough with the man. He was actually helping her locate Dawson. Immediately she began to wonder what the lawyer was up to. Maude’s experience with attorneys was blighted by the rude, irascible behavior she had encountered from scum-bag ambulance chasers in both Chicago and Madison. She waited to see what Grimble would do or say to indicate his intentions.
When nothing more was forthcoming from the man, Maude thanked him for his help and waited for the receptionist to bring the information from the archived files. Each move she made seemed to get a response from the lawyer: a smile, a nod, once, even a wink. She sat down in the chair across from him and crossed her legs, wanting a cigarette. 
The lawyer continued looking her up and down with approval. Keeping quiet in tense situations had always been difficult for her, and now Maude found herself wanting to hum, or sing, or do something foolish while she waited in discomfort for the paperwork. Instead she turned her head once and caught George Grimble looking at her with unconcealed desire. Maude was flabbergasted.
Here I am in the middle of a murder investigation and I have an ugly, bald little man sniffing at the crotch of my jeans. Will this day never end? She asked herself. Unfortunately, her need for the information the man had was greater than her desire to ‘bust him out’, so she squirmed under his gaze, and gave him a toothy smile. 
Within minutes the receptionist entered the office and gave the attorney a page from a thin file that she kept in her hands. Maude took out her notebook and wrote down a place in Arizona that Dawson had listed as his home address, hoping that she and Joe had caught a break. She was sweating under the collar of her polo shirt from the rapt gaze of George Grimble and wasted no time getting out of the office once she had what she needed. Grimble was trying to get her attention as she scooted through the door but Maude ignored his request for her to stay and talk. With not even a by-your-leave, she quickly vacated the building.
 



Chapter 23
The toilet salesman couldn’t get the kid under control at the drive-in restaurant. For a while it was touch and go. It took Ridge to do it, just like always. Dawson couldn’t tie his shoes without help. The trick was, don’t let them see you looking worried. Draws their attention. That old woman was smart, he’d give her credit. Found them after all his careful planning. He wondered what gave them away.
The guy with the dark skin and curly hair in the bitch’s’ rent house. What a ride he was. Personally Ridge preferred real women but any old port in a storm he always said!
Standing in the doorway, looking her in the face, thinking about cutting her nosey nose off, stuffing it in her big mouth. He had been calm, acted upset at being questioned. What an act! Told her what she wanted to hear. He made it up as he went. Thought she would trap him. Stupid cop. Knew what he’d do with her when the time came.
Bobby screamed out for anyone to hear. “No! Don’t hurt Mama. Go away.”
“Shut up you sniveling whiner. I’m in charge here!” Ridge was adamant. The kid had to go.
It was that way since he was fifteen, a big gawky teenager with acne and bottle-thick glasses. No personality. The kid had needed a woman. He had imaginary girlfriends, sure, but he needed the real thing. Laying down on the levee by the river one day, crying like a two year old,  screaming, wanting to be big and good-looking, not such a putz. Got up and went home, pulled off his clothes in front of the mirror. Wanted to look like his daddy. Wanted to be a stud like the old man! Ha! 
The picture was on the dresser in the old man’s room; the picture with the white, captain’s hat on his dark hair; him leaning against the mast of the sixty-foot Hunter. Handsome man. Bobby wanted to be like him, loving all the ladies except his wife. Lots of muscle, working out did that.
Bobby knew about his daddy’s women. Saw him one day, top down on the car, big-breasted woman, rubbing herself all over him. Bobby was at a stoplight on his bicycle, Daddy was waiting for the light to change. Bobby hid behind another car and listened to the old man talking to the woman.
“Elridge, Sweetie, where we going?” she had asked, running her hands through her blond hair.
“You’ve been a bad girl. It’s straight to bed for you,” his daddy had told the woman, fondling her, not caring who saw.
The woman giggled as they drove off from the light, neither of them noticing the hungry-eyed boy behind the thick glasses and acne. Bobby had slipped and fallen from his bicycle onto the sidewalk next to the street. All he could do then was lay there and cry.
The kid had put the picture of the old man on the dresser and stood beside it, the mirror reflecting the failure that lived in the boy’s skin. He pumped up his right arm, looking for the rise of a muscle, hating that there was nothing but fat meat. The boy stood there, wanting to be what the old man was, knowing it was never going to happen. But he wanted it so bad, so bad he’d do anything to make it happen.
“You can be like him. Better than him.” the voice was strong. Tough.
“What? Who said that?” Bobby’s crying stopped.
“How can I be like him?” he asked.
“Let me out. I’m coming out” the voice had commanded, hurting Bobby’s throat.
Suddenly the fifteen-year old boy stood taller. Running his hand through his dark hair he pushed it back from his forehead and removed the thick glasses, disdainfully pitching them into the trash can. Without hesitation the boy went into the bathroom, pulled out the box of contacts that had never been worn and placed a pair in his eyes as if it were a familiar task.
Inside the closet a stylish new red shirt laid next to new basketball shoes. The boy pulled those from the closet and returned to the mirror, still naked. He looked into the reflection and smirked at the image there. A loud peal of laughter sprang from the boy’s mouth as he yelled, “I’m free!” 
Ridge remembered it well. What a great day it had been to be free of the sniveling kid after living for years in his worthless hide. Getting laid had been Ridge’s first goal. He knew Elridge got his share of women. He would follow his old man’s example. Take what he wanted and never mind the rest. Nothing was too good for Ridge... Roberts. Yeah, Ridge Roberts. The old man would die if he heard it. The joke was on him. 
The first girl the boy met thought she was seeing Bobby, and was prepared to diss him if he looked at her, but something had changed. The boy was taller and better looking with nice eyes. His hair was different too, and even the acne was less noticeable. The girl called him Bobby, but he didn’t act like Bobby, for the next thing she knew, he had his arm around her.
Definitely, he was not Bobby. The boy hurt her a little when he took her under the football bleachers, but she liked his roughness. Afterward she wondered just who he was, and hoped she would see him again.
That year Bobby moved to a new school at his request. He liked the idea of public school better than the private academy, more good-looking girls in public school.
The old lady never hit the boy again, even though sometimes he wished she would still hug him. The girls he forced to have sex with him often forgave his behavior when he showed special attention to their breasts, nuzzling them until the girls moaned with pleasure against him. 
No one knew Ridge, except Bobby. It was a secret they both kept protected from everyone, especially family.
When Bobby was twenty and needed a cover for Ridge’s extracurricular and sometimes violent activities, Robert Dawson, the last personality of the trio was invented by the other two. It was mandatory that a calm presence with no wants or desires other than to be successful also lived in the body. Dawson applied for a job in a shoe store and worked there until his parents died. 
He was immediately hired by Porcelain Worx after convincing them he had the ability to sell a product. He also knew how to keep the kid under control by selling him on being calm instead of crying or whining when he got upset. Dawson didn’t have any real thoughts, it was just the part of Bobby that functioned under pressure and knew how to get along with people. Dawson was a hollow man.
 



Chapter 24
Detective Joe Allen was busy after Maude left Philadelphia. His flight home was spent sleeping, trying to catch up on the time he had spent with the redheaded receptionist from Porcelain Worx. At Maude’s request, he had stayed through the next day, being available should Dawson return. Of course, he and Maude both knew that the psycho was not coming back to the factory and after a few hours there, Joe felt he could safely leave and catch an early flight back home. 
He had an opportunity to see his kids in a few days because his ex-wife was coming into Madison for personal business. Joe didn’t want to know what she was doing. The less he knew about her, the better he got along. Still, a chance to see his kids was worth the forced visit with his ex or anyone else if need be.
The plane arrived on time, but no one was there to meet him. He didn’t mind too much because Susan Lucas kept surfacing in his thoughts, the memory of that one amazing night he spent with her still fresh. He hoped she might be available for going out on the town. The red haired receptionist had been a nice diversion, but Joe had called it an early evening and left her at the door of her apartment. Just wasn’t in the mood to take it further, even though she had made it plain that he was welcome to stay.
Joe had always been a loyal man to the women he dated, always more committed than they were, like with his ex-wife. He had been caught unawares by her need to leave him. He still didn’t fully understand what went wrong with his marriage, but at least he wasn’t still staying home brooding over it.
Early the next morning Joe showed up on the job, well-rested after a good night’s sleep. Susan had made other plans for the evening, so Joe  went straight home after work and then to bed early, thinking about the murder cases that needed closure. He still had to interview the husband of Giselle Farouk, the pawn shop owner who had allegedly strangled the homeless woman, Diane Jones.
Medawa Farouk had voluntarily turned himself into Police Headquarters the same day that his wife had been taken downtown. According to Fat Frieda, the man had made little of his wife’s statement saying Giselle was a liar, for he had never touched the woman who was strangled. He also said he knew nothing of a bracelet that was missing from his shop.
Without any evidence other than the wife’s statement, the husband wasn’t held. His wife, however, asked for asylum for the next day, because she knew that her husband was going to punish her for telling the police about him. She still insisted that he killed the woman, even though he had not intended to harm her to that extent.
Checking in at his and Maude’s desks, Joe saw the growing mound of paperwork in the tray. Picking the first one from the pile, he saw the report from Interpol identifying the murder victims on East Avenue. The women had been sisters, the oldest was twenty five and her younger sister was twenty three. 
They were identified by the coordinator at the local soup kitchen where the women ate on several occasions when their money ran out. They were working girls who made a few bucks each day giving blow jobs and doing whatever servicing the Johns were willing to buy. Pretty girls, most people would describe them, Cubans with a few English words in their vocabulary. 
The victims had been reported missing by two other women who split the cost four ways on a one-room flat in downtown Madison. The rent had come due and the two weren’t there to kick in their share.
The next report was done by the officer who questioned Medawa Farouk about Giselle Farouk’s statement concerning the Diane Jones murder. Joe would have been surprised if Farouk had confessed to the crime of murder by strangulation. What was needed in the case was hard evidence connecting the murder to the man. Giselle Farouk was being held in the women’s unit of the jail and was due to be released on her own recognizance within twenty four hours.
Leaving the pile of reports for later, he headed outside to pick up Maude’s car, intending to drive across town to the jail to visit Farouk and pay a visit to the sheriff’s office at the same time. His partner had mentioned to him about the jurisdiction there at her rent house, and how the sheriff was demanding to be part of the investigation because it was in his county, outside the PD lines where the body was found.
The situation was touchy. Madison County had a small sheriff’s department consisting of several street deputies and a jail that was maintained by corrections officers. As far as Joe knew, there was a shortage of county investigators, other than the sheriff. The best thing he and Maude could do was to stay in the good grace of the county law enforcement official.
Giselle Farouk was a mess. She had an acne breakout on her forehead which she said was from stress for fear of her husband had her skittish as a deer in a lion cage. 
“He will kill me Detective Allen, and then he will leave the country and take my children to live with savages. What can you do to protect me?” The woman’s plea was sincere, touching Joe with its raw truth.
“We have to find some evidence against your husband, Giselle. Can you think of anything that might connect him to Diane Jones, the woman you say he murdered.”
“No...unless he still has the bracelet. If he does, would it help?” Giselle was reaching for anything that could lessen the chance she would have to face her husband..
“It might, if we could find someone who knew Diane had the bracelet.” Joe said thoughtfully.
“Yes, the man at the thrift store knew she had the bracelet,” Giselle excitedly interjected.
“How do you know that, Giselle?” Joe countered.
“Because he called me about it. The thrift store man said that woman Diane had been in his store, and said she bought the bracelet from me, and I told him she stole it and ran from my store.”
“But what made her think that anyone would believe she bought the bracelet from you and decided to sell it to someone else?” Joe seemed to doubt what Giselle had said, remembering the denial made by the Tic man at the Thrift for Profit store, which Jones had brought in a valuable piece of jewelry.
“She needed money and who can say why she would do such a thing. She stole the bracelet Detective. There was no money from her to me!” Giselle exclaimed.
“How can I find the bracelet?” Joe asked.
“I know where he would hide it,” Giselle said, nodding her head vigorously.
“You take me to my home when he is not there and I will get it for you! You find that the woman had her fingers on it and Medawa will go to prison. Yes?” She looked at him pleadingly.
“We’ll see. If we get the bracelet, I can talk to the District Attorney and see if there is enough evidence to bring your husband to trial. Then you will testify against him?” Joe asked.
“YES,” she yelled.” I will do it.”
“Okay, after you get out of here today, call me and leave a message. I’ll call you back.” Joe said. “Then we’ll both go to your house and you can find the bracelet.”
He left the women’s unit of the jail, said his thanks to the officers there for allowing him extra time with Giselle Farouk then walked to the sheriff’s office, missing the man in charge by about five minutes.
Joe returned to Maude’s car, hoping that when the Farouk woman called, they could find the bracelet together and put her husband in jail, possibly preventing further crimes. Joe wasn’t convinced that any of what the woman said was true. Women would sometimes file charges against their husbands, accusing them of spousal abuse, until it was time to take the man to jail, then everything changed before the husband could be arrested. 
Domestic quarrels were the worst calls, according to what Joe had seen happen to his friends. Seldom did the officer involved come out on top. Joe hoped this case turned out okay, but he just didn’t know what to expect. He had a bad feeling about it.
The office was busy, several people in and out who were dressed in their best police garb. Joe had forgotten that there was a promotional ceremony during the afternoon. Several sergeants in the Police Department were being promoted to lieutenant and were gathering in the Watch Commander’s office, shaking hands, and giving each other back slaps and congratulations. He began to feel the pressure of so many extra people around that the small back office used for storage of old files became attractive as a quiet place to work. 
The office was used fairly often by visiting cops who needed a place to write a report. Gathering up the stack of papers that had grown since he left the desk, Joe headed for the peace and quiet of the small office. Once there he began to sort the reports from the ‘in’ tray in hopes of getting most of them looked at before Maude returned the next day.
Joe worked diligently for a long while, then looked up from the small desk and checked his watch. Three hours had passed since he sat down. Reaching in his shirt pocket for his cell phone, he quickly realized it was missing, and he had been out of touch for a long time.
“What did I do with my phone?” he asked the empty room. 
The Detective’s offices were empty, the ceremony over and done with, and most of the staff gone home. It was four-thirty in the afternoon. Joe couldn’t believe he had been so absorbed that time had gotten away from him. He got up and walked to his and Maude’s desk and saw that his phone was laying there, the flasher on the top corner of the phone’s face blinking to tell him he had a message. He was tired and not thinking straight and decided to check his messages when he got home for the day, the promise he made to Giselle Farouk forgotten in his exhaustion.
Two hours later while sitting in his kitchen, drinking a beer, Joe’s phone rang and he saw a number he didn’t recognize. He answered the call and took a swig of beer as someone asked for Detective Allen. The person on the phone was young with the changing voice associated with masculine puberty.
“Yes, this is Detective Allen; who’s calling?” Joe was a little concerned that a kid would be calling him.
“Detective, my mother told me to call you. She came home from jail today and tried to call you! She said you were supposed to call her back. Mother told me to tell you she was going to the house and find the bracelet, that she couldn’t wait any longer.” the young person said frantically.
“Calm down, kid. What’s your name?” Joe asked, his beer forgotten.
“My name is Rashad Farouk and I am twelve years old.”
“How long ago did your mother leave to go to the house?” Joe asked.
“Two hours ago. My father was on his way to a jewelry auction, and my mother knew she would have enough time to find the bracelet. But it has been too long. My mother should already be back.” the boy’s voice was shaky. Joe could tell the kid was scared but he didn’t have time to soothe him.
“Give me the address Rashad. Have you heard from your father?” Joe asked. Busy looking for a pen to write with, he finally found a red one and scribbled the address across the palm of his hand. 
“No,” the boy answered. “He has not called or come to the shop. My sister and brother are waiting here. My father told me that we must stay here today. I don’t know what to do.”
“You got any relatives? Grandmother, uncle, anybody?” Joe asked, pulling his shoes on after checking his weapon and speed loaders.
“Yes. We have Grand-mere, my mother’s mother. She lives in a house near the airport,” Rashad explained. “We can go there if my father does not return soon.”
“Then call a taxi and leave your father a note. Lock the building and go to your grandmother.”
Joe was already in the city car, driving as fast as he could away from his house in the direction of Giselle and Medawa’s home. A premonition of bad things ahead was heavy on his mind combined with a huge load of guilt for forgetting the woman’s desperation.
“Yes, we will go. Please find my mother.” the boy whispered before he disconnected the phone.
The address the boy Rashad gave was located in the gated neighborhood of a subdivision built about ten years earlier. The property was well cared for: grass mowed, hedges trimmed, the look of prosperity on the face of neighborhood. Joe drove very slowly through the cross streets until he reached 12457, the house number on Beech Street where the Farouks lived. Two cars were parked in the driveway, the hoods cool to Joe’s touch. The front of the house had four large windows that looked out on the front lawn, beige and brown drapes pulled together to shut out the heat of the day were visible through the glass. A large tubular wind chime hung from a post near the entry, its music stilled in the oppressive heat.
He had called for back-up when he got off the phone with the Farouk boy, his gut telling him that he needed others there before entering the house. A police car with lights on was making the bend, about to pull up in front of the address, no sirens, as he had had requested. The uniformed officer in the car quickly exited the front seat and pulled his weapon while the cop on the passenger side climbed out and used Joe’s car for cover. Joe motioned to both of the men to meet with him near the front entry to create a fortified assault on the door.
“Giselle, are you in the house?” Joe yelled. “Giselle Farouk, open the door please. Your son is concerned about your welfare.”
Turning his eyes to the uniformed officers, Joe nodded toward the back of the house and one of them broke away and stayed low under the windows, making for the back door. Joe yelled again, this time he got closer to the door, staying behind the solid barrier that the outside wall presented.
Silence greeted them, the kind of quiet that bodes no good. Joe wasted no more time. Grabbing the door knob he pushed inward, creating an opening. There was neither movement nor the sound of voices inside, just the mewling of a kitten somewhere in the house. Joe entered the place with his weapon ready, using the training he had practiced many times in the academy. Somehow the real thing felt different, frightening, the knowledge that someone could be pointing a weapon at his head making him afraid, yet he was determined to plunge headlong into the unknown.
The house was large, the front entry hallway leading into a great room where the family would gather, its array of couches and chairs presenting a warm welcome to guests. There was blood on the floor; a small puddle down the hall and several drops leading into another large room. The dark red drops on the grouted tile were smeared by drag marks into the dining room where massive furniture was prepared to seat a small army.
In one of the heavy chairs pulled away from the table sat Giselle Farouk, her head turned to one side. Dried rivulets of blood streaked the side of her face, her left ear was slashed and a large gash was cut into her left foot. She was bleeding from both cuts. A dull expression was on the woman’s face as she pointed toward the small breakfast nook across the wide hall, adjacent to the kitchen.
The officers, including Detective Joe Allen, moved with stealth toward the eating area with its cheerful yellow-curtained window. On a cushioned bench seat surrounding the highly-shined plank board table lay Medawa Farouk, his head bashed in above the eyebrows. A large aluminum baseball bat lay nearby on the floor, the dent in the metal coated with dried blood.
One of the officers approached Farouk and checked for a pulse. He shook his head at Joe. No pulse.
“Don’t touch anything.” Joe said then turned and made his way back to Giselle. He stared at her for a minute.
“Why didn’t you wait for me?” he asked. “You didn’t have to come here by yourself.”
“This is the bracelet,” she said, ignoring the question. She extended a hand that held a bloody scarf. “I found it in his sock drawer. I have not touched it since the woman stole it from the counter. Medawa returned home early and found me in the bedroom. I ran from him, but he grabbed Rashad’s baseball bat and came for me, wanting the bracelet that I had wrapped in my scarf. He swung the bat at me, but he missed, and it flew away from him into the kitchen. 
“Again I ran away. Medawa cursed and followed me, chasing me into the kitchen. He drew a knife from the drawer and cut my ear before I could get away. Quickly I picked up the bat from the floor and when he again came at me, I swung the bat with all my strength.
“When the bat hit him in the head, Medawa fell to the floor, reaching again for me with the knife. My foot was there and he cut me but I got away and fell onto my side. My husband then crawled to the bench and pulled himself there to lie down. He was cursing me all the time. I became weak and stayed on the floor. Later I woke from being unconscious and tried to walk, but I could not pick up my foot. I tried to crawl to the front door but it was too far. Here is where I came to sit and pray. I thought Medawa would get up from the bench and kill me. I have waited here for him, praying that he would not wish to kill me for our children’s sake.”
Joe continued staring at the woman, wishing there was something he could say that would make it alright.
“Your children are taking a taxi to their grandmother’s and you need to go to the hospital. Afterwards we’ll talk about what happened. I’ll take the bracelet and see if we can get fingerprints from it. I’m really sorry Giselle.” Joe said helplessly. 
The crew from the lab showed up shortly afterward and Joe watched the ambulance leave with the two bodies, one alive and one dead-the dissolution of a marriage. 
“I’m beat.” he told the officers there. “I’m going home. Tomorrow is soon enough to think about this. Then, as an afterthought, “Who’s going to the hospital with her? Ask your sergeant. When you find out, have him call me at home. I need to know when to be in court for the inquest.”
 



Chapter 25
Unlike Joe’s trip from Philadelphia back to Madison, Maude had someone to meet her flight when she came off the plane. Her partner was standing there, looking good, green eyes twinkling and a big smile on his face. She was really glad for a minute that no one else had been with her in George Grimble’s office. Never would have lived that one down. Joe had just enough foolishness in him that he would have used Grimble’s flirtation to get her goat for a long time. As it was, she was going to catch heck about Bill Page. If not today, then another day.
After she had left the lawyer’s office, Maude had called Joe and talked to him about her discoveries in Oklahoma and he brought her up to date on the Diane Jones murder. Maude heard the guilt in his voice when he talked about Giselle Farouk, but she knew enough about men to listen and not make much of it. Instead, she congratulated him on his acute insight, his follow-up at the Farouk house, and the delicate line that he managed to walk finding Diane Jones’ killer. She reminded him that their job was to get closure for the victim’s families and sometimes other people made bad decisions that they had to live or die with. Joe listened to what she said and sighed. 
“Thanks, partner. That’s what I needed to hear,” Joe had said.
“No problem,” Maude had told him. “I’m glad to oblige.”
The trip the next morning from the airport to the Cop Shop was strange for Maude with Joe driving her old assigned car. Seemed out of place for her to be sitting anywhere but the driver’s seat. Taking advantage of the freedom to sit, Maude pulled out one of her unfiltereds and lit up, savoring the smoke, her first cigarette in hours. She missed the old days when she could smoke on any public transportation, but with the new rules about smoking, most were smoke-free.
“Back to Dawson,” she said after a few drags, “Lieutenant Patterson may throw a fit but we have to go to Phoenix to get our man. Dawson’s a murderer and I don’t believe for a minute that it’s going to be a cakewalk. He’ll make it as hard for us as possible. We’ll need to leave as soon as we can get packed. He has some kind of life there, and we need to know what he does besides killing and maiming people or peddling toilets and sinks.
“Okay Maude, I can get all of my reports done fast so I’m not the hold up in leaving. And you aren’t leaving me and going alone. That guy may be fixated on you, but I think he will kill you as quickly as he has anyone else if he knows you’re on his trail. You told me that ego is usually what traps serial killers-let’s hope he believes he can’t be caught. Should we call Phoenix PD and get them involved?” Joe asked, opening his window to get rid of the smoke from Maude’s cigarette.
“Nah,” she said, shaking her head, “We’ll call Phoenix when we get there, and they might give us some help, but no sense in calling too early. They’ll want the collar if Dawson is in their town. Another thing to remember is this perp may have a large arsenal because guns and knives seem to be available to him when he needs them. If he operates out of a house, then he will have it protected and we could be easily picked off.” Maude continued thoughtfully, “I hope to live another day or two, at least long enough to retire from chasing piss ants who want to turn the world inside out and make it to their liking.”
“What do you intend to do when you retire, partner, move to Philly?” Joe asked with a straight face. “I know you made a new friend out there.” 
“You want to get that cute nose pulled off from sticking it in my business; you’re on the right track.” Maude said. She turned to look out the window, extinguishing her butt in an empty soda bottle that had been left on the floor of the county car. “Besides, I kind of liked Philly.” she added. 
They rode in silence for the next few minutes, each thinking about the ordeal to come. Maude had difficulty believing that her nemesis from Chicago had been identified, and was on the way to being caught. Joe was thinking about his kids, hoping the trip out of town didn’t cause him to miss seeing them when Sheila arrived in Madison.
“Say Maude,” Joe ventured, “Why do you think Dawson kills women? You know, like the ones on East Avenue.”
“I think he likes controlling them.” she said thoughtfully, “I think he loves them, loves watching them beg him for their lives. I don’t think he intends for them to die, but the damage he inflicts when he removes their body parts causes death. The mutilation of their breasts must have some significance, but we may never know what it is. Maybe a love-hate thing, or bad memories. 
When he was a kid, Bobby Dawson was abused, I’m convinced of it, and I believe it was his mother who did it. All this psycho stuff resulting from that has to be explained by someone smarter than me. What bothers me is where I come in. He wants to impress me, maybe wants my approval. I don’t know why. Three months, that’s all I spent with him. Maybe he loved me as kids do, just because.”
“I guess we’ll find out soon if any of that is true,” Joe said. 
 
James Patterson was on a roll. His two detectives, Eberhart and Wheeler, had busted a dope ring downtown while they were looking for a witness to another crime. The bust came by accident when the two detectives opened the door to an empty warehouse and surprised four Mexican nationals who were busy sorting packages of marijuana. 
The four guys began running, but Eberhart caught up with one of the slow ones, and got the story out of him. The guy said he didn’t speak English, but Eberhart knew some Spanish words and managed to figure out that the dope had come in the night before. Some local dealers had paid up front and were waiting for the shipment. 
Detectives Eberhart and Wheeler had called the drug enforcement cops from the state and through their combined efforts with Madison’s criminal investigation unit, a big group of local dealers were now in the slammer. Patterson had been patted on the back by the Captain for his detective’s lucky find. He was definitely riding high. The business with the pawn shop owner and his wife was about to get closed out, so maybe Patterson might go to the head of the line for a Captain’s position down the road. Never hurt to move up in the Police Department. 
The lieutenant’s office was quiet, people out taking care of business. Detective Rogers was due in soon and so was her partner, Joe Allen. Patterson had a fair streak in him even though sometimes all the political horse hockey, as he thought of it, put undue pressure on him to look the other way when one of his detectives was being set up by the brass.
Patterson didn’t know what had caused Rogers to be at the top of Captain Power’s hit list, but it was getting old, the crap they did to her. Like the beater car she had to drive, and the latest thing, giving her a partner who had no experience in Homicide. Powers wanted her to quit and leave his department, but there were too many laws against overt firings of minority officers. So the Captain was subtle, insisting that Patterson give her the worst details whenever he could. 
Most of the time Patterson could avoid helping Powers vendetta against Maude, but the woman had plenty of grounds for a harassment suit against them if she wanted to go that path. The business with the warrant-serve on East Avenue; now, that was a pure case of it. The address was a drug place as bad as it gets. Just so happens she found bodies there. Patterson knew that Maude was a darn good detective, but no amount of talking convinced the Captain. He seemed dead set against her.  
Looking up from the desk, Patterson saw the two detectives coming in the door. He couldn’t help but admire Maude Rogers. She was a class act, never afraid to say what was on her mind, but no whiner. She also worked smarter than anyone he knew.
“Detectives,” the lieutenant said, “what have you got for me?”
“We located him and need to go get him.” Maude said, plopping down in one of the office chairs.
“What, another trip?” Patterson asked. “The city manager is going to cut my balls off when he gets the bills for all this.”
“Yeah, I know,” Maude said gloomily. “But we got no choice Boss. He’s hiding out in Phoenix and we have to get him before he kills someone else.”
“Tell me why we don’t turn this over to the Feds,” Patterson knew Maude’s reasons, but wanted to hear it from her.
“They would be grateful to take the case from us now that we have identified the perp. Forget that we have time and city money invested in this, you’ll get nothing from them except a big kiss-off when they say “we’ll take it from here”. They won’t even keep us in the loop, just feed our glorious Captain some crumbs to make him feel important and snub their noses at our department.”
“Can we get this done in-house?” Patterson asked quietly. 
About that time Joe spoke up, “Lieutenant, my partner is a key player in this maniac’s plans. If we give this case away, the perp may go underground and we’ll be seeing his work next month, or next year. Fact is from what I know of this type of killer, they don’t stop. They are stopped! I know I’m a rookie, compared to you and to Maude, but some of my time in CID was studying his kind of criminal. One of the places I hung out was in the Forensics of Aberrant Behavior. I learned a few things.
And Boss, from what I have seen of this guy’s work, he’s just getting started.”
Patterson chewed his lip for a minute. “Okay,” he said, “but you need help. I’ll see if I can pull some strings with Phoenix PD and get some of their people lined up. We helped them a few months back when they had to come here to pick up some escaped convicts from their jail. Our guys did a lot of the work getting the cons back behind bars. We have some jurisdiction issues already with this guy. He’s going to wear out his tail if we catch him, going back and forth to court in all the cities where he committed crimes.”
“With any luck, he won’t ever make it to court.” Maude said briefly.
“Detective,” the lieutenant answered, “I didn’t hear you say that, and I don’t want to not hear you say that again. Get my meaning?”
“Yeah, I got it. We’ll bring him in if it’s at all possible.” Maude nodded.
“Okay, now get going. Catch this peckerwood,” Patterson said, dismissing the two detectives before he changed his mind. “But if you can’t do the job,” he added, “we are calling the Feds.”
Watching Maude and Joe make the arrangements to fly to Phoenix, James Patterson thought about Captain Powers and the stuff he had forced on Maude. This was her chance to prove that she was better than all the men who wanted her badge, and her lieutenant wasn’t going to stand in the way.
Before leaving town, Maude had a duty to perform which involved a trip across town to the jail. She needed to interview the drug dealer, ‘Boy’ Parker. He was being held in lock-up on charges of Aggravated Assault on a Police Officer and Possession of Illegal Drugs. Maude wanted to talk to Boy, hoping to get information from him about what he saw in the East Avenue building. She believed Boy might have witnessed something that could be used as evidence against Robert Dawson. There was also the kid Maurice and his family. She needed to know what happened to them.
The long jail corridor where the more dangerous criminals were kept was in a three-tiered brown building with a few bullet-proof windows covered with bars. Prisoners had to have a certain amount of sunlight every day and the windows allowed natural light inside the building. Because Boy was charged with assaulting two police officers, he got the cook’s tour of the brown building. 
Maude had prior knowledge of Boy Parker, from three different times she had busted him with a dimes worth of rock cocaine. Minor charges, but given enough time he would rack up the bitch, or an automatic twenty five years in state prison. Skinny drug pushers didn’t like going to state because they weren’t treated well by those hulks who spent most hours of their day building muscle mass that made them king of the yard. Boy would become Girl in state prison.
 
“Boy, what the heck did you think you were doing, hitting me with a sap? You cockroach. You owe me plenty for that. Whatever they do to you is not enough.” Maude said, sitting across the table from the long legged man that Maurice had no doubt seen. “Do you have a brown hat?”
“Why do you want to know?” the convict asked suspiciously
“Just answer my question before I put a knot on your head. You stinking slime. What if you’d have given me a concussion? By the way, I have my phone’s recorder going so you better not lie.” Maude was acting a whole lot madder than she really felt. “I’m going to testify against you and see that you get the max sentence. Piece of no good human flesh, hitting an old lady when she wasn’t looking.”
“I’m sorry Detective Rogers. I wasn’t thinking. Didn’t mean to hurt you,” Boy said, hanging his head.
“Bull corn, you meant to knock me out. And you did. I bled for a week from behind my ear,” Maude said, the lie coming easy. “Anyway, Boy, answer my question. Do you have a brown hat?”
“Yeah. Makes me look cool,” he said.
“What made you hole up there on East Avenue. Didn’t you notice anything smelling bad?” Maude asked. She wanted him to volunteer what he had seen and heard, but she had to get him started.
“Yeah, you know, I’m homeless. Some of the rooms in that old building were empty sometimes. I had to climb in and out the crawl space so no one would see me, but it wasn’t that bad. I ain’t got much meat on me, and I could hide in there when it wasn’t so hot outside. When it got to smelling bad later on, I went out on the roof.” Boy was talking fast, trying to make points with the detective. 
“What did you see?” Maude asked. “Don’t lie to me.”
The drug dealer was quiet for a minute and Maude could tell he didn’t want to answer. Finally he took a shaky breath and started talking again. “All I wanted was a place to get high, to sleep. But I saw him. I saw the Devil. He scared me so bad I pissed my pants.”
“Dang it Boy, I don’t have all day, WHAT DID YOU SEE?” she yelled. Maude knew the terror that the man was feeling; she had glimpsed the evil in Dawson that night in her rent house. 
“I saw him drag two girls into those rooms. It was night and I was sitting on the top of the stairs, trying to get cool. I saw the door open downstairs and the Devil walked in. He had on a long black raincoat and a baseball cap, but I knew. I knew he was bad because it wasn’t raining. He propped the door open real quiet like and pulled the first girl in but she didn’t want to come. He had her gagged even though she was high on something. I could tell when her head kind of fell to her shoulders. The Devil looked around and I crawled away from the stoop, while I could, and hid in the room down at the end of the hall. It was empty and I had been sleeping there. I left the door cracked open and watched what he did. That girl sounded like my dog used to when he howled and I could hear her even though he had her mouth covered. He hit her then, I guess to shut her up.”
“Keep going Boy, you’re doing fine,” Maude reassured him.
“The Devil carried her to the room and closed the door, then he started laughing and singing real loud. The girl was still moaning, but every now and then she would get a scream out.”
“Did anyone else see that happen, Boy?” Maude asked,
“Sure. There were two people on the second floor saw it. They left though. Ran out of the building. I would have too, but I knew if I did, he would hear me. The Devil can hear your heartbeat!”
“You know Almondera, lived in 507 of that building?” Maude asked, hoping to get a connection to the fugitive.
“Sure, but he left. Told me he was going to Mexico and I could stay in his room. I never saw him again.” Boy was eager now to please Maude.
“When did you see Almondera?” The pieces of the puzzle were coming together with Boy’s revelations. Maude was already thinking of her next question.
“He left about three days before the Devil got there with the girl. Probably why he took her to Frank’s room.” Boy Parker was scared. His hands were shaking badly and his voice quavered.
“You had a conversation with Almondera?” She asked him.
“Yeah, I gave him some blow because I owed him. Frank said he was leaving on the bus that night. Asked me to go along, but I was broke and besides, my mama lives here.”
“What happened next with the man and the girl?” Maude asked, taking him back to that night.
“Well, I was lying on the floor, praying he wouldn’t see me, knowing that the Devil can see everywhere. I heard the door opening out of Frank’s apartment and I heard steps. That’s when I pissed my pants. I knew he could smell it. He walked to the stairs and then he stopped. I was praying he would just go on and leave me alone. In a minute I heard him coming up the stairs again. I was glad I had stayed still. Later, when I knew he was gone, I climbed up in the tunnel and hid until I felt safe to get out of the building.”
“But you went back, Boy. What made you go back?” Maude was pretty sure that Danny Boy Parker was not afraid of many things. He was streetwise and knew how to get around. She had heard he came to Madison from Houston, hoping to make the big score selling crack cocaine but he had a habit himself and used up his store’s supply, pissing off his suppliers.
“I was hoping the Devil was gone so I waited for two days, but I had left my stash there in the tunnel when I got in a hurry to leave. I went back and at first, I didn’t hear anything so I thought he was gone. But I was wrong. The noise was going on in 507 and that room across the hall.”
“Apartment 509, is that the one you mean?” she clarified.
“Yeah. That one.” Boy shuddered at the memory of the violence.
“There was a lot of crying and I could tell the girls were trying to talk but it sounded like they had gags on their mouths. For one whole day I stayed in that hot tunnel, not leaving. I could hear him talking to them. Sometimes he would cry then he would start laughing real high. It was too spooky. I stayed there till I felt safe enough to leave the building. I went to the soup kitchen meaning to sneak back later. I used to see that girl there sometimes.” Boy seemed drained, as though he had been going through all of it again.
“Which girl?”
“The one he brought in first. Maria was her name.”
“Did you see the other girl that night?”
“Yeah. He brought her in like a sack of dog food. Over his shoulder.”
“When was that?”
“Right after he locked up the first one. When I heard him on the stairs he carried her into that other room, but he was kind of quiet. I didn’t hear the girl either.”
“When did you go back the last time?” Maude quietly asked.
“The day you were there I was sleeping in one of the empty rooms. When you came up the stairs, I hid out then I hit you. I’m real sorry, but I kept my stuff in the tunnel and I needed to get it so I could make a few bucks. Your partner got to my blow before I did and I kind of went crazy and sliced his head a little, even thought about dumping him off the roof. A couple of days later they found me at the Kitchen and brought me here. I dream about him-the Devil,” Parker sighed as he thought about what he had said. “I guess I’m in real trouble this time.”
“Fraid so, Boy. But I will need you to identify the man you saw. I have a picture. If you help me, I’ll help you. Here’s five different shots. Is the man you saw that night, carrying those girls one of these?”
Boy sat still for a minute, a look of terror on his face. “That’s him.” He said, pointing to the younger Robert Dawson. “That’s the Devil.”
“You’re sure?” She asked him.
“If you ever see the Devil you don’t forget his face,” Boy whispered, a shiver taking him down a lonely road.
Maude saw no reason to continue questioning him and left the jail. Boy Parker’s life had undergone a series of changes, none of them good.
 



Chapter 26
Maude went home and washed a load of laundry, knowing she needed to grab her suitcase for the trip to Phoenix. Mundane duties kept her mind off Mary Ellen and the tragedy of her murder and mutilation. The loss of the young woman had left a big hole in the private world of Maude Rogers, but it didn’t pay to cry for her losses. It was tough thinking about the times that sweet girl had shown up on Maude’s doorstep asking for advice. And Chris Cole, another innocent, whose crime had been that he cared for Mary Ellen and by luck of circumstance got in the way of the crazed madman. God alone knew the suffering of that young man before he died; one more reason in a list of others to find Dawson and put him away.
The trip to the airport was tense, both detectives aware of the capabilities of the man they hunted. A more devious and intelligent criminal Maude had yet to come across. Robert Dawson had gone from being an abused child to a killer. He was dangerous and she was concerned for her partner, a young man who had not yet lived a full life. Joe’s instincts were good, his training was up to date and so far Maude had a healthy respect for his abilities. But could he fire a weapon and kill another human being? She hoped he could for the time might come when his response would determine whether he lived, or the perp lived. Life as a cop was really that simple. Sometimes it was kill or be killed.
The last minute booking of the flight had Maude and Joe sitting on opposite sides of the plane with no way to talk. She hadn’t forgotten about her partner’s fear of heights and airplane travel, but there was no way to help him cope from across the aisle three seats down. 
She knew her best contribution at that minute was to plan how they would capture Robert Dawson. She had the address, 313 Maple Street, Phoenix, Arizona. Some part of her wondered whether the lawyer back in Stillwater was too helpful, maybe he lied to her. Maude remembered, the lawyer told her the address but never let her see the file. Her gut started roiling, the classic response to anxiety since she was a kid. Back when her old man would open the door to her bedroom in the late night hours, and Maude would lie there with her belly hurting, the pain was a precursor to the diarrhea that beset her after the old man had shot his wad and left her alone.
A check on the internet and through local and state agencies had confirmed that Robert Dawson was the owner of a house at 313 Maple Street in Phoenix, Arizona. The location was in a very nice neighborhood, near shopping and bus lines. When Maude and Joe’s flight was over and they had rented a car from one of the agencies that gave cops a good deal, they bought a local map for getting around the city. 
The brown rental had a GPS unit but Maude liked the old fashioned printed map for seeing what else was around the area. The house on Maple Street was in a sheltered area near the subdivision park and backed up to a green belt. An elementary school was two streets across and one over from the address they were seeking. Those details didn’t come up on the GPS in the vehicle. Maude was puzzled about the location of the house close to a school. It hadn’t occurred to her before that Dawson might have kids of his own. That could prove an even uglier ending to a sordid story.
A large greened out tree made a perfect spot for observing the Dawson house, the two detectives could come and go from the auto and still see the front door of the residence. They had been parked for two hours with nothing going on except it was getting hotter by the minute. Maude had smoked a quarter of a pack of her filtered cigarettes purchased at a local convenience store. Her regular brand of unfiltered smokes was not part of the store’s offering, much to Maude’s displeasure. 
She sat and smoked outside the car, the edict from the rental agency was ‘no smoking’ inside. Lately she had been thinking about the selfishness of exposing Joe to secondhand smoke; her new resolve was to keep the county car smoke-free so her partner wasn’t part of her bad habit. Fortunately for the rental agency, Maude had already put her new stringent rule in place before she picked up the vehicle.
At three-thirty in the afternoon, the first activity at 313 began with a school-age boy opening the front door and entering the residence, followed by a tall woman with blonde hair and sensible low-heeled shoes. The car she drove was last years red sports model convertible coupe with room enough for herself and one other. The shoes belied the woman’s affinity for the stylish car; perhaps it belonged to her husband. 
Maude whispered to Joe, “Suppose that’s his wife?”
“Don’t know. She looks good,” he replied, adding, “I like blondes. That’s why I’m in love with you, Maude.”
“Maybe he’s not far behind. I’d sure like to get this over with,” she said, ignoring the teasing. ”My butt starts hurting when I have to sit too long.”
“Not much meat there,” Joe said with a sidelong glance.
“There’s enough,” she growled.
“Look Maude! There’s another car. Maybe it’s Dawson,” Joe said, moving to a better position to watch the house.
Both detectives tensed, wondering if this was it, the end to a long hunt for the criminal Robert Dawson, the Heartless Killer. Maude felt her pulse increase, the adrenalin beginning to surge. She hoped that Dawson was in the car.
When the door to SUV opened, a tall man got out of the vehicle, his salt and pepper hair long at the collar. A handsome man as far as Maude could tell, but not Robert Dawson.
“That’s not him. Maybe a boyfriend? Joe, I guess we wait some more. Can you see anything through the glasses?” Maude asked hopefully, watching him position the binoculars.
“Nah, nothing. Drapes buttoned tight. Blinds pulled. West side of the house, blocking the sun,” he said, matter-of-factly.
At six o’clock they grew skeptical. “He isn’t coming,” they both said simultaneously.
“Joe, see if you can get around behind the sedan and get a plate number, then call it in. We might find out who’s driving it.” Maude said with the field glasses in her hand, trying to see anything going on at the house.
“Let’s go, Joe. I’m going to the house. I didn’t come this far to sit in the dark as mosquito bait. You going?,” she asked, legs in motion, headed across the space between them and the house.
“You bet I’m going. I’ll get the plates when we get there,” Joe answered.
The trip across the park was spooky, waiting for gunfire, for the bullet in the head. But it didn’t happen. The house was quiet. Maude went for the door, ducking under any cover she could find.
The evening twilight was settling in, darkness not far behind.
Using her left fist, she began to pound on the door, keeping cover, Joe close by as back-up. The bullet-proof vest felt heavy upon her chest, its protection over the vital parts of her torso. ‘Don’t take a bullet in the head. Present your body first. Keep your head covered’. Basic academy training. Her weapon in the right side holster was in reach, the small leather strap undone, waiting till it was needed. 
Another knock on the door, “Police, open the door.” Her voice breaking at the last minute, a tribute to the unfiltered cigarettes she chose to smoke. Again, she knocked, motioning for Joe to go to the back door, to watch for people exiting.
A cacophony of sounds came from the other side of the door; chains being removed, a bolt sliding back, the door knob turning on squeaky ball bearings, all assaultive to Maude’s overly sensitive hearing. The door slowly opening, Maude pulling the weapon from her holster, slow motion memories being made to be viewed later when the gin flowed down her throat. 
“May I help you?” the tall man asked, hiding behind the door. “What do you want?”
“Police. Open up!” Maude commanded, the authority of her job carrying weight.
“Okay, okay, the door is open,” the man said, standing quietly, a perplexed expression on his handsome face. “May I ask what this is all about?”
The tall blond woman had changed her clothing and sensible shoes for a pair of capris and flip-flops, the between-the-toe shoes popular in warm climates. Maude had tried wearing them for a day or two, but they wore a blister inside her big toe. She threw them in the garbage after that. 
“Excuse me, but what is your name, and what are you doing in this house?” Maude asked, keeping her hand on the weapon.
“We rent the house, we’ve been here for two years. We hope to buy the property but so far the owner hasn’t set a price through the leasing company,” the handsome man eagerly informed the detectives. “My name is Donald Brook and this is my wife Kirstin. We moved here from Natchez, Missouri and found the listing in the real estate ads on the internet.”
“Do you know the owner of the house?” Maude asked, making a mental to give the lawyer back in Stillwater a good screwing, just not the kind he was looking for. She knew at the time he gave in much too easily coming forth with Dawson’s address in Phoenix.
“No Ma’am, we never met him. We pay our rent through a management company and direct any maintenance complaints to them,” Brook answered.
“What’s the name of the leasing company?” Maude countered, wishing she was holding the slimy lawyer’s nuts in a pair of vice grips. “We need a phone number and an address and you are not to try to contact the owner at any time to tell him we’re looking for him. Got that?” 
“Yes ma’am, anything we can do to help. Can I ask if the owner is in some kind of trouble?” Brook asked inquisitively.
“No sir, you may not. This is police business. My name is Detective Maude Rogers and this is Detective Joe Allen, from Madison, Texas, Police Department,” Maude said, taking the paper with the address from the woman.
“Sorry we didn’t ask you in,” the woman said. “I don’t want to scare the children.”
“Sure, we understand.” Maude said, thinking that too many kids were scared of the police.
“Sorry to have bothered you,” Joe piped up before Maude could say anything more.
“If you hear from the owner, we would appreciate it if you would call this number,” Joe said, handing the man a business card, backing away from the door. He had been standing beside Maude since he’d checked the back door of the house. Taking a bead on his partner’s attitude he knew that it was time to go before she alienated the man and woman.
Driving away from the house and deserted streets of the subdivision, the two detectives sat quietly for a minute then began discussing what they had learned.
“Okay, what do we do now?” Joe asked.
Maude thought a little more then said, “Tonight we check in at the hotel and get some rest. I could use a drink.”
“Sounds good to me too. Let’s get some dinner and then we can knock back one or two,” Joe said, his stomach growling low and noisily.
“Good idea, when was the last time we ate? Let’s try the restaurant in hotel.”  
The hotel rooms proved to be the best places they had stayed, with firm comfortable beds without lumps, and good pillows that were soft while giving good support. Food was sounding less enticing than the bed, but Maude had promised to meet Joe in the dining room within the hour.
Maude checked out the facilities in the bathroom and discovered the signature of Porcelain Worx. The business part of Robert Dawson must have been working overtime considering the size of Phoenix. She wondered where he found the time to create chaos and still work at the salesman’s game, a difficult occupation. Because that is how he found the women, Maude believed. 
Even in her own home and rent house, the porcelain company logo could be found. His knowledge of Mary Ellen came through trips spent in the house, setting up the installation, a perfect cover. Granted, most salesmen would not participate in the installation of their products, but when the killer decided to be a part of the process for his own ends, who would question his presence there. 
The two victims on East Avenue had frequented the soup kitchen in Madison. Maude remembered from seeing some of the invoices from Porcelain Worx in Philadelphia the soup kitchen had been part of a group that received donations of equipment from the huge company.
Serial killers, thought Maude, may be best described as opportunists. The often-used excuse by a thief was the same; It was there, so I took it. Robert Dawson didn’t choose his victims, they fell into his view in the same way the thief glimpsed a fat handbag on a woman’s arm.
Mary Ellen was a victim, not only of her killer, but of circumstance. Maude had purchased the new porcelain products from a local company in Madison and when the installation was done, the men who came were like all installers and maintenance personnel. They were shadows who no one ever remembered. Maude took the guilt hit for Mary Ellen’s death. Though she was an innocent in the process that Dawson used to facilitate his victims, she had provided the opportunity for him. There was no justice for that.
 



Chapter 27
The hotel’s menu choices had gone from basic to extraordinaire. Maude was usually unconcerned with the gourmet’s selections, a basic food item was usually sufficient for her tastes. That night, however, the cordon bleu was something out of the ordinary and she wanted to try it. The chef was a master at his craft, not content with ‘the tasteless product that was bulk packaged’ as he often told his guests. The dish was superb and Maude enjoyed her meal, putting Dawson out of her mind in the pleasure of eating, glad for the decision she had made.
She ventured the thought that Joe believed he was still in Texas when he ordered a chicken fried steak with gravy and fries. He seemed happy enough with his own choice and sat back afterward drinking a glass of wine that Maude had ordered for them.
“Joe, I think I know how he’s been doing all this,” Maude told him, after the plates had been cleared. She went on to explain her belief that the killings were opportunities taken and not the result of researching victims. Joe nodded a few times as she laid it out for him, taking blame for the loss of Mary Ellen and her friend Chris Cole.
“Partner, you can’t blame yourself for his atrocities. Dawson has had you in his sights for most of his life, his sickness growing every day. You’ve been living your life, not hurting anyone that didn’t deserve it. The end result is we have to stop him, never mind how he got here. It’s too late to save Mary Ellen but maybe we can save some other innocent woman.” Joe knew how guilt could debilitate someone and hoped to talk Maude down from hers before it became a problem for her.
“You’re right,” she said, ordering a gin and tonic from the waiter. “Let’s get out of here and sit beside the swimming pool.”
“Give me a few minutes and I’ll be in that pool,” Joe said, glad to hear Maude’s tone changing.
“Well, you swim for me. I have some drinking and figuring to do before we get started tomorrow. I need to find our contact at Phoenix PD. The boss said he’d take care of getting us some help. We need to find the leasing company and discover where Dawson is living now. That’s a good place to start.” Maude already had her notebook out, writing the events of the day as they had happened. She sipped her gin and tonic, determined to stay sober. Her life tomorrow might depend on it. 
The night went quickly and the bed called her to its comfort, the guilt and fear waking her later from a restless sleep. She sat on the edge of the bed, wishing she had a cigarette. The room was a no smoking one, and Maude was on her best behavior, being considerate of the hotel rules. Deciding to go outside for a smoke seemed a good idea. Surely there was a place for smokers in the building. 
She looked at her watch, it was 2:00 AM, and the night was pitch black, the last hint of the moon taking its rest three days earlier. Her weapon on the dresser nodded in the back of her mind, but she ignored it and pulled on a short sleeve shirt and long sweat pants for the trip outside. Those between the toe shoes would be good about right now, she thought, propping her leg on the edge of the bed to tie her tennis shoes. 
In front of the ice machine an ashtray had been set up for the use of smokers. Several butts were sticking out of the sand that filled the container, lipstick stains on some, but most were browned by the nicotine and tars that seeped through the paper. Maude looked long at the color of the paper and thought about her lungs and how they must be colored the same. 
That thought nagged at her as she lit up and took her first deep drag from the cigarette. Cancer was a terrible disease, bad in every way. She had watched her mother die from it without ever smoking a day of her life. Grace Hamilton was as clean living as the Pope, not even sacramental wine polluted her body. Why someone got the disease and others didn’t was a mystery that puzzled doctors and researchers. Maude knew she was obsessed with a fear of cancer, believing that her demise would be from rogue cells in her body. What the hell. You die from one thing or another, but we all die, she thought, stubbing out the butt, and looking around the room that had recently emptied. 
Outside the air had cooled, even more than it would have been back home, but Maude liked the feel of the breeze. She looked at the full parking lot, curious how so many people could be in one place all together and not recognize each other. 
Catering to the fitness generations, the hotel had provided a well-lit hiking trail around its borders, lining it with tall skinny trees that grew and shaded the guests who sweated on the trail. Surrounding the property were fast food drive-ins and small businesses. A pool store’s neon sign was still lit, the image of a beach ball bouncing at the edge of a pool, flashing its come-on to the heated population of a desert city. Across the street, a large mall lit up the darkness, lights on in several buildings indicating late night workers or early morning openings.
Maude decided to walk along the hiking trail to get the stiffness out of her joints, thinking maybe that would help her sleep. She considered going back inside to get her weapon, but changed her mind, thinking of the hour and the lights on the trail. The brightness was deceptive in its illusion of safety. Who would think of mugging anyone in such bright light. 
A short walk around the track and she was tired, the weight of the day taking its toll on her body. She took a deep breath of the dry air and returned to her room, barely stifling a yawn as she slid the key card through the lock. Sleep was essential for the next day and even a few hours would be enough to get her through.
Breakfast was quick, coffee and rolls, a continental offering by the hotel. Maude felt the need to get in touch with Phoenix PD to advise them that two detectives from Texas were in their jurisdiction. Hopefully they would be provided an officer when and if they needed help. 
Joe was fresh from a long night in bed after swimming in the hotel pool for an hour the night before. He had met two women at the pool and spent time with both of them, but left them at their hotel door and went to bed. His mother would be proud of him for getting his rest instead of other activities he could have participated in. 
The light of day put a different slant on the night before and Joe wondered if maybe he should have gone to the room with the women as they had requested. Who knew what the day would bring. He might die. But at least he would die well-rested. The killer they hunted was smart, and Joe believed the man was not without knowledge of their trip to his city. Joe figured the lawyer that Maude spoke to in Stillwater, Oklahoma had informed his client of their approach. Dangerous times lay ahead.
 
The watch commander at the Phoenix Police Department put Maude through to Lieutenant Sorenson, the contact that James Patterson mentioned. Sorenson was brief with his message.
“Yeah, I have an officer to help you guys, two if you need them. When you figure out what you need, call me. Meanwhile we can run the name Dawson for you. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he ran a stop sign or two. If he has a history with us, I’ll get back to you.” 
Calling in to Madison PD was the same. She got in touch with her lieutenant and he listened to what happened the day before. He seemed disgusted, but familiar with police work enough to know that patience was a requirement for closing a case. Patterson was just tired of sending people out to clean up the mess left behind Dawson and others like him. 
“Oh, yeah,” he said, before disconnecting the phone, “We got a lab report back on the robe you found in that first woman’s apartment. The blood on it belonged to the girl, and that razor was a dead end.” Maude wasn’t surprised; Dawson was too clever to leave incriminating evidence at a murder scene. 
A visit to the county clerk’s office that listed the real property within Phoenix, Arizona, had a surprise waiting for the two detectives. The owner of the house at 313 Maple Street was not Robert Dawson, it was someone named Ridge Roberts, and he had been on the tax roll for eight years. The internet was wrong about the ownership.
“What do you think, Joe?” Maude asked, “Is this Dawson’s alias or are we barking up the wrong tree?” 
“It’s possible that he has been living here under a false name, free to move around,” Joe said. “Now what?”
“We start over using the new name. Call downtown, run this by the lieutenant there and get new feedback. Maybe Dawson screwed up under his alias. We deserve a break,” she said.
Maude was thoughtful, the recent finding beginning to make sense. Of course he would choose an alias. His lawyer knew there was something wrong, that’s why he wouldn’t tell her any more about Dawson. She didn’t think the lawyer knew the truth about his client, but she believed he had intentionally deceived her.
Later in the morning they got lucky. There was a hit on a white male named Ridge Roberts, no social security number, but an address in Phoenix. Three years earlier a female named Rosa Delgado had filed a stalking complaint against him, but after making the complaint she had never followed up at the police station. The complaint was still on file. Maude asked for an address on Delgado and was given a street and apartment number on the east side of Phoenix.
The two detectives searched their map of Phoenix and programmed the address into the GPS unit in the vehicle. The drive would take about twenty minutes the unit informed them. Maude asked Joe to negotiate the streets so she could sit and think. What happens when we find him? What if he kills one or both of us? Guess we’ll just have to avoid such an incident because we can’t let him win this one.
“Joe, let me knock on the door. She may be gun-shy of strange males.” Maude said, hoping the woman still remembered the incident. Any help would be accepted.
The apartment was actually one half of a duplex with a yard, a couple of trees and a patio out back. A large Rottweiler behind the fence made himself known by his chuff and deep bark. Joe had one before the kids were born, but Sheila thought the big dog was too fierce looking for babies and small children so they gave him to a friend. He still missed his dog. The fierce bark had been a cover for a gentle heart. The dog still came to him when Joe went to visit the family. He would start nuzzling Joe’s fingers after all the years that had passed with a new master and a new home.
It took three knocks and her shield in front of the peephole before the woman pulled the chain back to open the door. Maude beat her to the punch and said, “Hello. My name is Maude Rogers, and this is my partner, Joe Allen. We’re here from Texas, investigating a crime, looking for Rosa Delgado. If you are her, may we could come in and speak to you?”
“What about? I haven’t ever been to Texas!” Delgado was defensive, ready to break and run.
“No, I’m sure you haven’t but we’re here to talk to you about the complaint you filed three years ago. You said a man was stalking you,” Maude said, wanting to get out front and let the woman know they were on her side.
“But I dropped the charge,” Delgado said more calmly, even though Maude could detect some fear in her voice. 
“Yes, we understand. You have done nothing wrong. We would like to hear what happened that made you file a complaint and then not show up at the police department to press charges,” Joe said, soothing the frightened woman.
“Ms. Delgado, you would help us a great deal to just tell us what happened and then we’ll leave your house and get about our business.” Maude interjected after the woman invited them in and seated them at her couch.
“It was three years ago at a party, Delgado began. I had a couple of glasses of wine and was feeling pretty good then it got late. I met a man there, who he said his name was Ridge Roberts and he was rich. He wanted me to go to bed with him for money. Of course I refused but he wouldn’t listen. He kept following me around at the party, telling me why I should take his money and give him what he wanted. 
“At first I thought he was paying me a compliment, but then he just kept on and on and I got scared. It was his eyes that scared me, the way he stared at me, all glassy, those eyes. Sure he was a good-looking man, but he was not right. 
“Finally, I talked to the couple who gave the party and the husband walked me to my car. I drove home looking in my mirror, thinking I was being stupid, but I couldn’t help it. When I got home, I parked my car and ran into the apartment and locked all the doors. But I saw him.” Delgado was short of breath, still scared.
“When did you see him Rosa?” Maude asked.
“That night, I saw him out on the sidewalk, leaning against his car, watching my house. He stayed a long time then he left. The next morning I called the police and told them about it, and I was supposed to go down there and fill out a form, but I got scared that he would find out. He never came back or I never saw him so I forgot about it after a while. I had talked to the people at the party that night, and asked about the man, but no one knew who had invited him. It was spooky,” the woman concluded.
“So you never saw him again?” Maude asked
“Well, one time I thought I saw him on the street in front of my work, but he was gone when I looked again.” Delgado said, lost in thought.
“When did that happen? When was he at your work?” Maude insisted
“Maybe a week ago. I didn’t think much about it. It had been so long ago and I might have been wrong,” the woman finished her story.
Maude and Joe looked at one another for a minute, thinking the same thought. Rosa Delgado was lucky to be alive.
“Thank you, Ms. Delgado, I think we have enough information. I would suggest you keep your doors locked and be alert to who is around your house when you come home at night. Just good safety practices for single women,” Joe said, hoping to warn the woman but not wanting to make her more afraid.
“Oh yes, I am careful,” Delgado replied defensively.
The two detectives got off the couch and said their goodbyes, thanking the woman for her help. On the way to the car, Joe shook his head.
“You know, you said his ego would be his downfall. I think maybe you’re right.”
“Maybe. He’s cocky, isn’t he,” Maude said. “Trailing that woman here to her house, with no fear that what he was doing might put him in the light, after hiding out for so long. That attitude might have been an indication of his mental state going south, probably doing the same kind of stuff all over the country. Those two sisters on East Avenue must have gotten caught the same way. He saw them and took over their lives.” 
“Yeah, makes you wonder how many other perverts and murderers are walking the streets every day, passing you on the corners, smiling all the while,” Joe continued, “I never much thought about what I would do in Homicide; maybe see a dead body once or twice a year. Just didn’t imagine how it would affect me, seeing them.”
“It’s always the same,” Maude said, starting the car. “You’re never prepared for it. The way people treat each other, the way they slaughter each other. It takes me by surprise every time, after all these years.”
“Let’s go see if we can find this guy,” Joe said. “See if we can catch him by surprise.”
The address they had for Ridge Roberts was obtained from the Phoenix police after they ran his driver license. According to the lieutenant there, Roberts lived in a ritzy neighborhood on the west side of town. Two officers had been assigned to the Texas detectives as backup, and met with them three miles away from Robert’s subdivision. As all cops seem to bond in the search for a really bad guy, the two officers immediately became friendly with the two detectives. Since neither Robert Dawson nor Ridge Roberts was wanted for any crimes in Phoenix, the officers were loaned as a courtesy with the stipulation that any crimes committed by the man in the city of Phoenix would be treated as a jurisdiction issue.
When they arrived at the house the first thing Maude noticed was its opulence, the in-your-face expression of wealth. An airport runway was on the property with a hangar nearby, flags flying in the afternoon breeze above the opened doors. A departing silver and white jet was rolling toward the private runway. Funny she thought, how so much could be revealed in so short a time. 
Now Maude understood how his trips across country were so quickly done, bodies carried, equipment transported. Dawson piloted his own plane. The plane departed and nothing she could do would stop it, but she made a phone call to the police department advising them to warn the FAA of a murder suspect in airspace above Phoenix. Maybe he had filed his flight plan with them. 
“Maybe it wasn’t him Maude. Maybe it was someone else,” Joe said, hoping the criminal hadn’t gotten away. “He could be in the house right now, getting us in in gun sight.”
“Drive up there Joe, pull in behind something in case he is there and starts shooting.” Maude was getting pissed. She had chased Dawson far too long. When the car stopped, she jumped out, groaning with pain from the effort, and lowered herself behind the vehicle as she crawled to the gazebo near the swimming pool.
“Joe,” she whispered loudly “Get those two officers positioned behind cover near the house. We have to go in.” 
Nodding in response he opened the car door and hid behind it, putting the metal between himself and the house. He motioned to the officers in the other car to get out and imitate his behavior, hoping they understood. So far the house was quiet. No sounds of gunfire or people running in and out. 
The driveway was immense, circling an acre of palm trees and flower gardens whose bloom sent forth their fragrance across the light breeze. The house had three levels, the width and breadth of the structure was larger than the entire Madison Police Department and adjacent buildings. Maude could only stare at its monstrous size, her disgust for the man she chased growing with each new insight into his gigantic ego.
“Partner, you ready for this?” Joe whispered, close by.
“Let’s go get him Joe. I sense a crime has been committed and this perp is a dangerous individual. I believe we can rationalize a need. Let’s storm it Joe, just like they taught you in the academy. Good luck, Partner, stay alive,” Maude said, moving from the shelter of the gazebo, into the closer vicinity of the house. She looked, and he was beside her. The other officers were waiting for her signal and followed, remaining as close to cover as they could, yet headed to the entry doors of the house. Maude caught their eye and motioned toward the back. The officer in front nodded, and ran for the rear of the house, his partner close behind.
“Joe, I’ll take the right, you pick up the left. If we have to use a battering ram, we’ll need more people. I may have to shoot the lock off the door. I’ll give it a loud knock first,” she said, heading for the door.
“POLICE,” she yelled, pushing against the door, her fists slamming the wood. “POLICE,” she yelled once again, turning the knob, she and Joe pushing against the heavy double doors.
The door on the left that carried the door knob swung open so quietly that at first Maude was unaware it had moved. She carried her weapon ahead of her, moving fast, looking for danger ahead, but seeing only giant contemporary furniture and large woven rugs worth more money than she had paid for the furnishings for her entire home. 
She motioned to Joe toward the left side, and she took the right, searching with all her senses for Dawson. The house was too quiet. There was no music or television noises from the upstairs level, no sounds at all came from the many rooms. Maude left the place where she stood, hiding behind corners with her weapon extended, both hands on the butt of the gun.
“POLICE,” she yelled again, her voice echoing in the high ceilinged rooms. On and on they searched through the house, but found no one there. Both detectives and one of the officers that had come through the garage entrance separated and began a wider search on Maude’s signals.
The house had elevators and she used the convenience to go to the top level, the last unsearched part. Walls along the elevator exit held pictures of juvenile attractions. A large collection of birthday balloons still tied together and weighted to the floor wagged sadly near a window that looked out upon the huge estate. 
A door directly ahead of Maude opened into a spacious library with children’s books on every shelf, their covers shiny over pages unstained by small hands. Further down past the library another door stood slightly opened, beckoning. Her senses alert Maude trained her weapon upon the open door and entered cautiously from the side using the door as a barricade. A long walk-in closet with multiple doors covered the west wall while rows of dolls with porcelain faces and forever curls stood guard over a canopied bed of lace and ruffles.
Sounds of whimpering, low and very young were coming from the closet. Maude focused her attention on the doors, cautious yet determined as she opened the door closest to the end of the walk-in. She had no idea of what to expect.
A small girl of about five or six was on the floor, cradling a woman’s head in her lap, the small hands stroking, pleading with the woman to get up. Maude leaned down and checked for a pulse, but the woman had no signs of life. Maude looked carefully through the rest of the closet then went back to the bedroom door and called for Joe. 
“Joe,” she said, “Can you hear me?” 
“Yeah Maude, I’m here,” he said, “I’m on my way.”
“Get the other rooms, on the second floor. Then come back here if you don’t find anything. I have a dead woman and a live kid,” Maude finished, on her way back to the little girl in the bedroom closet.
The walk-in door was still open but the child was quieter. The presence of another adult was soothing to her. Maude spoke to the little girl, but didn’t try to move her away from the woman.
“Hi, I’m Detective Rogers, but you can call me Maude. What’s your name?” She was hopeful the little girl was coherent,
“Mommy’s asleep. She won’t wake up,” The child answered, her voice breaking.
“What’s your name?” Maude repeated.
“Alyson. Alyson Roberts,” the girl said, the name reassuring Maude that she was in monster’s den, and no one was safe there, not even his children.
“Are you hurt, Alyson. Can you tell me what happened?” Maude asked gently, touching the little girl on her shoulder.
“Nuh-uh,” the girl said, continuing, “Mommy and me were in the closet cause she said we needed to hide from Daddy. It was a game, and Daddy was trying to find her. Mommy told me to hide and be very quiet even if Daddy came. When Daddy found Mommy there was a loud bang and she fell down. Daddy didn’t see me. I was playing the game and hiding behind my stuffed animals. He was calling me, but I was very quiet because I got scared after the noise.” 
“Do you know where your Daddy went?” Maude asked.
“No, he took my brother and went away. I looked out the window and saw them.” Alyson said, holding her mother’s hand.
Joe entered the room and found the large closet open with Maude and the girl standing over the dead woman. 
“No one else here,” he told her. “Want me to call this in?”
“Yeah Joe, but do it outside the door, if you don’t mind. Call Lieutenant Sorenson, tell him to send the coroner and someone from child services,” she said quietly, trying to avoid frightening the little girl any more.
“Sure Maude,” Joe said, leaving the room and speaking to the two officers outside in the hallway, advising them of the dead woman.
Maude was sad for the little girl whose existence had just been so dramatically altered. She wondered what kind of life the child had before with Dawson for a father. Thinking that maybe she would hold off asking anymore questions for a while, Maude suggested that they go outside the closet and look at the girls dolls. The child was reluctant, but did as Maude asked, pointing to each of the packaged collections, telling their names
Within three minutes Maude heard the wail of a siren and knew she only had a short time left, alone with the little girl.
“Alyson, your daddy has a plane, doesn’t he?” she asked.
“Uh-huh. We ride in it sometimes, to go to Grandma’s house. It’s fun,” Alyson said, clutching a soft teddy bear that was in a basket near the dolls. “This is Teddy,” She said, “He sleeps with me.”
“Alyson, did your brother want to go with your daddy?” Maude asked.
“Uh-huh. He didn’t want to go, but Daddy said he had to go. He said Jason was surance.” Alyson said, absently stroking the bear with her bloodied hands. 
“Said he was what, Alyson?” Maude wanted to make sure of what she heard.
“Daddy said, ‘you’re coming with me Jason, cause you’re my ‘surance’. I heard him yelling at Jason a lot,” the little girl said, starting to cry. “I want my mommy to wake up.”
“I’m sure you do, honey,” Maude said soothingly, “I’m sure you do.” She sat for a moment, wondering how a parent could make his own son an insurance policy, protecting himself from harm. He was merciless and unfeeling; truly heartless.
 



Chapter 28
The motor on the small four seat airplane started at the first push of the button, just as he knew it would. Keeping his treasures in good repair had always been important to Ridge, maybe not to the two sickies, but to him it was necessary that they be primo. The ride out of the hangar had been smooth, even though the boy kept yelling for his mama, didn’t want to go in the plane, and had to be tied down in the seat! 
Just like his society mama, simpering fool that she was. He put up with her whining too many years. No more of that. He fixed her. One bullet in her empty head, she had it coming for a long time. Too bad he had to rush, could have had some fun with a little more time. She deserved everything she got. 
He would miss the house and all its conveniences, but he had money and could buy more houses. Money was never a problem, if you knew how to get it. And Ridge did. His off shore bank account was growing. Every now and then, an old rich skank looking for a young man to admire her would cross his path, and he took what she had, all of it, and she never saw it coming.
Pow! Out of the blue, he dropped them all, carried their worthless old skins and dropped them in the Gulf. Ridge patted the console of the small plane, smiling. He had opened the door over a few deserted lagoons, emptying more than one dead body into the salt water below him.
The cops had come to close to him this time, almost got him, but he knew she was coming. Saw her at that motel, walking around big as you please, should have killed her then, but the kid got in the way. Sniveling, messing with him making him drop the rifle. Next time she would die. Now he had to get away. Fly to his uncle’s place in Texas. Drop the boy with the old man.
The trip was slow, avoiding cities whenever possible, Ridge flew the plane low, staying away from radar, not answering the radio as the cops tried to find him. Homeland Security would be coming after him, he knew that, had to hurry now. Going down. Mountains ahead, small cluster of hills then a secluded tabletop, the perfect place to land. He had a four by four Jeep hidden there on the mesa under some brush and small trees. Always prepared, always ready, Ridge knew he was brilliant and invincible. They would never catch him. Way too smart for those clowns.
The old man in the wheelchair had been sitting on the porch, a pair of binoculars at his side. He had seen the plane go down, knew who it was. Knew death was coming. Ridge drove into the yard, the boy at his side, head down, asleep.
“Get out,” he told the sleeping boy. “Get out and stay with that old man. Both of you are the same worthless baggage.”
“Hey, old man,” he screamed from the Jeep. “You want this brat? Take him before I dump him on the road.”
The old man nodded then reached for the boy as he stumbled upon the porch. “Give it up, Bobby. Don’t you think you’ve done enough?” the old man said, tucking the boy behind his chair.
Ridge threw his head back and laughed, the insanity pushing him. “Bobby isn’t here. He hasn’t been outside for a while. Keep your mouth shut old man, or I’ll come for you. You’ll end up in a deep ditch just like that woman chasing brother of yours.”
The road was straight and easy to follow, the trip to Madison several miles away. Ridge was feeling high from the excitement of running, his alter egos quiet, afraid to break in. The murderer was ready and waiting for the next kill. Inside, Bobby was also waiting, fearful of what might happen at the end of the road, yet determined to be free again.
 



Chapter 29
Maude lit her first cigarette since she had arrived at the big house, taking a deep drag and pulling it into her lungs, coughing it out at first. The scene with the little girl was still playing in her memory. The woman on the floor had been identified as Barbara Stanton-Roberts, a socialite and hostess of the elite, member of several local charity organizations in the city of Phoenix.  
The woman was the mother of two children, the six-year old girl, Alyson Roberts and the other, a boy of eight. The boy’s name was Jason Stanton Roberts, described by the neighbors as a good kid who did well in school. Lieutenant Sorenson of the Homicide division had sent two of his detectives to the scene and after finding out all that Maude knew, they had retired back to the house to finish up their reports.
The information was coming in from the FAA, about a small six-seat airplane that disappeared in Texas, three hours after its Phoenix departure. Local authorities on the ground in Texas had lost the plane during a thunderstorm somewhere in the vicinity of Buena Vista, Texas. It had not been seen or heard from since. Authorities believed the plane had gone down, possibly crash landing.
The early morning air was clean and clear in Phoenix, still cool from the night before. The news from Sorenson was brief; Barbara Roberts had died of a gunshot wound to her right temple. The time of her death was around 3:00PM, approximately twenty minutes before the arrival of the Madison Detectives. 
Maude felt helpless in the wake of Robert Dawson’s killing spree. There seemed to be no one safe from his violence, not even his wife. The boy that was missing and presumed taken by his father was eight years old, brown hair and brown eyes, approximately forty eight inches tall. His name, Jason Roberts, was given to officers by the boy’s sister and by his grandmother. The boy was last seen wearing a pair of dark blue jeans, a blue t-shirt and maroon baseball cap. The children’s grandmother, Laura Bell Stanton had taken the girl, Alyson Roberts into her custody.  
Packing the few items she had brought with her took no more than five minutes. Immediately after a brief breakfast of coffee, a sweet roll, and two unfiltered cigarettes, the detectives returned the rent car to the airport and boarded the flight back home. The plane ride back to Madison was uneventful, with Maude lost in guilty thought that she had not done enough to stop the killer. She believed he had gone back to Texas to gloat and hide out, using the boy for a hostage. It wasn’t the first time that a parent had been ruthless with his children and it wouldn’t be the last.
When the plane arrived in Madison, Joe called for an officer to give them a ride back to the Cop Shop, where they picked up Maude’s brown beater. Joe was glad to see the old car, its mundane presence somehow comforting. His partner dropped him at his apartment a little after 11:00 AM. After the long trip home, they needed rest and all the paperwork could be done Monday. There was an APB out on Dawson, but Joe knew the man’s resourcefulness at hiding and didn’t put much faith in his capture. At least, Joe thought, I have time to call Susan Lucas.
When Maude arrived at the airport, the familiar sight of home should have made the day better but it didn’t. She realized that the job would be there tomorrow, but it was impossible to stop thinking about Dawson and his recent murder, one more death to chalk up to the man. The media had it right about him. He didn’t seem to have a conscience at all, nothing was important to the man but his own survival.
Arriving at home during the day seemed strange, she should be back at work, but it was Friday, the end of the work week and her logged hours already exceeded the amount of time she was allowed on the clock. The days had run together. She vowed to get some rest during the long weekend. The thought that Dawson was back in Texas had to be put aside. 
After a long hot shower, Maude fell in the bed and slept straight through for ten hours. She woke at eleven pm, needing to pee and wanting a cigarette. The floor seemed cold to her feet even though the heat during the day was merciless. Thank God for artificially cold air.
Work just wouldn’t let her alone, she thought. The events of the days in Phoenix kept replaying over and over in her mind. Why not, she thought after lighting an unfiltered. I’m going to call Sorenson at home. Hope he’s not sleeping.
The phone rang a few times then a male voice sleepily answered, “Sorenson.”
“Lieutenant, sorry to bother you at home but something is bothering me about the crime scene. Dawson, or Roberts, as you call him, kept treasures he took from his victim’s bodies. Did you find anything at the house after I left?”
“What kind of treasures?” the lieutenant said, sounding more alert.
“He took the breast tissue from two women, but left some of it in a box for me,” she said. “He removed a victim’s eyes and tongue, and there may be other parts from victims we are unaware of.” Maude said. “They might have been hidden in the house or somewhere on his property.” 
The man was quiet for a minute. “Thanks detective, I’ll get another team out there tomorrow. We’ll look in some hidey holes since we know what we’re searching for.” Sorenson concluded. “Goodnight, Detective Rogers, I’m going to go back to sleep.”
The night seemed to go on forever with Maude smoking and pacing the floor, thinking of Dawson’s behavior up to then. What would he do next? He couldn’t get far on foot with the boy. The best way for Dawson was to get the kid stationed with someone he felt he could trust to keep quiet about his movements. Maude searched her memory for a connection that he might have, someone who had been part of his life at one time. The only person who might fit the bill was his uncle who hated him. She wondered about the town of Buena Vista, if maybe the uncle lived there where Dawson had taken Mary Ellen. 
Hoping that Ernest was working the night shift, Maude dialed the Sheriff’s office where the deputy worked.
When he answered the phone, Maude began speaking. “Ernest, it’s Maude Rogers from Madison P.D. How you doing?”
“Well, I’m just fine, Mrs. Maude. What can I do for you?” Ernest was his same friendly helpful self. Maude was grateful for the words of kindness from the young man.
“Well, Ernest, I’m still chasing that son of a mangy coyote who killed those girls. Bout to get him treed, but I need some information on some folks around your city,” Maude said. “Dawson has an uncle that might live down there. Let me check my notes a minute and get his name for you. Oh yeah, here it is, Farley Dawson, about sixty-five years old, has a family. Know him?” 
“Oh yeah, I know him. Got a big old house out near the lake. Sits in a wheelchair. Comes to town about once a week. Crippled in both legs. Guess it was the war. Want me to go out there tomorrow?” Ernest asked eagerly. His duties were mostly stopping drunks from speeding outside the city limits. A little real police work felt good to the man.
“That would be great, Ernest. Be careful though. Our man is a mean piece of work. He took his boy with him. About eight years old. Kid’s name is Jason. Dawson may dump the kid there whether the uncle likes it or not. Blood is thicker than water you know.” 
“Yes ma’am. I know. He’s lower than a cow patty, but his uncle would take the kid from him if need be. Farley’s a fine man. It might be a real good idea if he knew about his nephew. Course he may already know,” Ernest added, “No telling what might have happened out there.”
Maude felt a little better, trying to close some doors before Dawson could walk through them. If the killer’s uncle kept the kid, then they would know for sure that the man was still alive, that he hadn’t gone down in a thunderstorm.
“Thank you Ernest,” Maude said, “If you find out anything, I’d be pleased to know it.”
“Yes ma’am. I’ll give you a holler,” he said, as Maude disconnected the phone. 
The rest of her night was quiet, and sleep returned to her two hours before the alarm sounded. Tired and weary, she climbed from the bed, wishing she could sleep a few more hours. The coffee pot had molded on the bottom over the past few days, the dregs of last week’s coffee a veritable garden plot for the thick growth. Maude finally settled with her first cup of the day, cigarette in hand, rereading her notebook, looking for some connection between Dawson’s behavior and the prediction of his future movements. 
She wished for a degree in psychology. On second thought, she did have access to a person who might understand psychotic behavior. The shrink who worked with the police department had come to them from her last position at a state level prison for the criminally insane. Doctor Jean Lindsey was as good as they come.
“Doctor Lindsey, please.” Maude said on the phone. “Yes, I can hold,” she said, lighting a cigarette. In just a moment or two, the doctor came on the line.
“Yes, this is Doctor Lindsey. Who are you?” the doctor said, briefly and to the point. Maude liked that about her. Each time Maude had been in the doc’s office and seen her work, she had been impressed with Lindsey’s ability to get right to the heart of a matter.
“Doctor Lindsey, this is Maude Rogers. How are you?” she asked, not forgetting her people skills. Lieutenant Patterson would be poking her with his elbow to remind her if he was sitting there beside Maude.
“Doctor, I wonder if I could impose upon you for a few minutes of your time. It’s about a serial killer who is running loose. I need to have an idea of what he may do next. I wonder if you might give me some pointers?” Maude asked, hoping the doctor had the time and willingness to help.
“Well...I guess I could try to help. I am here at the office, catching up on some files today. If you want to come by, that would be okay,” Lindsey said, then added as an afterthought, “Bring any notes you have on the person you want to talk about.”
Maude was glad to get out, to do something positive. Saturday was a slow day for traffic in Madison. All the local government offices, schools, and banks were shut down and their employees were at home, having a barbeque or laying by the pool somewhere. A lucky break, the doc being in and giving away some of her time. Detective work wasn’t always ability, sometimes it was luck. How many times had she heard and said that? 
When she arrived at the address for the police psychiatrist, Maude once again admired the decor of the suite of offices where Jean Lindsey ran a successful practice. Pale green against cream colors alternated within the doctor’s working arena, the colors designed to soothe and quieten the savage beasts of the mind. Maude always wanted to snooze when she came in for an evaluation after a shoot and sat down on the cushions of the front office couch. 
The need for expedience pushed her toward the doctor’s office door where she gently knocked and was told to “wait just a minute”. True to her word, Jean Lindsey came to the door after a few seconds and opened it for Maude to go through.
“So what is so important, detective that gets you out on Saturday when you could be resting at home?” the doctor began.
“Why is it that everyone thinks I need to rest? I’m not that old yet,” Maude retorted.
“Sorry. You know what I meant,” Doctor Lindsey interjected.
“Well, yeah, sorry to be so touchy. I’m not used to people looking out for my comfort. My new partner tries to take care of me sometimes, makes me feel old.” Maude said, sitting down in a chair at the doctor’s pointing motion with her right hand.
“You are not old, detective, just deserving of a rest on your days off.” the doctor said. “Now what do you want to ask me. I have other work to do, then I’m going home to rest,” she said, with a slight smile.
“Let me tell you about the subject of my stress right now. He’s a killer in his early forties, abused by a relative when he was a child; probably his mother. Kills women, removes body parts. Hearts, breasts, tongue, eyes. Just killed his wife, took his son with him, would have taken his daughter but she hid from him thinking they were playing a game. Now he’s in Texas again. Oh yeah, he’s been fixated on me for years. I was his nanny for three months when he was less than three years old. I believe he was being abused then,” Maude was out of breath, talking too fast. She needed a cigarette but knew the doc would throw her out if she lit up.
Lindsey was busy, sorting files, listening to Maude. A small worry frown crept across the doctor’s face. “How did he kill his wife?” She asked.
“Gunshot to the temple. The kid was hiding and heard the gunfire but didn’t come out,” Maude said.
“Good thing. He probably would have killed her too,” the doc said, turning her full attention on Maude. “What do you want out of this?”
“What do you mean? I want him caught,” Maude answered.
“Then what happens?” The doc asked.
“Then it’s out of my hands, but at least the murdering scum won’t be on the streets.” The answer came from years of training, from knowing how to do the right thing. The police perspective was to catch, not punish, criminals. Emotions had no business in law enforcement, or so they had told her.
“And about your young friend, will you be content to ‘catch’ her killer?” Lindsey asked, looking sharply at Maude.
“Are you asking me if I intend to kill him, or bring him in? If you are, then I have to say I’d get pleasure out of pulling the trigger on the gun that sends him to hell. Nothing would bring me greater pleasure at this time in my life, but I won’t do that,” Maude said hoarsely with a catch in her throat.
“My guess is he is not done with you. I think his obsession with you has been growing for many years, since you left him there at the house. The safety he had with you was taken away when you left, somewhat in the same way that his mother took her love away from him each time she hit him or hurt him in some way. Maybe you two are tied together and seen as one in his memory.”
She went on, “There are no explanations for the anomalies of mental disease. Sometimes they just happen. Your killer is on the extreme end of obsessions aberrations. Quite possibly his only contact with reality may lie within you, detective. I think he will come to you very soon and I would suggest, from a clinical viewpoint that you be prepared. Don’t let him get you alone.”
Lindsey finished talking and began putting her files back together, giving Maude a quick nod of her head that could only be interpreted as a dismissal.
“Thanks, Doc. You’ve given me some things to think about; none of them to my liking,” Maude grumbled, opening the green and cream colored door. “I hope I don’t have to see you anytime soon.”
“Make an appointment detective. You have a shooting to discuss.” Doctor Lindsey looked up from her armload of files. “See you soon.”
Maude let the door close behind her, intent on her next move. She called Joe Allen on her phone but all she could get was his voice mail. “Joe, this is your partner. Give me a call if you get this.” She hated talking to machines, but had no choice sometimes. “I’ll be at my house.”
Thirty minutes later, Maude opened the door and entered her home, lit up an unfiltered cigarette and went through the house to sit on her back porch. She poured a gin and tonic on the way, adding ice from the kitchen refrigerator freezer. The phone rang, and she answered it reluctantly, hoping to keep the serenity of the moment.
“Hello,” she said. “This is Maude Rogers, whose calling?”
“Miss Maude, it’s me, Ernest. I thought I best call you. I went to see Farley Dawson, and sure enough, the boy is there. Farley said his nephew dropped him off yesterday morning. He said that his nephew sounded crazy as a March hare, saying that Bobby is gone and is never coming back. He warned Farley to keep quiet about the boy if he wanted to live.”
Maude was quiet for a minute, trying to digest the information Ernest had given her. “Thank you Ernest. I don’t know what all that means, but if the boy is safe, that is a blessing. I appreciate you for taking the time to help out once again.”
“Yes, ma’am, anytime you need me, just pick-up the phone,” The deputy said, ending the call.
The rocking chair called her name, her butt so tired she could hardly wait to sit down. The stress of the trip to Phoenix was still taking its toll on her body. She sat down heavily in the chair, kicking the boots off her feet, sighing loudly as the evening air cooled her toes through thin cotton socks. 
The gin hit her empty stomach and threatened to come back up, the brief nausea from the alcohol a temporary condition. Before long the drink eased her tensions and she sat back in the chair and closed her eyes, the shade of the porch overhang shutting out the last of the evening sun. Her last thought before she dozed was gratitude to God that the boy was safe.
The sound of gunfire and the whizz of a ricocheted bullet passing near Maude’s head made her jump awake, moving her out of the chair. She cursed her bad knees for the slowness of movement. Another loud pop and zing of a near miss had her on the floor looking for cover. 
The only solid object on the porch was a large metal milk can, its circumference adorned with painted flowers. The can, a leftover from Grace’s domain, was filled with sand to keep the winds from toppling it in the storms that blew quickly through the countryside.
Maude crawled behind the can, reaching for her gun in the holster on her belt. Another loud pop came from down the hill this time, near her rent house. The impact of the bullet that followed broke the large double paned window of her bedroom, causing Maude to curse loudly.
“Son of a gun, I’ll have to replace that glass!” she yelled, positioning herself directly behind the milk can, trying to see where the shooter was hiding. She saw the swaying limbs of a peach tree near the backyard garden of the rent house where Mary Ellen’s sunflowers waved bright yellow faces in the evening breeze. 
Positioning the pistol against the handle of the milk can, Maude fired the gun at the peach tree, her finger gentle on the sensitive trigger, repeating the process once, then twice. Moving as fast as her knees would propel her forward, she headed away from the back porch, toward the large post and open gate that separated the rent house from the main residence. 
The sun was lowering, filling the western sky with its bright red and orange goodbye, the phrase, ‘red sky at night, sailor’s delight’ reassuring Maude that there would be no rain before morning. She sat behind the post, using its breadth for cover, trying to keep from being shot. 
The silence in the dusk was eerie; the experience of her long years affirming that danger still lurked downhill from her location. Easing herself away from the post, Maude began a slow crawl low to the ground in the direction of the last gunfire, her socked feet damp from the moisture in the grass finding the goat heads, the meanest kind of stickers in the grass. 
“Ouch,” she said, pulling the burrs off the wet socks. “Dang stickers and sprinklers,” she said to herself. Her movements were slow and cautious with the ache in her hips beginning to demand that she stop and rest, but there was no time. Darkness would be on them soon. Even then, in the early part of dusk, the stars were becoming visible.
A peach tree and a pear tree grew about fifty feet from the rear entry of the rent house and near them the utility shed housed garden tools and the push lawnmower used for the yard and garden upkeep. Maude always allowed her renters to plant their own garden as long as they didn’t let it become an overgrown jungle of unattended plants.
The utility shed was large enough to conceal a person intent upon hiding himself, a thought that drove her away from the shed, keeping watch for movement in other places as she crawled on her stomach. The loud pop of gunfire began again, one following another, the shots whining as they penetrated objects in the yard. Maude was pissed. 
“Coward,” she yelled, rolling away from her former position. “Come and get me.”
The bullets began peppering the ground where she had lain just moments before, all emanating from the right side of the utility shed. Maude found her cell phone in the pocket of her jeans, and forced her hand inside to retrieve it, the awkwardness of her position causing the phone to hang on the seam of her pocket. Finally she had it. 
Quietly she opened the device and made a whispered call for backup. She knew that the sounds of law enforcement and emergency vehicles would soon permeate the night air. There were only a few minutes left to finish her job.
Hugging the side of her rent house, Maude knew she was concealed enough to get off the ground onto her knees and begin a fast painful crawl toward the left side of the shed. When she got closer, she could see the door was partially opened, the inside dark and forbidding. Scuffling noises were coming from the shed, sounds of metal clinking against metal indicating someone was inside. 
The door suddenly burst wide open and a dark figure propelled the pedals of a mountain bike across the yard headed for the open street. Mary Ellen and her roommate had both owned bicycles, and Maude had stored them in the shed after the murders, waiting for their families to claim the property. Maude fired a shot toward the fleeing figure, nicking the rider in the left shoulder. She saw the figure hesitate for a minute, then turn and fire toward her position. 
A bright-burning sensation started near her waistline on the left side, the pain intense and continuous. Maude pulled her pants aside and saw an entry wound above her hip, a pass through hole that was bleeding slowly. In spite of the pain, the detective knew that she couldn’t stop and wait for help for the shooter would get away. She knew it was Dawson for there was no other who would stalk her in her own home.
She reached inside her shirt and unhooked her bra, then slid her hand inside the sleeve until she could find the straps. Pulling the cotton fabric through the sleeve holes she removed the garment and folded it tightly against the wound in her side. The injury didn’t look life threatening, it just hurt like hell.
Putting pressure against the wound with the fabric of her bra, Maude used her belt across her hips, stopping the bleeding and easing the pain somewhat. She took some deep breaths, her nerves tight from pain, anxiety, and fear.
Determination that the killer wasn’t going to get away drove her toward the utility shed where she pulled the second bicycle away from the wall and mounted it, stripping off the burr filled socks but Maude’s problems were increasing. She hadn’t been on a bicycle since she was sixteen years old. Her weakened condition aside, Maude knew she had to give chase before the killer disappeared again. She straddled the craft and began pedaling barefoot, weaving across the yard as she tried to gain control, using the brakes and the handle bars for support. She fell once, but recovered in time to grab for the side of the house to keep from hitting the ground.
Finally the weaving stopped as the front wheel rolled onto the pavement of the street, in the direction of the departing shooter. Up ahead, Maude could see the faint outline of a figure moving down the darkening road, the object of her chase within sight, giving her the incentive to pedal the machine faster. 
The bicycle weaved again as the speed of her forward motion increased. Maude reseated herself, restoring her balance on the awkward rolling contraption. The front wheel settled and began to move faster, easing closer to the figure ahead. She gritted her teeth against the pain in her side and the ache in her bare feet as they turned the rough pedals, the pads of her feet scraping the pavement looking for balance. There was some small comfort from the knowledge that she wouldn’t keel over dead from her wounds.
The escaping bicyclist had slowed and began weaving across the road, possibly hoping that his pursuer would become over-confident after seeing the shooter’s addled movements. Maude took advantage of the slower speed of the man in front of her and closed some of the distance between them. 
Suddenly the sound of gunfire began again as the rider ahead began firing a weapon from the weaving bicycle, first toward Maude, then toward the headlights of a car in the shooter’s lane. The four wheel vehicle was moving fast toward the bike rider, the car’s high beams blinding both Maude and the shooter. She drew a deep breath knowing that the driver of the car had probably saved her life by distracting the shooter’s aim. 
Keeping her speed, Maude drew closer to the other bicycle, dodging to the side of the road as the oncoming car spotted the two riders and tried to avoid connecting with either of the bicycles. A rock or a hole in pavement or possibly a distortion of the tar that had melted and reset on the street threw the front wheel of the first bicycle into the street, heading into the space that lay between the car driver’s ability to stop and his unchecked forward motion. The screeching of older style drum brakes and the sound of metal crushing against metal was all Maude heard until the agonizing scream of the bicyclist drowned all other sounds. 
Maude stopped pedaling and touched the hand brake, hoping she could stop without falling. Miraculously, her feet drug the pavement beneath her and she realized that the chaos had come to an end. The side pain had returned with a vengeance and blood from the wound was dripping down her left leg, weakening her body. But in the end, it was the pain from pushing the metal bicycle pedals with her bare feet that caused her to move to the side of the pavement where she dismounted and sat, out of the way of traffic. 
The car that had collided with the fleeing shooter stopped, the driver shocked by the suddenness of the accident, but unhurt by the wildly flying bullets that had been fired at him. He called for the cops, but the dispatcher at 911 told him that emergency vehicles were already en route.
Maude could only sit and watch the scene in front of the automobile’s headlights. Any further response was impossible. The pain from the gunshot wound at her beltline was excruciating, the injury worse than she had at first thought. Her weapon was still in the holster where she had placed it before she began the chase. She was grateful that it hadn’t fallen to the pavement in the wild ride, knowing that she wouldn’t have lived it down had she lost her gun on the roadway.
“Crap,” she said to no one in particular, “I need a cigarette.”
 



Chapter 30
The next few minutes arrived and passed slowly, bringing too many questions from too many people. The haziness of night was confusing when seen through the headlights of a thousand cars. At least there seemed to be a thousand or more to Maude. Ambulance drivers in pairs surrounded her, ready to lift her bruised and bleeding body from the ground where she still sat, observing the scene.
“Wait,” Maude said to the strong arms placing her onto a gurney. “Wait. I need to find out what happened. Is he dead?”
“Don’t know Ma’am. Can you tell me your name?” One of emergency techs continued talking while piercing Maude’s arm with a needle attached to a plastic bottle hanging above the gurney.
“Maude Rogers,” she said tiredly, “Detective Maude Rogers. I must talk to the officers that are here.”
“Yes ma’am,” the tech said, “There are some other police officers talking to that man in the car. I don’t know if they see you over here. We can make sure they know you’re going to the hospital.”
“Not yet. I can’t leave here till I see what happened,” Maude insisted.
“Detective Rogers, you’re hurt pretty bad, lost a lot of blood. We need to get you to the hospital.” The emergency worker was adamant, but no more so than Maude.
“Wheel me over there and let me see for myself. This is my crime scene,” she insisted, trying to raise her body off the gurney.
“Okay detective. We can take you by there, but then we have to leave.” It seemed to Maude she had finally got through to the men transporting her, but after she turned her head and saw Robert Dawson still lying on the road, surrounded by flashing blue and red lights, the last thing she remembered was being forcibly strapped to the gurney as she tried to get off it to see if he was dead or alive. 
 
Maude’s next conscious thought was that she was incredibly thirsty and needed a cigarette. There was a hammer being wielded against the back of her head and a stake went through her left side, pinning her to a small bed. 
“Where am I?” she yelled. “Hey, where am and why am I tied down. What’s going on?”  
“Oh, Maudie, you need to be still,” the voice seemed familiar. “You’re hurt pretty bad. They have some plastic lines going in and out of you. You aren’t tied down. Now if you want to be tied down, I could oblige you,” the speaker continued. “But let’s wait till we get you out of here.”
“Bill, Bill Page. Is that you?” Maude asked, her voice echoing the confusion she felt.
“Yes ma’am, sure is,” the tall, mustached man said, leaning over her face, kissing her cheek in the process. “It’s me in the flesh. Heard you were down and thought I’d see for myself. Couldn’t believe that anyone could get by you and put you in the hospital.”
“No good son of a dog ambushed me. But I think I got him too.” she said tiredly.
“You did. Hit him twice, once in the lower part of his right butt cheek, and the other one in his right shoulder. He should have turned the other cheek, would have made sitting easier.” Bill said with a grin.
“So I didn’t I kill him?” she asked, her voice breaking.
“No ma’am, you didn’t. He rode that bicycle into the front end of John Q. Public’s automobile and knocked hell out of himself and the machine he was riding. It near killed him, but he isn’t dead. He’s in the hospital under guard, but he isn’t going any place.” Bill seemed to be having a little fun with Maude and it had begun to tick her off.
“Who called you?” She growled.
“Your partner, Joe. Told me you were in bad shape so I took the red-eye and here I am. Guess you might say I was hoping to get to see you still alive,” he added, more seriously.
“Where is Dawson? I want to see him. Got to make sure he’s down and stays down,” Maude said, trying to get out of the bed.
“Whoa now, Miss Maudie, you aren’t going anywhere for a little bit,” Bill said, easing her back down on the pillow. “Your man will keep. He isn’t going anywhere for a few days. Don’t think he will ever be the same. The crash with the car left his head with a big knot on it and both his arms and one leg broken. He has a broken hip, several lacerations on his face and torso and is in a coma from the head injury. I’m sure your partner can fill you in on the details.”
Maude lay back. “How long have I been in here?” she asked.
“Two nights. You’ve been in and out, mumbling some. The docs patched up the hole in your side and worked on your feet. Be a while before you can walk on those beauties. Tore them up pretty good,” Bill said, sympathy creeping into his voice.
“My, my, Maude Rogers; you are one tough cop. Wish I had a picture of that ride you made. Hot dang.”
“Yeah, I’m tougher than I am smart.” she said with a sigh.
Within a few minutes both Lieutenant Patterson and Joe Allen entered the room. They were both smiling. 
“What’s so funny?” She asked testily.
“We heard you hollering all the way down the end of the hall.” Patterson said. “Figured someone must have woke the she-bear in her den.”
“How you doing, partner?” Joe asked, looking at her with concern.
“I’m ready to get out of this bed,” she said. “I have work to do.”
“Not so fast, detective.” Patterson said. “You can sit up here and write your report.”
“Joe, see if you can get her a laptop. I need to see her version of what happened.”
“I’ll tell you what happened. Dawson tried to kill, me but he slipped up and just wounded me. Then I shot at him and I guess I hit him. He took off on a bicycle and I jumped on the other one. That’s what happened.”
“Maude, have you seen the results of his shooting before?” Bill asked quietly.
“We tracked his movements, detective,” Lieutenant Patterson said, “He had more than one gun with him when he went calling on you. He wasn’t looking to kill you. Standing up against the side of your rent house was a sniper rifle with a laser sight. It hadn’t been fired. Your boy was trying to send you a message. But he wasn’t trying to kill you or you’d be dead.”  
“Fraid so Maude,” Joe said quietly. “Dawson must have had another reason for coming to your house. Not sure what it was, but it wasn’t to kill you, unless something changed his mind when he got there. Either way, I’m glad to see you still spitting and sputtering, alive and sassy.”
Maude lay back, pondering the information, her confusion disappearing with the iteration of the facts from the scene with Dawson. She wondered why he didn’t try to kill her, or if maybe he didn’t get the chance after she returned his fire. Why would he shoot at her if he didn’t mean to kill her? She still wasn’t clear about his obsession with her. So she knew him for three months when he was a little boy. That wasn’t enough to create a strong attachment, was it? 
Determined to get some answers to her questions Maude pretended to be falling asleep, hoping the group of well-meaning men would leave her for a while. Thankfully, it worked. All three of the men left the room and went elsewhere. Easing her feet over the side of the bed she discovered that Bill Page had made a very good prediction concerning her feet. There would be no walking on them today. A wheelchair sat off to the right of the bed, its large spokes stilled.
Maude pulled herself as far down the bed as she could go, trying to reach the chair and pull it to the bed. She leaned outward, grabbing at the edge with her fingertips but found it to be too far away. Frustration with the helplessness of her situation had her swearing to herself, renaming the chair and the entire hospital with less than respectable epithets. When she was about to scream ‘uncle’, and forget the whole thing, she heard a small laugh, and turned to see her Joe  standing beside the bed.
“I thought you’d try something like this so I came back. Figured I could help,” he said, going for the wheelchair. “Let’s go before they come back.”
Loading Maude into the chair with ease, Joe released the two hand brakes on the wheels, placed a coverlet on Maude’s lap, and handed off control of the machine holding the intravenous solution to her before starting down the corridor.
“Room 326,” he said. “That’s Dawson’s room. Let’s go.”
The stand with the bottle, clips, and tubes reeled a bit as they made the first corner of the corridor, but after a little time, Maude grew accustomed to holding the tall pole loosely so it could turn easier without careening off to the side or threatening to fall and pull the lines out of her body. Several staff members of the hospital gave Joe the eye as he raced past them, but his friendly face belied the illicit purpose of his patient’s outing. 
The ‘B’ elevators, listing critical care rooms as well as surgical recovery rooms as destinations, rose upward for the necessary three stories to the floor where Dawson lay in his room in a waking coma. The two fleeing fugitives of hospital nursing care entered then departed the lift, treading the tiles of the corridor that began with room number 310.
Sixteen doors away lay Dawson, the machinery connected to his body twice what had held Maude down, confined to her bed, before her unlikely escape. The sound of footsteps coming quickly down the corridor permeated Dawson’s sleep, reminding him that he had previously been running from some woman. Using a force greater than mere willpower, the man in the hospital bed tried to rise, only to find himself imprisoned in double casts on his arms and one on his left leg, each held high in the air by pulleys connected to the ceiling. The accident two nights before had left him in a helpless state, with the solid weight of plaster encasing three limbs and a portion of his lower anatomy, while the smaller, uninjured portion of his body lay supine upon the small hospital bed.
Try as he might, Dawson couldn’t move from the bed, but could only lie there, listening to the labored breath of the man pushing the wheelchair down the corridor. 
The guard outside the hospital room nodded as Joe Allen arrived, winded but resolute.
“We’re going in. Write your report if you need to but we’re going. My partner here chased this man all the way across Kingdom Come and she isn’t about to give up now,” Joe said, catching his breath.
Stepping back from the door, the uniformed officer allowed the two detectives to enter the room where Dawson lay, attached to the hospital bed. The man seemed to be asleep, his body still except for the gentle motion of his breathing.
Maude wheeled herself to the side of the bed, staring at the killer, hoping to see something that made this man different from all the other perverts and murderers that she had known. He looked perfectly normal, except for the deep road rash on his face where the car had pushed him down the street on the bicycle, before the driver could stop his forward motion. Dawson was lucky to be alive, she thought. Of the two bullets she had fired at him, one had connected with his shoulder, barely missing his heart; the other had singed his right buttock. 
Maude felt nothing for the man who lay there, even though her young friend, Mary Ellen, had lost her life to him. The anger and grief had been put aside for a while. Now she must feel gratified that the madman was constrained and under guard, his murdering days curtailed. 
“One question, Dawson,” she said, not expecting a reply. “Why me? What did you want? Was it my approval, or were you hoping that I would kill you?” 
The man lay still, apparently still in a coma. She started to turn away, to give it up.
“Bobby.” A whisper came out of the man’s mouth. “Kid loved you. He saved your miserable life, wouldn’t let me use the rifle. You were lucky. Bobby’s gone now, gone forever.” The man on the bed suddenly lost his animation then lay still. 
She was tired. Her feet hurt and she felt bone weary. The man under the hospital sheets was just another case, another captured lunatic who thought he could rule the world by taking lives. She had plenty of other questions, for sure. Right then, the most important fact was that Dawson wouldn’t be hurting anyone else. A tiny tic stirred the memory of a small boy, sitting in her lap, the tears from his eyes wetting her hands. Maude shook her head impatiently at the memory, casting it off quickly as finished business, content to let the laws of the land determine the fate of the man. 
“I’ll see you in court, Robert Dawson, or whoever you are,” she said, turning her chair and wheeling herself down the hallway, hoping to see Bill Page once again.
 



Epilogue
The tall rock surface of the building seemed to go on and on, the floors ascending higher and higher. The guards said that the ‘crazier they were, the higher they were sent’. The twenty-second floor was only for the really bad ones, the ones who killed for pleasure, or because they had been told by voices to get it done. In the middle of the floor, in one of the many rooms enclosed by bars running vertically from floor to ceiling was one of the settled residents, number 73. He was formerly known as Robert Dawson, but on Floor Twenty-Two, each resident had a number instead of a name. Number 73 was not only insane; he was catatonic as well. 
In the state of Texas an insanity plea may be called a prettier name, but it means the same as it does in other states. The end result of the court’s decision was that Robert Dawson be locked away forever, with no hope for release. 
Number 73’s traumatized mental condition following his encounter with the automobile was credited to a wallop to the brain during his head over heels slide on the pavement. A large part of his cerebellum had swollen against the skull, causing irreparable damage, or so the experts said. A jury had heard the evidence against the man, labeled him an insane killer, and sentenced him to life in the Madison-MacArthur Prison for the Criminally Insane. 
Dawson’s son and daughter were represented at the trial by the children’s grandmother and paternal uncle. They raised no pleas for mercy for the defendant- both children had lost their mother in the killing spree of their father. Dawson sat still during the proceedings, not comprehending his fate, a vacant look in his eyes, saying nothing and acknowledging no one, the light in his mind extinguished.
The killer made no sound during the trial except once, when he cried for his mother as Detective Maude Rogers testified concerning the list of horrendous incidents, including murder, uncovered in her investigation of Robert Dawson. Detective Rogers was an effective witness, relating both the findings of the bodies of Dawson’s victims, and later, the retrieval of a cache of ‘treasures’, located in the floor of Dawson’s airplane. The cache contained pieces of body parts from many different people. Forensics was still trying to identify the enormous amount of victims represented there.
 
On a Friday night, a year from the day that Robert Dawson was sentenced to life in prison, a new, young male inmate was introduced to Floor Twenty-Two. The inmate, Number 90, was a bully to the other residents, and during an unguarded social gathering proceeded to make his presence known to the mentally deranged and highly sedated before being stopped. He had begun by punching Number 73 in the lower stomach, an area on the inmate that was particularly sensitive to pain. 
The next morning the same young man was found dead in his bunk, his throat torn open, his body exsanguinated. Number 73 was questioned briefly, along with the others, but only as a matter of procedure. The absence of verbal response from the Number 73 was in keeping with the fixed, blank canvas of his face and the line of drool that dripped from the corner of his mouth. It was a presentation devoid of emotion and comprehension. 
No blood trails led away from the brutalized inmate’s bunk, nor was any blood found on any of the persons of Floor Twenty-Two. Number 73 had been dismissed as a suspect; his mental condition only one reason. All violent criminals were locked in their rooms on the night of the murder as well as on every other night. The list included Number 73. 
Chance would have it that the idea of an early dinner that night was very tempting to the investigator who searched number 73’s room after the murder. His reservation at the local Italian restaurant was hard to get and he had no intention of missing it because of a dead crazy inmate. After no more than a cursory look-see of the room, the investigator gave the all clear sign and left the cell.
A bit of patience and a touch more perseverance might have delivered a treasure into the hands of the restaurant-bound fellow. A watchful eye would have spied the piece of shiny metal as it reflected the room’s garishly bright light. A shifting of pillow and sheet this way or that would have revealed that shine to be a crude key made in the hospital’s machine shop, a key that slipped perfectly into, and out of, the lock on number 73’s door. 
It was only a small treasure by itself, but it had company. A nest of pink and white pills lay wrapped inside a sandwich bag, long-bodied capsules used specifically for the control of personality crossover. The investigator might also have heard the brief, soft sounds of a small boy crying for his mother had he listened more closely to his instincts, and less to the growl of his stomach. 
 
The End
Watch for Maude Rogers’s next crime novel, Murder on Edwards Bay, to be released in April 2014. Please contact me for your comments at iwritemysteries.com. Your review of this book on Amazon will be greatly appreciated. Please take the time to voice your thoughts and ideas. Thank you.
 
Linda L. Dunlap
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