
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Twist of Justice
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
   Chief Dexter Pate loosened his tie, brown with pink and green psychedelic swirls, and leaned back in his chair. Captain Davis scribbled on his notepad as Pate asked me questions. I was thinking about that tie. Pate must have bought it in the 1970s and still thought it was hip.
 
   “Detective Jackson, did you punch the Assistant District Attorney Dave Robinson in the face in court today?” 
 
   I didn’t answer right away.  Captain Davis never looked up at me.  He just kept writing. The chief was waiting for my answer.  I held him out a little bit longer.  The captain looked at me.
 
   “Jared, I want to remind you that you can answer these questions. And please be truthful.  This is not a criminal procedure but an administrative procedure.  You have already been read the Garrity Rights and you waived them.  Now I am only going to ask one more time.  Did you…”
 
   “Yes, sir! I punched him in his face and it felt good doing it.  I mean, C’mon!  He just let a pedophile go free because he didn’t use the evidence I presented.”  Both of them stared at me. 
 
   “Okay! Chief, I apologize--but I worked by butt off trying to nail that guy and put him in prison where he belongs.  But now, instead of him making car tags, he is coloring books and planting tulips at Bryce Mental Hospital.”
 
   Chief Pate sat up in straight in his chair.  “Detective Jackson, you do understand that you can be terminated for this type of behavior, correct?”
 
   I looked him in the eye and nodded.  I never liked him anyway.  Since he threw his hat in the ring to run for Sheriff, he had been unbearable. He micromanaged everybody. He was bad enough before, but now it was backfiring on him. Everybody felt it. Arrogant wasn’t the word. Self-satisfied was more like it. 
 
   “Yes sir,” I replied.
 
   “OK!  I’m going to review all of this—including your personnel folder—and make my decision tomorrow.  In the meantime, you can try and influence my decision by impressing your chain of command tonight by going over to Judge Middlebrooks’.  He wanted to talk with you as well.  He is expecting you to show up at 9:00 PM sharp.  And remember, anything else tonight and you will be looking for another job.” 
 
   I got up and walked out.  I was glad to get out of that office. I still had my badge and gun but tomorrow might be different.  I really didn’t care anymore.  I decided I would go home and run on the treadmill and throw the free weights around to burn off steam before going to see the judge. 
 
    I’d wanted to go private investigator for about a year now.  My last partner had quit the force and started a little agency. He asked me to join him many times when we talked over my frustrations, but I always said, “Not right now, but soon.” 
 
   This night, I believed soon was finally here.  I’m 43, 6’3 and weigh 255.  Maybe it is time to get out of politics. Yes, I said politics.  After all, that is what policing has come to.  Hasn’t it?  
 
   I checked out a mirror. Some people say I look like Terry Crews, the actor and former defensive end. After all, I had played football too.  Maybe I could bust into the Hollywood scene. Nah--I loved being a cop. It was just that lately it was starting to disgust me on many levels.  Well, the Chief would solve that problem for me tomorrow if he decided to fire me.
 
   *    *    *
 
   On my drive to Judge Middlebrooks’ house, I called my girlfriend Charlotte and left a message that I would call her later tonight when I was done meeting with the judge.
 
   I let my window down at nose level to allow fresh air to circulate and restore my energy.  The air was moist but cool with drizzles of rain pelting the windshield.  It was dark.  There was nothing around me but this shiny wet two-lane highway and a yellow right curve road sign.
 
   POW!!
 
   That was a gunshot! I jumped in my seat.  I stopped my car in the middle of the road.  I didn’t know where that shot came from but I wasn’t about to just drive up on whoever was shooting.  Was someone hunting--at this time of night?  I saw a clearing up ahead just before the curve and pulled off the road unto it.  But, it sounded almost like a firecracker.  I hoped that it was, but my better instinct said no.  I had an uneasy feeling in my gut.  I knew it was a gunshot.  I served 10 years in the Army with the 5th Special Forces Group and had been a police officer now for close to 8 years and it was no doubt in my mind.  That was definitely a gunshot.   
 
   I grabbed my Glock .45 from the console and racked a round in the chamber.  Wherever that shot came from, I wanted to be ready.  
 
   I let my driver window down further to listen and stay watchful of anything that didn’t look friendly.  I eased my car back on the road.  Just as I negotiated the curve, I saw a car pulled off to the side of the road with the lights off.  I stopped.  I didn’t want to get any closer until I knew for sure that someone knew my location in case I needed backup.  I called 911 and gave the dispatcher my name and badge number, and a brief description of the car from what I could see in the dark from about 500 feet and I told the person on the line about the gunshot and that I was on Alabama route 298, west of Highway 11.  
 
   “10-4 Detective Jackson, units have been dispatched to your location, be safe,” she replied.  I hung up, and pulled onto the side of the road and shut my car off and took the keys out of the ignition.  I clenched my .45 and grabbed my badge from the sun visor.  I got out of the car slowly and left the door ajar.  Fortunately had I turned the headlamps off before getting out.  I didn’t want to be seen as an easy target in case the person who fired the shot was still around.  
 
   I eased my way up to the black Mercedes Benz, looking through the windows as I made my way up to the driver side door.  To my surprise, nobody was there.  I heard rustling somewhere, an animal escaping into the darkness.  Then I realized someone was getting away!  I quickly moved around to the other side of the car and just as I stepped off into the grass, I tripped over a body on the ground.  I now knew why I heard a gunshot.  I quickly got up but it was quiet.  No more rustling, no bugs making noise, and no scared animals running. All was quiet and I knew better than to go off in a blind search in the dark.  
 
   I stayed low near the car so that I wouldn’t be in silhouette.  I took a close look at the person lying on the ground.  She was probably in her 40’s, blonde, and from the gold bracelet and diamond rings she was wearing, she appeared to be one of those rich white ladies who spend their waking hours shopping and reading fashion magazines.  
 
   I pulled out my cell phone to call 911 again.  I paused when I saw amber lights in the distance.  As they got closer, I examined the scene again, mentally taking in every detail I could before it became swamped with crime scene units and the news media I’m sure had their sources as well.
 
   I walked to the other side of the car and realized I didn’t have a flashlight on me.  I quickly holstered my gun and held my hands out with my badge facing the headlights of the patrol car.  Ferguson, Missouri, and Baltimore were still fresh on a lot of people’s minds. Everybody was mad about cops shooting black people and I hoped that had nothing to do with this. Some white nut might want to turn the tide by taking out a black cop just for good measure. The patrol car stopped and two young white officers got out with their guns drawn.  I tensed up.  
 
   “I’m a police officer, here is my badge.”
 
   The first officer looked at my badge and ID and recognized me.  “Detective Jackson,” he sighed and holstered his weapon.  He turned and faced the other officer, “He’s one of us!” 
 
   The other officer holstered his weapon and walked up closer to his partner and me.  I was glad to see it was Chad Caddis, an officer I trained when he was a rookie.  Chad introduced me to the other officer, a serious-looking kid with straight brown hair and brown eyes. We shook hands and quickly got back to business. 
 
   “Chad, we have a dead body on the ground on the other side of the car and a suspect who ran into the woods as I came up about five minutes ago.”
 
   “Okay, Detective,” he looked at his partner, “Turn on the spotlight and shine it into the woods.”
 
   Chad called in the license plate and then we walked over to the body to wait for the response from dispatch.  He aimed his flashlight at the victim’s face.  She was pretty.  He lowered the light slowly to her torso.  There was blood all over her that seemed to come from the small red hole in the center of her chest.  
 
   “Yep, there’s no doubt she was shot, detective, and with a small caliber round at close range it seems.”  
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed, “I did not check for any identification because of the unknown subject in the woods.” 
 
   “So detective, what brings you out this way?” he asked as he started looking around I suppose for the woman’s purse.
 
   I knew the drill. Chad was following protocol, asking questions because he had to do the Police Report.  “I was going to visit Judge Middlebrooks at his home but I think I got lost somehow.”
 
   He nodded with a smirk, “It wouldn’t have anything to do with you punching out the District attorney in court today, would it?”  I gave him my best I-don’t-know shoulder lift.  He knew it was bullshit.  
 
   “Yep detective, you missed your turn about three miles back.  You should have turned left on Highway 11 and then got on route 71 North.”
 
   I glanced over at the other officer.  Chad looked also.  “He’s my trainee.”
 
   “Got anything, Bill?” 
 
   “No sir, nothing so far.”
 
   “Ok, go ahead and shine your light over here by Chad and me so we can secure this scene.”
 
   The Dispatcher came over the radio.  “Headquarters to Papa 294!”
 
   Chad keyed his handheld radio mic, “Papa 294; go ahead.”
 
   “Papa 294, the 10-28 you requested information on, comes back to a Julia Middlebrooks.”
 
   The mention of her name startled us all and then we looked at the body.  Chad looked at me and then reluctantly spoke into the mic again.
 
   “Papa 294 to headquarters, do we have anymore 10-18 on this subject and also a description?”
 
   “Standby Papa 294.”  A few seconds passed and the dispatch was back on the air.
 
   “Headquarters to Papa 294, that is affirmative.  Subject is Julia Middlebrooks, Date of Birth 04/01/72 with blonde hair and blue eyes, 5’2” in height and 127 in weight.  The address on file is 4750 Country Club Lane, Tuscaloosa, Alabama.”
 
   “10-4 Headquarters,” said Chad somberly, “that subject is going to be our 10-89.”
 
   It seemed like the dispatcher took a minute to digest the reply and came back on somberly, “10-4, I will notify homicide and the CSU’s and change the call sign to 10-92.”
 
   Police 10 codes are used to keep the nosey ear hustlers such as the media and private citizens who have scanners, from knowing what we are talking about.  10-89 is for dead body and 10-92 is the code for murder.  
 
   It did not take long for the word to spread.  There were five reporters, two helicopters, and a few onlookers who probably were asleep until they saw all the flashing lights and heard the helicopter circling in the air.  K9 units were already in the woods searching for the unsub, which is cop shorthand for “unknown subject.” The scene got chaotic quickly and my biggest concern was trying to keep everybody including other officers from trampling over evidence until CSU arrived.
 
   Once CSU arrived, they put up a shelter over the body and started collecting evidence from the crime scene.  I couldn’t help but wonder if our unsub was still out in those woods watching us.  I figured he might be gone with the helicopters circling the area with that bright spotlight they use.  Still I was not sure.
 
    
 
   *    *    *
 
    
 
   Chief Pate walked under the yellow crime scene tape after speaking with Bill, who was logging everyone’s name at the scene.  He spoke with Chad first and I saw Chad point him over to me.
 
   “Detective, what do we have so far?” he said buttoning his suit jacket.
 
   I assumed he needed something to go on before he did his press conference. Since he had put his hat in the ring for Sheriff, this was going to be a high profile crime.
 
   “Chief, so far we have the body of a woman that has been shot in the chest. Her assailant ran off in the woods.  K9 units are on the trail as we speak, but it does not look like a robbery gone badly.”
 
   “That’s pretty thin Detective,” he said, a little disappointed. The way he gritted his teeth, it looked like he wanted to fire me right then and there.  But he had to smile for the cameras.
 
   He turned to face the reporters who were all hurling questions at him at once. They got quiet when he began to speak.
 
   “Ladies and Gentleman, a short while ago, one of my officers discovered a body and at this point, we are still working the crime scene for more information.  I will provide you more details in the morning in the City Hall Conference room.  Thank you and have a good night.”  He then got back in his car and drove away.
 
   The other officers at the crime scene tape started expanding the tape as an encouragement for the reporters to leave.  They all got the message except Charlotte Reed.  She was a news hound and beautiful too I might say. She and I were going together, but we tried to keep everything professional. Charlotte had the warmest personality.  Her big brown eyes, smooth cocoa skin, and sexy frame could influence a man to do what she wanted him to do even if it meant he would get hurt in the process.  We met at Johnny’s in Central Plaza after I had just testified in court on a murder a few months back.  I bought her a hotdog, all the way, with mustard, ketchup, onions, relish, and sauerkraut.  We had a few dates and I really liked her. Smart as she was she had a gentle way about her. I might have been falling in love. That was a real romantic hot dog. 
 
   When it came to work, Charlotte did her job efficiently. I knew she was waiting to hit me up for some questions.  She looked at me and I looked at her and gave her the call me signal with my thumb and little finger to my head.  She then left with the others.  The helicopters still circled the area, which I didn’t mind because we needed the spotlight to help the K9 units.
 
   It started to rain.  I knew once the rain fell the dogs would lose whatever scent they had of the suspect and the integrity of the crime scene would be ruined.  Officers hurried to gather what evidence they could and the Medical Examiner recovered the body.
 
   The rain covered the parcel of ground where the body lay. I recalled all the events taking place from the moment of the gunshot to the time I tripped and discovered the body in case I might have missed something.  My mind was blank.  I had almost forgotten the incident at the courthouse that brought me here in search of the judge.  The vibration of my cell phone released me from my deep thoughts.   
 
   I figured it might be the chief with his great expectations for me in the morning before he does a press conference.  I looked at the number but didn’t recognize it.  I answered.
 
   “Hello,” I said.  I waited on a response.  Often we detectives get calls from citizens who see our numbers on Crime Stoppers and believe they have information that can help us solve crimes.  The phone was silent.  I said, “Hello?” a couple of more times and then gave my name.
 
   “Hello,” this is Detective Jackson, are you there?”
 
   A cold shiver raced down my spine to the end of my toes at the robotic voice on the other end.
 
   “I’m here, all right, Detective. The Reaper. This is just the first. Many more to come, Detective Jackson. Many more.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The rain pounded her windshield.  Charlotte Reed opened the door of her Nissan Maxima and deployed her umbrella.  She quickly closed her door and ran up to the front porch of her parents’ house.  They lived 10 minutes outside of the city and had been in the same house since Charlotte was born.  She had been staying with them since she had lost her apartment due to the tornado that had ripped through parts of Tuscaloosa four years before.
 
   Since then she had been able to save her money and in turn help her parents.  She planned to buy a home as soon as she saved enough but both her parents were of the age that she felt she needed to be near them.  Her dad, Jimmy Earl, still went out in the mornings to get eggs from the hens, slop the hogs, and tended to his meager crops in the field.  Her mother, Ruthie Lee, still made sure he had a hot meal for breakfast and dinner and kept the house clean.  The elder Reeds never missed a Sunday at church.
 
   Ruthie was sitting on the porch as she came up shaking the rain from her umbrella and her coat. 
 
   “Girl, you go’n catch a cold in that mess out there.”
 
   “I know ma, I know,” she replied as she closed her umbrella.  “Did I get any calls while I was out?”
 
   “No, not a one today,” she said fanning herself with a paper church fan.
 
   “What--you s’pecting that bald-headed, handsome detective to call?  I forgot his name.”
 
   “Maaa!” Charlotte smiled. Just thinking about Jared made her smile, and she knew her mother’s teasing was her way of bringing up a subject they had discussed many times. 
 
   “Honey look, I might be old but I sure ain’t blind, at least not yet anyways, and besides, I hope you two do get together,” she snapped, rolling her eyes at Charlotte.  “Besides, your daddy and I are in our late 60’s and would like to see all of our grandchildren someday.”  
 
   “Momma, I’m not ready for any children; I still got things in my life I want to do and kids will just hold me back,” she said. “And besides, you already got grandchildren; remember Sandy is married to a preacher and living in New Jersey?”
 
   They looked at each other and started laughing. It was the same old conversation.
 
   “I left your plate in the microwave, girl, now get out of my face.”
 
   “Ooh, I am so hungry, Momma, thank you.”
 
   “You welcome, child,” Ruthie said shaking her head.  “Somebody got to feed your skinny self.”  
 
   Charlotte kissed her mom on the cheek and told her she loved her.  
 
   “Uh huh, I love you too baby girl, don’t wake your daddy up; this my quiet time.” Ruthie said, turning her head so that her daughter would not see the worry in her eyes. She continued to fan herself, harder now, to help her fight back tears.  
 
   Charlotte went into the kitchen and opened the microwave.  She pulled out a plate of fried chicken, collard greens with green peppers cut up in them, macaroni and cheese, candied yams, and cornbread.  As much as she wanted to devour all of it, she knew that going to sleep on that heavy a meal at this time of night would not be a good idea. She put two chicken wings onto a napkin grabbed a coke from the fridge and joined her mother back out on the porch.  She checked her cell phone for any missed calls.  There were none.  She leaned back in the swing set next to her mother to eat.
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance as the raindrops bounced off the tin roof of the chicken coop.  
 
   “This is some good sleeping weather here, Momma,” said Charlotte with chicken in her mouth.
 
   “Hush up now girl, GOD is doing his work.”
 
   “This is some good chicken too.”
 
   Charlotte wanted to ask her mom why she wasn’t in bed, but decided against it.  It was better to just sit in the quiet and listen to the rain.
 
   “Charlotte?”
 
   “Yes Momma.”
 
   “I have something to tell you and I don’t want you to tell nobody else, you hear?”
 
   Charlotte stopped eating and looked up, all ears.  Her mother looked at her.
 
   “What is it, Momma?”
 
   “I really don’t want you to tell nobody, you promise?”
 
   “Momma, you scaring me, what is it? Are you ok? Is Dad ok? What?”
 
   “Promise me, ok?”
 
   “Ok, Momma, I promise,” sensing something so terrible she began tearing up.
 
   “You remember that check-up appointment you took me to last month?”
 
   Tears rolled down Charlotte’s face in anticipation of what her mother was about to say.
 
   “Yes momma, I do.”
 
   “The doctor ran some test on a lump he found under my breast.”
 
   Charlotte covered her mouth, “Oh God, Momma!”
 
   “Shhh!  Don’t wake your daddy.”
 
   “But Momma--”
 
   “But nothing, now listen.”
 
   She grabbed Charlotte’s hand.
 
   “I have some more tests to do before it can be confirmed but I wanted you to be aware of this just in case…” she paused.  
 
   “Just in case what, Momma?”
 
   Ruthie sighed.  
 
   “Just in case, your daddy needs you to help take care of him.”
 
   She held onto her mother’s hand tightly and laid her head on her mother’s lap like she had so many times as a little girl.  
 
   She looked out into the sky as the heavy rain poured, unaware that her phone was vibrating, alerting her of an incoming call.
 
    
 
   *  *  *
 
    
 
   I looked at the caller ID.  The number was anonymous.  I tapped the call back button.  Damn, Nothing.  I knew it would be a long shot but it was the only shot I had.  I quickly called dispatch and gave them the number and told them to contact the wireless service provider and see if we could triangulate where the call came from.  I hoped that we could trace the number to the serial number of the phone, and then to the store of purchase and find out who bought it and if they have surveillance cameras. It was thin also but worth a shot.  
 
   “Well, well, how’s it going, Jared?”
 
   I turned to see the last person in the world I would ever want at my funeral.  I couldn’t stand him and I’m sure the feeling was mutual. Detective Harry Burncutt got out of his unmarked car and walked over to me, buttoning his coat. 
 
   “I’m headed over to Judge Middlebrooks,” I said, “Later!”
 
   I started walking to my car. 
 
   “Now that’s a coincidence, I was just told to go do that myself.”
 
   I turned around.
 
   “Burncutt, what the hell you want?”
 
   He put his hands up in front of him.
 
   “Hey! Whoa, compadre,” He gestured surrender with his hands.  
 
   “I just wanted to touch base with you before I head over to the judge’s house.”
 
   He lowered his hands and put them in his pockets.
 
   “And besides, I just got a call from Capt. Davis and he wanted me to relay a message to you.”
 
   My shit-o-meter was going haywire.  I gritted my teeth.
 
   “What’s the message?”
 
   “I’m in charge of this case and I, that is, we will inform him about his wife’s demise.” 
 
   He crossed his arms.  “I would assume it’s because you are a hothead with a conflict of interest and the department doesn’t need any more… uhm….bad publicity.” 
 
   “We?” I asked.  
 
   “Oh I forgot to introduce you to my new partner Detective Cheryl Glass.  She is sitting in the car.”
 
   She got out the driver side and stood beside the car.  I guessed her to be about 5’6, short brown hair and fair skinned.  Her boyish appearance gave me the impression she wanted to prove herself better than any man. She extended her hand in greeting and spoke with a high level of confidence in her voice.
 
   “Pleased to meet you detective, I’ve heard a great deal about you.”  
 
   I snapped my eyes at Burncutt.  Son of a bitch!
 
   “I’m sure you have.”
 
   His smile was like a hyena about to eat a lame lion.
 
   “Well now that we are all acquainted, and you now know that I’m running the show, I need to know everything you know.”
 
   I wanted to kick his teeth to the back of his head and beat that smile right off his face, but I needed to be in on this case because whoever it was that killed Mrs. Middlebrooks needed me in the game and not this clown.
 
   “Ok Burncutt,” it’s your case but now I need to let you know something.”  
 
   I paused to let his confidence level get real high before I cut him down.
 
   “Your killer just called me.”
 
   “Wh-what do you mean the killer just called you?”
 
   “Just what I said, He just called me and told me that he’s not through and that this murder is one of many more to come.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” he said, looking knowingly at Detective Glass.
 
   “Dispatch has everything I know and I really don’t give a shit if you believe me or not!”
 
   I got in my car and drove off.  It felt good to put that bastard in check.  Now he needed me.    
 
   I looked at the time.  11:00pm. I dialed Charlotte’s number.  She didn’t pick up.  I assumed she probably got tired of waiting and went to bed.  That sounded like a good idea about right now.  Crime scenes drain a lot of energy from a person.  I figured a good hot shower and a late night snack would help prepare me for the morning meeting.  The chief probably ordered the captain to give the assignment to Burncutt.  I didn’t mind at all.  However, I couldn’t wait to see their faces in the morning after Burncutt told them about the killer calling me.  It was a small personal victory that was short-lived.  There was a killer out there somewhere who directly called me disguising his voice and threatening to kill again.  Many More!
 
   I had to get this bastard.  I tried Charlotte’s number again.  She picked up.
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   I heard sadness in her voice.
 
   “Hi Charlotte, are you ok?”
 
   It sounded like she was fighting tears. “Oh yes, yes, I’m ok.  What’s up?”
 
   She tried to hide her crying by pretending to have a cold.
 
   “Hey if it’s a bad time, I could call you back later.”
 
   “Oh no-no,” it’s alright, I’m glad you called.  
 
   “Jared?” 
 
   “I’m here, Charlotte.”
 
   “How about lunch tomorrow at Johnny’s, is that ok with you?”
 
   “That would be fine Charlotte.  Besides, you have to be at the press conference in the morning. I looked at my watch.  It was after midnight.  “And we need our sleep.”
 
   “Ok baby, I’ll see you there.”
 
   She hung up before I could kiss or say “Ok.  Bye.”
 
   Something was wrong, but I respected her privacy.  I liked Charlotte and I wanted to always be there for her if she needed me.  I placed my phone in the console and turned the radio up to catch the news.  92.9 WTUG was playing the quiet storm.  Peabo Bryson’s “Can You Stop the Rain from Falling,” was playing.  How ironic I thought considering my windshield wipers were working fast and hard to clear the pounding rain from my windshield.  
 
   I was concerned for Charlotte but my focus was on this case. Whoever this guy was, he was very bold.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                                                                Chapter 3
 
   The morning came fast.   I woke up to the Isley Brothers song, “Voyage to Atlantis,” playing on the radio.  I always kept the alarm clock set for the radio to wake me up so I could catch some of the Tom Joyner Morning Show.  Tom Joyner is a civil rights activist and along with Sybil Wilkes and Comedian J. Anthony Brown, they bring News, Entertainment, and Good wholesome fun to every household. They bring news and entertainment to radio every weekday morning.  As Tom was giving out the lucky numbers for his yearly Fantastic Voyage cruise, I got up and stretched, loosening my joints up for some calisthenics exercises, hoping to strike it lucky for the umpteenth time.  After I was done, I turned on the coffee pot and then went into the bathroom and started the shower.  My face felt like an SOS pad.  After I showered and shaved, I put on my black Ralph Lauren knockoff Polo shirt with the embroidered badge, my 511 Khaki pants, and my black low quarter tactical boots.  I poured myself a cup of coffee and turned on the TV to see if anything about the murder last night made the headlines.  It did.
 
   ABC 33/40 was running the story.  I turned the volume on the radio down and used the remote to turn the TV volume up.
 
   “Police need your help on the murder of Julia Middlebrooks whom is the wife of District Judge Robert Middlebrooks.  Her body was discovered last night next to her car on Alabama route 298.  Police are not releasing any details at this time. A press conference is scheduled today at 10:00 AM at the City Hall Conference room.   Officials are asking anyone with information about this crime to call Crime Stoppers at (205) 41-CRIME again the number is (205) 412-7463.”  
 
   I turned the volume down.  The way I looked at it, the story was well handled, and would not create a public panic.
 
   I finished my coffee and put the cup in the sink along with the other dirty dishes I had been promising myself I would wash.   I turned the coffee pot off and grabbed my keys off the counter.  
 
   The rain had slacked up some but was still falling and made it difficult to get anywhere in the city fast.  I didn’t mind it much.  Driving in the rain is everyday stuff in Alabama.  I started to run everything through my head again.  
 
   Why the judge’s wife?  Could it be somebody out for revenge and mistook Julia Middlebrooks for her husband?  Why did they not rob her, with all that Jewelry?  
 
   And—the big one--why call me?
 
   I checked my phone and saw that I forgot to leave it on charge last night.  Thoughts ran through my mind.  Had he tried to contact me again?  How could I have been so careless?
 
   I plugged the dead phone into the charger.  The phone came to life.  There were notifications of couple of missed calls and one voicemail.  I felt a knot in my stomach.  I looked at the list of missed calls.  One was from Burncutt and the other was from Captain Davis.  I smiled.  This day should be very interesting.  
 
   I tapped the icon for voicemail to listen to the message.
 
   “Detective Jackson, this is Capt. Steve Davis. Give me a call once you get this message.  The time is 7:00 AM.”
 
   I looked at my watch.  It was now 8:50 AM.   I dialed the number.
 
   “Homicide Division, Capt. Davis?”
 
   “Hello Capt., Detective Jackson returning your call?”
 
   “Detective Jackson, I need to see you in my office when you get here.”
 
   “Ok Capt., I’ll be there as soon as I can.  I’m at the mercy of the weather and over cautious drivers.”
 
   “Alright, I will see you soon.”
 
   He hung up.  
 
   Yep, this was definitely going to be an interesting day.
 
    
 
   *   *   *   *
 
    
 
   9:00 AM.  Lakeview Lane was quiet except for the rain hammering the pavement.  Lakeview Lane was an upscale neighborhood where mostly doctors, lawyers, and retirees lived.  The kids were already at school and some adults were at their place of practice.  It was common to see service trucks parked at people’s homes during the day.  Nobody thought twice about seeing a pest control truck in the driveway of 1114 Lakeview Lane.    
 
   The man got out of the truck and walked up to ring the doorbell.  He was a nondescript little man, but muscular, with oddly bushy blonde hair and a moustache and beard in a sandy red color.
 
   Sheila Durham peeped through the living room blinds.  It puzzled her to see a pest control truck at her house on a Tuesday.  The usual schedule was once a month and on Fridays.  He must be lost, she thought.  She opened the door.
 
   “Can I help you?”
 
   The Reaper was stunned by woman’s beauty.  She was a redhead about 5’6” and 125 lbs.  She wore black stretch pants and an orange workout shirt that was already drenched in sweat.  
 
   “Yes ma’am, I’m with Billy’s Pest Control and I’m giving out flyers to promote our business.”
 
   “Well we already have Orkin but thanks any—“
 
   “Yes ma’am, I understand,” he interrupted.  “I just want to give you this flyer and also see if you were aware of that dead garden snake in your driveway?”
 
   She gasped.  “Oh, my God!  Where-where is it?”
 
   “Right there in front of my truck and it looks like it was headed toward the front door.”
 
   He paused to let his words sink in to her.  She looked at where he pointed to and saw the flattened snake lying in front of his tires.
 
   “Eek—can you take it away with you when you leave, please?”
 
   Now the game was set.
 
   “Yes ma’am, and since he was a little one, would you like me to quickly check around inside your house just in case his parents may have somehow got inside?” Sound polite, he thought. Sound helpful.
 
   “OH YES! Please do.” She was buying it.
 
   She stepped to the side still cringing at his words and looking around her feet.  She had completely forgotten about working out or even checking his credentials.
 
   She closed the door behind them.
 
   She didn’t have time to react.  The Reaper made his move.  He dropped the clipboard of fliers and grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her tight so she couldn’t move.  In one swift motion, he pulled the ball peen hammer from his tool belt and hit her hard in the top of her head and released her motionless body to collapse to the floor.  She was dead.  
 
   He picked up his clip board and strode out the front door, got in his truck and drove away. Piece of cake. When he had reached US Hwy 82, he drove east.  He removed the mustache, beard, and wig he was wearing and placed them in a bag next to him on the seat.  Without his disguise, he was quite handsome and fair to look upon.  He pulled out his new disposable phone and sent a text message.  
 
    
 
   *   *   *   
 
    
 
   Charlotte always hugged her mom before she went to work.  Today was different. She wanted to do so much more, but she managed to keep things natural. She kissed her on the cheek.    
 
   Jimmie Earl was reading the morning paper.  
 
   “Folks done lost they minds these days,” he said.  He sipped his coffee.  
 
   Ruthie placed Jimmie’s plate of bacon, eggs, and pancakes in front of him.  
 
   “Why you say that, honey?” Ruthie said, pouring the syrup on his pancakes.
 
   He pointed to the paper.
 
   “This killin’ that happened in town last night to that white lady.”
 
   They both looked at Charlotte.
 
   “You doing this story also?” he asked.  He picked up a fork full of eggs and shoved them in his mouth.
 
   She nodded after putting a delicate bite of eggs in her mouth.  Her daddy would eat that whole plate of food, while she would just take an egg and maybe a little dry toast with her coffee.
 
   “There really wasn’t much to go on last night, I was waiting for Jared to--” she caught herself and looked at her mother, who had a knowing smile on her face.  
 
   “Jared and I are going to have lunch today.  Perhaps he may know more by then.  Besides, I write exclusively.  I am not your run of the mill reporter.  I am Charlotte Reed, the Exclusive Crime Columnist.”
 
   Her dad looked at her over his eyeglasses.  
 
   “That’s my girl!” 
 
   He smiled and finished the last of his pancakes.
 
   “Well, baby, you be careful in that weather now, you hear?  Folks drive crazy nowadays too.”
 
   “I will, Daddy”.  She kissed him on the cheek.  
 
   “I’ll walk you out,” said Ruthie.
 
   When they had stepped out on the porch, Charlotte hugged Ruthie tight and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “I love you, Momma.”
 
   “I love you too, Charlotte.”
 
   They both wiped their eyes.  
 
   “Now go tell that man you love him too!”
 
   Charlotte thought about that. “Bye, Mom!” 
 
   The heavy traffic quickly released her thoughts from her mother.  Cars had come to a standstill on Hwy 69.  Charlotte picked up her phone to call her editor.
 
   “Hey, Charles, it looks like I’m going to be late.  I think they might have a fender bender on highway 69.”
 
   “Hey, we could use a by-story to print also.  See what you can get and I will see when you get here,” he said and hung up.
 
   It was still raining. Hard.
 
   “I’ll get what I can from inside my car,” she said to the silent phone.
 
   Traffic was at snail speed but she was getting close to the amber and blue lights of the emergency vehicles.  
 
   It was just as she thought--a small fender bender.  Silver Mercedes C-Class had hit an older model Toyota Camry in the rear and the driver saw dollar signs in his eyes.  She had seen that man in the Mercedes before, she thought.  She wondered if he was a doctor.  She noticed that he got in the passenger side of the police car and the officer sped off with lights and siren blasting.  She pushed it all to the back of her mind and concentrated on getting to her desk.  She had an hour before the press conference.  
 
   She finally made it to work and was sitting at her desk.  She attempted to clean all the cluttered papers off her desk but heard her name called. 
 
   “Charlotte?”
 
   She looked up and saw that it was her editor.  
 
   He walked over.  His glasses were as thick as two coke bottles pressed together.  He wore a bow tie and a sleeveless sweater over a button down shirt.  He was Jewish, in his mid-50’s, and had a receding hairline that he tried to cover by combing as many strands from the sides up and over it as humanly possible. Charlotte was used to it. It was his thing.
 
   Charlotte was about to explain why she didn’t have his by-story when he dropped a bombshell on her.
 
   “Charlotte, I sent Jerry Ellis to cover the press conference.”
 
   Charlotte was pissed off at the audacity of Charles taking her off something big and giving it to an amateur.
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “Because, you have a new assignment and here is the address.  The Police and all the other news stations are already there.  I need you to cover this.  It might be connected to the murder last night.”
 
   Charlotte stood up from her desk and grabbed the piece of paper from Charles.  
 
   1114 Lakeview Lane was about 10 minutes away across Lake Tuscaloosa.  This perked her interest.
 
   “What’s the name of the victim?” she asked.
 
   “Mrs. Nancy Durham,” he said.  
 
   A sudden jolt of coldness ran through her.  
 
   “She wouldn’t happen to have a husband named Dr Peter Durham would she?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s right.  Do you know them?”
 
   She paused before answering.
 
   “He is my mother’s doctor, and I believe he was the driver of a silver Mercedes that was involved in that accident that held me up on highway 69.”
 
   “Records do show that he does drive a Silver Mercedes C-Class.”
 
   Charlotte grabbed her purse and keys and headed quickly to her car.
 
   She rushed to her car without using the umbrella, even though it was still raining pretty hard.  She drove out of the parking lot and headed North on highway 69.  
 
   She pressed #2 to speed dial Jared’s number and waited for him to pick up.
 
   “Come on Jared, pick up the phone!”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   I told Charlotte I’d meet her at the scene and hung up.  I placed my phone on the console.  Everybody was rolling on the call to Lakeview Drive.  A neighbor had phoned the police after discovering Sheila Durham’s lifeless body.  My phone was buzzing.  A delayed text message had just come through.  Probably the weather had something to do with it, I thought.  I raised the phone to eye level, at the same time keeping my focus on the road.  Traffic was light but the roads were still wet.  I opened the message screen and felt a knot in my stomach.
 
   “1114 Lakeview Drive.”  It was signed The Reaper.              
 
   The caller ID showed ANONYMOUS as the caller.
 
   I threw the phone on the passenger seat.  I was five minutes from there.
 
   I saw the news helicopter hovering in the distance.  
 
   When I pulled in, I flashed my credentials to the officer at the crime scene tape and gave him my name for his log.  Captain Davis, Burncutt, and Detective Glass were standing at the front door with a white male who was crying profusely.  
 
   “Gentleman let’s go inside,” said the captain.  “Detective Glass, I need you stay with the husband, Dr. Durham, here.”
 
   “Yes sir,” she replied.
 
   We walked inside.  The metallic smell of blood filled the room.  The body lay in a clump against the sofa facing the seat cushion with her arms loosely hanging to her sides.  It was easy to tell the blood all over her had come from the hole in the top of her head.  The Captain pointed to a hammer on the floor that had blood on it.  
 
   “We believe this to be the murder weapon,” he said.
 
   I examined the hammer without touching it.  
 
   “Have the CSU techs looked out in the garage for—,” Burncutt cut me off.
 
   “Yes, Detective Jackson, we already searched the garage, and the hammer does not appear to belong to the husband and nor was he around when this happened.”
 
   “Now look!” said the captain.  “You two are working on this thing together! Okay? And I don’t want to hear any more of this bickering.  We have a killer out there and we need to get him.”  
 
   Capt. Davis turned to walk out the door.  Burncutt walked out with him.
 
   I looked at the lifeless body of the woman and shook my head.  I saw one of the techs collecting carpet samples.  This was normal, in case we found the suspect and he had trace evidence of this carpet on his clothes.  
 
   “Excuse me,” I said to the young man.  Red-haired, he had a freckled face and looked like he was still in high school. A little nerdy.  I saw that the name on his shirt said Chris.  He stood up, smiling as if he was waiting for me to ask him something.
 
   “How can I help you, Detective?”
 
   “What have you got so far?”
 
   “Nothing solid right now, but we will go over every inch of this place with a fine tooth comb if necessary.”
 
   “It is necessary,” I said.  I looked him over from head to toe. When I got down at his feet, I saw something.
 
   “Hold it! Don’t move.”
 
   There was the corner of a sheet of paper was sticking out from under the sofa.  I knelt down to take a closer look.  It had blood on it.
 
   “You have any gloves and a pair of tweezers?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He reached in his pocket and brought out a pair of gloves and gave me the pair of tweezers he had been using to get carpet samples.
 
   “What’s up, Detective?”
 
   “I’m--not sure,” I said, examining the paper.
 
   I grabbed the paper with the tweezers.  It was a flyer for a Billy’s Pest Control Company.
 
   I gave it to the tech to have it tagged and bagged.  I took a photo of it with my phone.
 
   “What is that?” asked Burncutt. 
 
   The tech started to answer.
 
   “The detective here saw a bloody piece of paper under the sofa and--”
 
   “Never mind, get it to the lab, pronto.  I want it checked for prints, DNA, the whole works.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes sir,” said the tech.
 
   I looked at Burncutt and turned and walked out the front door.
 
   Detective Glass was still consoling the husband and Burncutt was interviewing the neighbor who discovered the body.  I didn’t see Chad.
 
   I noticed all the beautiful houses in the neighborhood and thought how until this these people had felt safe in these homes.  This murder had changed the neighborhood forever.  I imagined that some of them would be gone by the summer, which was only about two months away.  Just move, why not?  They could afford it.  
 
   I walked over to the crime scene tape where Charlotte was waiting for me.  Reporters were hurling questions at me from every side.  I told them that the Chief was handling all press conferences and he alone would answer any questions they might have.  Charlotte gestured me to call her.  I nodded as inconspicuously as I could, so the others wouldn’t see. I turned and walked to my car.  
 
   I phoned dispatch and told them I would be 10-10 for about an hour.  I called Charlotte and told her I had an hour break and to meet me Johnny’s.  Johnny’s was downtown and a good quiet hangout spot.
 
   “So, what do you want on your hot dog?” I asked.
 
   “The usual,” said Charlotte.
 
   “Two for me and one for her, and make them all the way, Johnny.” 
 
   “You got it, Detective,” said Johnny.
 
   Johnny’s Hot Dogs was a small one man diner in the city plaza.  Johnny had been in business for almost 20 years in the same spot when he got out of the army after the Gulf War in ‘91, he decided to open up his own business.  He tried leasing a building for a restaurant, but it fell through within a year because the owners raised the rent when he started to make money. He started bringing a hot dog stand to the plaza.  His hot dogs were such a success, after a couple of years the mayor had a permanent stand built in the city plaza for Johnny.
 
   We got our hot dogs and walked over to a park bench and sat down.
 
   I took a large bite of one of my hot dogs.  Charlotte pinched off a small piece and ate.
 
   “So, what’s up?” I asked trying to chew, swallow, and talk at the same time.
 
   “You need to slow down.  I’m not that good at CPR.”
 
   “Sorry, I was hungry! No--HOWNGRY!” 
 
   She smiled.  “So can I get something for the record or what?”
 
   I finished chewing and wiped my mouth with a napkin.
 
   “I wish I could give you something right no, but honestly, we don’t have much to go on ourselves. But--I will tell you this.”  I wiped his mouth again with the napkin.  “The guy calls himself, The Reaper.
 
   “Aren’t you all the ones who give out names to the psychopaths?”
 
   “Not this time. He chose it for us.  I’m thinking it’s a clue as well, but like I said, we don’t have much to go on.”
 
   “Ok, if that is all you got, then that is all you got.  I will do a short column tonight for the morning paper.”  
 
   Charlotte stood up.
 
   “You hardly touched your hotdog. Is there something wrong?”
 
   “It’s nothing.”
 
   She turned her face from me.  I thought she was hiding tears.
 
   I got up and held her. She relaxed a little in my arms, but I could feel how tense she was, as if she was holding herself together with sheer will power. 
 
   “Whatever it is, I’m here for you,” I said.  Always remember that.”  When she looked at me, her eyes had lost their professional, confident glow. It was as if she was pleading, without saying anything.
 
   The occasion called for me to say it, even though I hadn’t been able to before. 
 
   “I love you Charlotte, I love you so very much.”
 
   She looked at me.  Now there were tears in her eyes.
 
   “I love you too Jared. I do.”  She paused a minute.  We both had to let what we were saying sink in.  It had been a long time coming. “I love you very much.”
 
   I almost teared up myself.  I had found the woman of my dreams and I loved her and she loved me.  It was all in the world that mattered right then.  I was so elated, that I felt I could climb Mount Everest and pull a star from the sky and place it in her hands.  
 
   I gently kissed her, not caring who saw us or what they thought.  We were two people, in love.  
 
    
 
    
 
                               Chapter Five
 
   The Reaper lit a cigarette and exhaled a steady stream of smoke.  He picked up the TV remote and flipped through the channels until he found the local news station.  The murder on Lakeview was plastered all over the wide-screen TV.  He watched for a few minutes to see if he would be named.  He wasn’t.  He snarled and threw the remote at the TV.  He looked down at the motionless body of the man tied up on the floor.  The Reaper knelt down and took his knife out.  
 
   Dave Robinson’s eyes grew large at the sight of the blade.  He tried to shout for help but the gag suppressed his voice.  
 
   “Well Mr. Robinson, it looks like you are going to help me get more famous considering the fact that you and Detective Jackson made me who I am.  You saw me crying in that courtroom. Long time ago.  Too bad you won’t be around for the grand finale—they’re going to call it the trial of the century.”  At that moment, The Reaper swiped the blade across the Assistant District Attorney’s throat.  Blood oozed all over the dead man.  The Reaper wiped his knife on the shirt of the corpse and stood up.
 
   He extinguished his cigarette butt in the ash tray on the coffee table and stepped over the body and headed to the door.  The doorbell rang.  He froze.    
 
   He pressed flat against the wall away from the view of the windows and removed the switchblade from his pocket and opened it.  He peered through the open edges of the curtains without touching them.  Standing at the door was a neatly dressed brown-haired man in a uniform.  He noticed a utility truck parked on the curb.
 
   This is all coming apart.  Sorry fella, you have to die!
 
   He opened the door and greeted the man with a smile.  The man was tall, with a slender build. He was wearing a uniform with a Signal Gas Company logo.  The Reaper invited the man inside and closed the door behind them.  
 
   “Is...the...owner around?” he asked.              
 
   “Yeah, he is right over there on the floor.”  
 
   The man turned to where The Reaper pointed and before he could register what was happening, he was stabbed in the back of his neck.  He collapsed to the floor.  The Reaper moved quickly to wipe the blood off his knife onto the man’s clothes and exit the door before somebody else showed up.
 
   Fortunately, the man didn’t block his truck in the driveway.  He walked casually to his truck and backed out the drive way.  Pulled out his new phone and sent a text to Detective Jackson.  After sending the message, he removed the blonde wig and dark sunglasses and placed them in a bag beside him and turned on the radio.  The newsflash caused him to panic.
 
   “Police need your help in locating a white utility truck with the name Billy’s Pest Control on the door…..”
 
   He turned off the radio.  He saw a narrow dirt road coming up on the right that led to Lake Tuscaloosa.  He reached a secluded embankment and saw that nobody was around.  He grabbed the bag on the seat that had his change of clothes in it and threw them to the tree line.  He looked around again and put the gear in neutral and released the brake.  The truck rolled down the embankment and crashed into the lake taking the phone he had used and everything else that was incriminating.  
 
   The truck slowly submerged in the water and disappeared.  He walked over to the tree line to conceal himself as he changed into a white T-shirt and blue jeans.  He then opened his zippo lighter and burned his pest control costume beyond recognition.  As he walked out to the main road he looked down and saw a bamboo fishing pole lying on the ground still intact but with no hook and picked it up.  
 
   He was in luck.  There was a gas station about a quarter of a mile away.  
 
   The rain was gone and the sun beat down on the asphalt causing him to sweat profusely.  He walked through the parking lot up to the front sliding doors.  He felt immediate relief from the air conditioning system.  The place was packed with people going fishing and people who already gave up for the day.  With that fishing pole in hand, he mixed in with the crowd.  He knew he could pass for anybody.   
 
   He observed the brown haired clerk behind the counter with a frustrated look on her face, waiting on a guy at her register who thought he was some sort of Romeo by complimenting her blue eyes.  The guy wore a fishing cap, faded blue overalls and cowboy boots. Probably a truck driver, he thought.  
 
   The Reaper walked to the other side of the store.  A pay phone was on the wall between the restrooms.  He smiled at the ancient artifact.  How convenient, he thought.  Ruffling through the yellow pages, he found the number to a cab service.  He reached in his pockets and pulled out two quarters.  The cab dispatcher told him it would be about a 20 minute wait.
 
   He thanked the woman and hung up, then walked back toward the counter.  The smell of fried chicken had his attention.  He realized he hasn’t eaten anything that morning and was hungry.  
 
   “Hi, can I help you?” asked the clerk.
 
   “Yes.”  He looked at her name on her shirt.  “Uhm—Tabitha, I would like a two piece dark with fries and a coke, please.” 
 
   She grabbed a box off the counter and placed the chicken and fries inside.  That will be $5.25 please.”
 
   He gave her a $20 and added two packs of Marlboros to the list.
 
   “Your total is $19.70, out of $20.”
 
   He thanked her and walked out the door and sat down at a table to wait for his cab. Most of  the fries were gone and he was finishing the chicken when the cab pulled up.  
 
   A heavy set black guy with glasses was driving.
 
   “Excuse me sir, did you call a cab?”
 
   The Reaper nodded.  He threw what was left of his food in the trash bin near the door and opened the rear door of the cab and got in.
 
   “Where downtown are you headed?” asked the driver.
 
   “Take me to the YMCA.”
 
   “All right, that’ll be $15, sir.”
 
   He pulled out a twenty dollar bill.  “Keep the change.”  
 
   “Yes sir, and thank you sir.”
 
   The driver was talking.  His son was going to Auburn in the fall.  His wife was so proud—all her family had been to Auburn.  The small talk fell on deaf ears as the Reaper was lost in his own thoughts.  He contemplated his next disguise.
 
   Hmm…A cab driver is not a bad idea. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   My head was pounding.  Everything was hitting me at once.  Although I didn’t care too much for Dave Robinson, still, I didn’t wish him death.  The other guy appeared to be an innocent who just happened to see who The Reaper was before meeting his death.  Who the hell was The Reaper?
 
   My thoughts were interrupted by the CSU tech Chris, who I met on the other scenes.  
 
   “Detective, did you ever get that information I sent to you?”  I turned to face him…puzzled.
 
   “What information?” I asked.
 
   “It was about the prints we picked up off the ball peen hammer, and the bloody flier you discovered.”
 
   He had my full attention.  “Go on.’
 
   “Well, we were able to get a thumbprint from around the small end of the hammer and also we discovered that that flier was made locally once we used protein removal substance to lift the blood for sampling. We discovered a partial address of the publishing company under the blood.  West End Publishing to be exact.”
 
   The words woke me up and my adrenaline took over.  
 
   “Thanks for the information.”  I turned to walk out the door but then turned again to the tech.
 
   “By the way, who did you give that information to, to be passed on to me?”
 
   “Detective Burncutt.” He said
 
   I smiled.  I was pissed, but I smiled.  Burncutt thinks I be playing checkers when I really be playing chess.  My brain is always in Sherlock mode. I suppose by now he was trying to get me off the case.  I walked to my car and drove toward the highway.  I called dispatch.  April Johnson was on duty, which was good.  We always talked in code whenever I needed something that I didn’t want recorded over the 911 system or any unsuspecting ear hustlers hanging around.  
 
   “Thanks for the number, April.  Congratulations on getting married.  Give me a call sometime and let’s catch up.”
 
   She understood.  “Ok, will do, Detective.”
 
   She called me on my cell phone immediately after we hung up.  She didn’t just get married, in case you’re wondering.
 
   “Hey Jared, what’s up?”
 
   “April, I need some info and I need it fast.”
 
   “Ok?”
 
   “Where is Burncutt?”
 
   “He is in Capt. Davis’ office right now.”
 
   “Has he been anywhere today, outside the station?”
 
   “No. he just came on duty about 30 minutes ago and has been in with the captain ever since.”
 
   “Okay, good.”  I was relieved.  “Hey, who is that guy that likes you over in CID?”
 
   “Oh, you mean, Adam?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s him.”
 
   “You up to something Jared, but okay--what do you need?”
 
   “See if you can finagle the name of whose print that is on the hammer.”
 
   “Sigh.  I’ll see what I can do, but you are going to owe me dinner for this one.”
 
   “I’ll definitely take care of that.  See if you can get it for me in the next 15 minutes.  I’m on a trail and I need a name.”
 
   “Ok, I’ll text you later.”
 
   April was good.  I got the text 10 minutes later as I drove into the parking lot of West End Publishing.  Carl Minton
 
   I put the car in park and shut off the engine.  I texted her back and told her to send me a photo of him.  A few seconds later I had an email notification showing that the photo was there.
 
   Carl Minton was had thin, light brown hair and pale blue eyes. I couldn’t help but wonder if I had seen him somewhere before.  I shifted my mind back to why I was here at the publisher’s.  
 
   I walked inside the building.  The room smelled of fresh cut paper and ink.  The young black guy behind the counter looked up from reading his Play Station 4 magazine.
 
   “Hello Sir, can I help you?”
 
   “Yes you can.”
 
   I pulled out my phone and showed him the picture of Carl Minton.
 
   “Have you ever seen this man before in this store?”
 
   “He doesn’t look familiar.”
 
   “Is the manager around?” I asked cordially.
 
   “No sir, he’s gone to run errands and won’t be back until after 1:00.”
 
   “Okay,” I sighed.  “I’ll be back around that time.”
 
   I gave him my card.  His eyes got big as a fifty-cent piece.
 
   “If he happens to return before then, please have him give me a call.”
 
   “Yes, Sir Detective.  I will make sure he gets this.
 
   I thanked the young man and left.  I called Charlotte when I got in the car.
 
   “Hey, Baby.” 
 
   The sound of her voice saying those two words made me feel good all over.
 
   “Hey, Honey. I was just thinking about you.”
 
   “Well, you caught me at a bad time but it’s okay, because I wanted to hear your voice too.”
 
   My smile grew bigger.
 
   “Oh, Jared?’
 
   “Yes, Baby?”
 
   “Mom is cooking a big Sunday meal and wants you to come to dinner.”
 
   “Sounds good.  I’ll look forward to it.”  I flipped my mind back to the case.  
 
   “Baby, I need you to use your news sources and look up a name of a guy.”
 
   “Is he the suspect?”
 
   “Hold your horses, Baby, I can’t let this one slip out the bag yet, too many people will probably get in trouble.”
 
   “Ok, I’ll get right on it after I finish this column on The Reaper.”
 
   “Okay. And call me as soon as you got it.  The trail is hot and I don’t want to lose any momentum.”
 
   “I love you,” she said, very softly. 
 
   I whispered back.  “I love you too.” The girl could change the subject in a heartbeat.
 
   *     *     *
 
   A fuming Burncutt stood in front of Captain Davis’s desk.  
 
   “Captain, I don’t need Jackson on this case anymore.  If you would just order him to give me everything he knows and allow me to secure his phone, I could then…”
 
   “Then what, Burncutt?  Do you think the killer wants to talk with you?”
 
   “But Captain, I…”
 
   Captain Davis slammed his fist on his desk.  “That’s enough, now you two need to work together.  This case is not about egos dammit!  We have a serial killer out there on our streets adding to his body count.  The Mayor is on the Chief, the Chief is on the Assistant Chief and the Assistant Chief is on my back.  Now get with Jared!  Share this information from CSU and NAIL this guy!”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Burncutt replied, defeated.
 
   Detective Glass was sitting at her desk texting when Burncutt came out of the Captain’s office.
 
   “How was it?” she asked.
 
   “Never mind, did you follow up on the thumb print and that flier?”
 
   “Yes, I did.”  She placed her phone in her coat pocket and turned to her computer monitor and tapped a few buttons.
 
   “His name is Carl Minton, age 28, address unknown.  Last known address was in the Baldwin County Jail for petty crimes like shop lifting.  He has one assault case in which he nearly cut a guy’s head off.”
 
   “Ok good, we need to get this guy’s picture out to the media and rely on our watchdog citizens to help us locate this guy.”
 
   She looked up at Burncutt.
 
   “Detective, shouldn’t we be sharing this information with Detective Jackson?”
 
   “Just do as I say, OK!  I’ll take care of Jackson.  I have to go take care of something.  I’ll call you later,” he said.
 
   Puzzled, Glass turned toward her computer and picked up the phone and dialed the media relations department.
 
   Burncutt hastily walked to the elevator.   
 
    
 
   *    *   *
 
   A dark colored van with tinted windows was parked outside the Chronicle.  The driver of the van had on a baseball cap, dark sunglasses, and a bandana to conceal his face.  His phone buzzed.  He tapped the word, “OKAY!” and hit send.  
 
   Charlotte exited the rear door of the building and walked to her car.  The van stopped behind her car.  She screamed and put up a struggle but the chloroform knocked her out cold.  He opened the door and quickly pushed her limp body inside.  He quickly got in the driver seat and the van sped out the parking lot.  
 
   He pulled out his phone and sent a text.  “OK, got her.”
 
   The stubby, round-shouldered security guard was too late.  He waddled to the street to try and get the tag number of the van.  The van had disappeared into the late evening traffic.  
 
   “Officer 3 to Base!  It was a dark colored van-newer Chevy model-with tinted windows!”
 
   “Were you able to get a tag number?”
 
   “Negative, negative-call 911.  Ms. Reed has been kidnapped!”
 
   “10-4!”
 
   Within minutes, the whole parking lot was full of patrol cars and helicopters were circling the whole county.  News helicopters were also doing their part in the search for one of their own.  
 
   I heard the news by a call from headquarters.
 
   “No! Not Charlotte—damn it!  It’s me you want, not her,” I vented.   I could hardly contain myself as I drove like a mad man in the traffic.  My heart was beating fast.  I blasted the siren and blew my horn at the slowing responding drivers on the road.  The dispatcher had put out that a dark colored Chevy Van, possibly black, was the suspected vehicle.  I examined every van on the road, on my way to the Chronicle.  I pulled in to the parking lot next to Cpt. Davis, who was talking to the security guard that reported the kidnapping.
 
   “Jared?”  The Captain sighed.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Fighting back my tears, I looked at the security guard.  “What happened, what did you see?’
 
   I grabbed him before I knew it.  “TELL ME!”
 
   The Captain grabbed me and pull me to the side.  The security guard was just as upset as I was.  I guess he felt my pain.
 
   “Jared, we got everybody on this, ok?” said Captain Davis.  “We will find her.”
 
   I walked over to my car and got in.  I didn’t know what to do.  I drove out of the parking lot and darted into traffic not caring if I caused an accident or not.  I got a few horns and middle fingers blasted at me but that all didn’t matter right now.  He had Charlotte.  
 
   I pulled out my phone and plugged it into the charger.  This time, I hoped he would call.  The Reaper. 
 
   I drove until I started seeing things repeat themselves.  I had circled the whole county looking for something—anything-- that would give me a clue as to where she might be.  I pulled into the Walmart parking lot.  
 
   It was getting and I had to call Charlotte’s parents.  It was times like this I wish somebody else could do my job.  But I had to do it.  They had to know.  The phone rang and her mother picked up.  
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   For the last three days, I had been staying with Charlotte’s parents.  Though I feared for their safety as well, still, I felt some part of Charlotte near me.  Gloom had set in around the house.  The spark of sunshine that they and I shared was not there.  Her dad, Jimmy Earl, had not been outside to tend to the chickens or the field since Charlotte’s abduction.  Ruthie just sat on the porch all day and most of the night, rocking back and forth humming church hymns.  Every now and then I would go over the case with them, just to keep us talking.   
 
   We would jump with excitement every time my phone rang, only to be disappointed that it was just Capt. Davis checking up on us. I guess he was trying to be reassuring but he put us right back into anticipation every time.
 
   When I thought of Charlotte being somewhere cold, dark, away from everyone who loves her, my soul would ignite into anger.  But it was that quiet anger, something between anger and despair. My love was trapped somewhere--out there, against her will--and there was nothing I could do.  
 
   I walked out on the porch.  It was raining again.  I saw a flash of lightning in the distance and then heard a roll of thunder.  The rain added to my depression.  I sat down on the swing and rocked slowly, looking out into the sky.  I said a prayer.  I was so deep in thought that I didn’t hear Ruthie come outside.
 
   “I brought you some coffee.”
 
   She rested her hand on my shoulder.  I took the cup from her.  
 
   “Thank you, Mrs. Reed.”
 
   “Any time,” she said.  
 
   She sat down in her chair and rocked slowly.
 
   “It’s a storm tonight.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am, it is.”
 
   She turned to face me and placed her hand on my knee.
 
   “Honey, its go’n be all right, you hear.  God is working and I know he will keep her safe and bring her home.” 
 
   I dropped my head and looked into the cup.
 
   “I just wish I was there, wherever she’s at.”
 
   “I know,” she said.  
 
   I stood up and walked to the edge of the porch.  Mrs. Reed started humming another church song.  I knew this song well.  I Got A Feeling That Everything Is Gonna Be Alright.
 
   I could feel the drizzle of rain dancing on my face.  Rain is good sometimes. It’s a sign things are going to grow. It cleans the earth. I took that rain as some sort of confirmation that everything was gonna be all right.  Jimmie Earl was inside watching the news.  He turned the volume up.  
 
   “Breaking News, we now have a photo of the serial killer who calls himself The Reaper.  Police are asking that anyone who has seen this man or have made contact with him, to contact the Tuscaloosa Police Department or Crime Stoppers….” He turned the volume down.
 
   I studied his picture on the screen.  I’m gonna get you, you son of a bitch! 
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
   She always woke up feeling nauseated with a slight headache, like she had many times before.  Dazed and confused.  She didn’t know how long she had been held, but that she had seen the same man with a bandana covering his face who always brought her McDonalds and a can of Sprite for food.  The only toilet she had was a urinal pan under the bed. Some considerate soul had left her a roll of tissue.  
 
   She tried many times screaming for help and even asking the guy why was she abducted but there was no response.  Finally on the second time he came with food, she asked again, “Why am I here?”  This time the man mumbled, “Bait for your boyfriend.”  
 
   “Jared?” she muffled.  Though she was shocked by his comment, still she was weak.  She had to eat.  She couldn’t remember when she ate last—or if she had at all since she’d been brought here.  And each time she ate, she didn’t remember anything until she woke up again.  
 
   She looked around the small room.  There was nothing but a chair, the bed she was lying on, and a door with a small window in it.  There were no windows.  She was wearing a blue medical gown like the ones patients wear when they are seeing their doctors.  Paint was peeling from the walls. The place looked like a building that had been condemned.  
 
   She walked to the door and peered through its window.  She could see light and that the room was big.  But she could not make anything out.  
 
   “Help!” she screamed.  But only the walls were listening.
 
   “Help, somebody help!” she yelled again beating the door with the bottom of her fist.
 
   She soon tired herself and slumped to the floor. She might have lost consciousness; even her waking moments seemed like a dream, and a bad one.
 
   She heard a car door slam.  She backed away from the door and onto the other side of the bed.  She assumed it was only one person because she only heard one door slam.  She looked around for something to use as a weapon.  Her vision was still fuzzy and the room was dim in what must have been late afternoon light.  She looked around on the floor only to see the urinal pan under the bed.
 
   It was too late.  Whoever it was that slammed that car door was coming inside.  She got up and lay down in the bed and pretended to be sleep.     She peered out the corner of her eye and saw that the man was peeking through the window in the door.  He unlocked the door.  She heard a sliding click sound.  A deadbolt, she thought.  
 
   The door opened and the man wearing the bandana appeared.  He walked over to her and shined a flash light over her.  She kept her eyes closed.  She calmed her breathing.  He then placed a bag on the chair and walked out.  She heard the sliding lock again and keys jingling.  She rolled over to see what was in the bag.  It was a Jack’s Hamburger, plain, with small fries and a can of Sprite.
 
   Her stomach growled.  She hesitated for a moment, thinking that it might be poison, but soon her growling stomach prevailed.  As she ate, she began to piece things together in her mind.  Her food was still warm, which meant she was still either in the city or close to it.  The slammed car door, so close, meant she was on a ground level floor.   
 
   She hurried up and ate.  She knew the man would come back to check on her again and take out the trash.  
 
   She started feeling light headed.  She held the burger up to the dim light and saw a residue of white powder.  Probably sleeping pills, she thought. She knew there was a reason she was sleeping so much.
 
   She wrapped the rest of the burger up and placed it in the bag.  She ate the fries because she was going to need her strength.  After she finished everything, she bent the can in the middle and tore it in half.  She then reached under the bed for the urinal pan and filled it as much as she could.
 
   She thought to herself, “It’s now or never.”  She sat on the bed and slumped against the headboard.  She needed him to think she was drugged again and out cold, so she kept her mouth open and slowed her breathing.  
 
   The keys jingled again.  Out the corner of her eye she saw the man looking through the window.  The dead bolt clicked.  The man stepped inside.  He shined his flashlight over Charlotte again.  Then he turned to walk out the door.  Charlotte jumped up and splashed him in his face with the urine and then used the half of the can of sprite she tore to rip into the man’s neck. He screamed in agony as the blood flowed down and around his neck.  
 
   He cursed. He called her every name she had ever heard and then added a few she hadn’t. She hadn’t killed him but she had hurt him pretty bad.  It gave her a chance to get outside into the big room.  She darted out the door and quickly looked around for a weapon.  She saw a heavy-handle straw broom.  She hit the broom against a chair and broke the straw head off.  By that time her kidnapper had clear his eyes with the bandana and saw her with the broom handle in her hand.  He walked toward her.  She had seen his face before, but where? She wondered.  She backed herself to the door that led to the outside.
 
   He reached out to grab her.  She shifted her body to one side and kicked him in the groin.  He belted out in pain.  Charlotte wasted no time.  She beat him in the head with the broom handle until he was out cold.  She then reached in his pockets and found the car keys.  She ran out the door and got in the black van that was parked outside.  She fidgeted for the right key.  She got the van started and sped away.  She looked back to see that the building they held her in was an old day care center that was on the outskirts of the city.  Nobody had been there in years and the county never got around to tearing it down.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   I got the call from Capt. Davis.  Charlotte was safe!  Some Alabama troopers that were posted up on Hwy 69 noticed a black van fitting the description of the BOLO and executed a traffic stop.  They said Charlotte got out of the van and ran back to the troopers’ cars yelling she was Charlotte Reed and she had just escaped her kidnapper.  Troopers put it out over the radio and gave details of the location that Charlotte gave them.  I put the announcement on speaker phone for her parents to hear.  
 
   “SWAT is probably there now as we speak.  But she is safe and sound.” Capt. Davis said with happiness in his voice.
 
   “Where is Charlotte?”  
 
   “We are waiting for you at DCH Regional.  She is getting checked out.  By the time you get here she will be ready to go.  
 
   “It’s just a formality.  She’s fine.”  I said looking at her mother.
 
   “Tell her I’m on my way.” 
 
   Her mom went through the house praising Jesus’ mighty name.  I even whispered a praise myself.  Her dad sat down in his chair in the living room and lit his pipe and wiped his eyes.  With tears in her eyes, Ruthie reached her hand out to me as if she was pushing me to go and get her baby.  
 
   “Go on son,” Jimmie Earl said.  He laid his double barrel shot gun on his lap.  “We ok.”  
 
   I smiled and raced out the door.  
 
   It took fifteen minutes to get from her parents’ house to the hospital. Under normal circumstances it can take up to 25.   I parked my Crown Vic in the parking lot where the ambulances drop off patients.  I flashed my badge at the security officer sitting at the desk.  
 
   “Charlotte Reed.”
 
   “Yes sir, she is in Triage Five. Turn right at the corner then left up the hall and on the left.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw Capt. Davis and Chad Caddis standing outside her door.  
 
   “Jared, she is inside waiting for you.”
 
   I looked at them both.  “Thank you both.”
 
   “You can thank me by marrying that woman in there.  You are all she been asking for since she got here.”  He smiled and opened the door for me.  
 
   She looked up from the nurse that was talking to her and smiled as I walked in.  
 
   “Jared, baby.”  She was still crying when I put my arms around her.
 
   We kissed.  
 
   “I thank God you are all right.  I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
 
   “You mean without…us?” she said. She had an odd smile on her face. I looked at the nurse. She had the same look.   
 
   She grabbed my hand and placed it on her belly.  “I’m pregnant.”
 
    
 
   *   *   *
 
   Burncutt interviewed Tabitha at the Texaco she worked at by the lake.  
 
   “So what do you remember about him that day?”  He pointed to the picture of Carl Minton.
 
   “Well he came in wearing a white T-shirt and blue jeans. He carried a fishing pole. He made a phone call at that payphone and then a cab picked him up.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “No-- else unusual.  He paid for his food and two packs of Marlboro cigarettes and told me to keep the change.”
 
   Burncutt thought for a minute.  “Damn! The lake.”
 
   “Come on, we have to go check out something.” Burncutt took his assistant Glass with him to their unmarked Crown Vic and raced out of the parking lot.  
 
   The lake was just a ¼ mile ahead.  Burncutt turned left on the dirt road leading to the lake.  He stopped the car and put it in park.  
 
   “Glass, be careful not to disturb these tire tracks.  It looks like a truck has been through here but never came out.”
 
   They both pulled their weapons and walked alongside the dirt road until they got to the embankment.  The high noon sun was glaring down upon them and also it reflected off something in the lake.  
 
   A small area of a truck bumper was barely below the water level.  
 
   Burncutt called it in.  Within minutes, police, media, and onlookers were all over that place.  A heavy wrecker pulled the truck from the lake.  CSU guys took photos as the truck was pulled ashore.  Inside the truck, they found a switchblade and a pair of uniforms, one with blood on it.  They also found a wet pack of Marlboros with maybe a couple of cigarettes left.  Capt. Davis walked over to Burncutt.
 
   “This is the truck,” said Burncutt, pointing to the Billy’s Pest Control sign on the driver door. 
 
   “We found a knife and some other stuff.  CSU is tagging and bagging everything now.”
 
   “Good work Detective, anything else?”
 
   “Yes sir,” we talked with the clerk and she gave us the info that led me here, plus she stated that she saw him get in a cab.”
 
   “Ok Burncutt, follow up on it and I’ll let Detective Jackson know what’s going on.  And, oh yeah--the next time you decide to go to the chief without going through your chain of command, I will have your badge.  Do you understand?” 
 
   Burncutt looked crushed. The high horse he was on reared up and dumped him off.  “Yes sir.” 
 
   “Come on Glass; let’s go follow up on this lead.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   I had never been so happy in my whole life.  We had a nice drive from the hospital to her parents’ house.  Her mom came to the door teary eyed.  Her dad walked slowly behind her still carrying his shotgun.  Chad pulled his patrol car behind mine.  I was glad he was here.  I needed to go back to my place for a shower and a change of clothes. 
 
   I had never seen so much hugging and kissing.  I walked her inside and made her comfortable.  It didn’t last long because once she told her mom that she was pregnant, her mom started praising Jesus again.  She reached out to Charlotte and hugged her and for a moment it seemed like they were communicating telepathically.  They both smiled.
 
   “Ahem.” I cleared my throat for attention.  “And I would like to say something please.”
 
   All eyes were on me.
 
   “Charlotte, have a seat, Baby.”  I reached in my pocket for the One Carat Marquis shaped diamond ring I had been keeping in the console for about a month.  I knelt down and held her left hand.  I looked at her parents.  Her dad was sitting in his favorite chair with her mom standing next to him and holding hands.
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Reed, I love your daughter and I want you to know that I plan to love her forever and a day.  I looked at Charlotte who was now breathing fast.
 
   “Charlotte?  Will you marry me?”
 
   “YES! YES! YES!”
 
   I slipped the ring on her finger.  We kissed as if nobody was in the room but us.  
 
   “Ahem.” Her dad cleared his throat.  He mother snapped at him.
 
   “Oh Jimmy Earl, leave them kids alone.  They are grown and they are getting married and they are having us a grandbaby.”   
 
   Jimmy Earl smiled and got up and hugged his wife of 40 years and kissed her like nobody else was in the room.  Ruthie had a puzzled look on her face.
 
   “What?” asked Jimmy Earl  “I still got it.”
 
   “Yes you do baby,” said a smiling Ruthie.
 
   Charlotte rubbed her right index finger on the back of her left index finger.  “Shame.”
 
   Her mother snapped.  “What, that’s how you got here.”
 
   Everybody in the house was laughing including Chad.
 
   “Congratulations Detective.”
 
   “Thanks Chad.”  We shook hands.
 
   “Chad, I need you to stay here until I get back.  I have to run to my place in town and take care of some things and I will be back within an hour.”
 
   “No problem, take your time.  Oh and hey, on your way back, get me a taco or something.  I haven’t eaten all day.”
 
   I looked at Ruthie.  She loved hearing words like that.
 
   “Well Chad, you are in for a treat.  How about some Salisbury steak, sweet peas, mash potatoes with cut up bacon in it and some of my homemade biscuits.”
 
   Chad looked at me.  “Take your time, I ain’t going anywhere.
 
   Charlotte walked me out to the porch.  I really didn’t want to leave but I couldn’t hide the fact that I needed a shower much longer.
 
   “Hurry back ok?”
 
   “With lights flashing and sirens blasting.”
 
   She laughed.  We kissed and slowly let go of each other’s hand. 
 
   I got in my car and backed out the driveway.  I was in high spirits.  All in the world felt right and I looked forward to being a dad. I couldn’t help but look back in the rear view mirror as Charlotte stood on the porch waving bye.  It was a beautiful sight to see.  
 
   Dark was setting in as I pulled into the parking lot of my apartment complex.  I got out of the car.  The air was cool and moist so I grabbed my faithful leather jacket and walked up the stairs to my apartment and turned the key.  
 
   “Ah! Home sweet home.”  I had just closed the door when I caught a glimpse Carl Minton sitting in my kitchen with a gun pointed at me. It was my spare gun, the one I kept under the mattress.
 
   “Well, Detective it’s good to finally see you again.  I didn’t know where you were but I was sure you would come back here.”
 
   He saw me look toward the sink.   
 
   “Oh, I do apologize for leaving the place dirty, but I thought a maid would come in to clean.”
 
   “What do you want?”  
 
   “Haven’t you figured that out by now?”
 
   “No. Enlighten me.”
 
   “Well for starters, I had everything planned out as soon as Judge Middlebrooks brought me into this. After killing his wife, I knew I could do it. I knew it was going to be good. I could do what I’d always dreamed of doing. I would kill Nancy Durham, Assistant DA Dave Robinson—and  all the others who sat on the jury and sentenced my daddy to the needle.”
 
   “I’ve sat on a few juries but I can’t seem to remember anyone with the last name of Minton.”
 
   “No--you wouldn’t remember that name, but you should remember Dr. William Dancy.”
 
   The name shot through me like a rocket.
 
   “Yeah, I remember him.  He molested and killed some underage girls including his own daughter.” I tried to put two and two together here.  “Which I take it to be your sister?”  
 
   Keeping the gun on me, he got up from the table.  
 
   “I was in love with my father and you helped take him away.”
 
   I stayed silent and let him talk. This was getting weird.
 
   “Yes, he killed those girls,” Minton said. “But his daughter is still alive.”  
 
   He moved closer to me with the gun still pointed at me.
 
   “Well if she is alive, where is she?”
 
   “Right here holding the gun in your face.”
 
   The shock hit me like a ton of bricks.  “You are Melanie Dancy?”
 
   “In the flesh, so to speak.”
 
   I had to keep her/him talking.  If he/she moved a little more closer, I could try and take him. 
 
   “So where were you all these years?”
 
   He looked at me.  “My mother took me away when I was 12 and filled my head with how evil my dad was.  But she was just jealous that he didn’t want her anymore.”
 
   “One more step,” I thought, as he moved closer to me.  
 
   “So why now after all this time? That was when I first came onto the force--at least 8 years ago?”
 
   “Come on, Detective, you know I couldn’t get around until I was of legal age.” He began to move toward me.
 
   This time he had stepped right where I wanted him.  I flung the leather jacket in his face and rushed him. I grabbed the gun and wrestled it out of his hand and punched him in the face. Being a former woman, he wasn’t very big, but it surprised me how strong he was He didn’t go down right away. He was a man now; I was gonna have to fight him like a man.  I kicked him in his abdomen and punched him again. He lay sprawled on the floor.  I straddled him and put my handcuffs on him.  I got up, keeping the gun pointed at him.  
 
   I picked up my phone and dialed 911, without even once taking my eyes off him.
 
   Patrol cars were there in minutes. Two officers came in and I said to the female, “She’s a woman.”  They looked at each other, but proceeded to action.
 
   The female officer did the search.  She was thorough.  She had found a handcuff key under Minton’s tongue.  She called in another female officer and they took Melanie/Minton into the bedroom and closed the door.  When they came back out, they had a six-inch switchblade and another handcuff key in their possession.  
 
   The finally took Minton downstairs and put him in a patrol car.  Officers were standing on each side with M4 Assault rifles.  I walked over to the car and opened the rear door.  
 
   “You answered everything else, but I want to know--why did you kidnap Charlotte Reed?”
 
    He looked at me, puzzled.  “Who is Charlotte Reed?”
 
   “You mean you didn’t kidnap her?” I asked.
 
   “Why? Is she your girlfriend?  Perhaps I should have studied you more, Detective.” 
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Another patrol car pulled up behind Chad’s and squeaked to a stop outside of the Reed’s house.  Ruthie peeked through the curtains and saw two people getting out.  
 
   “Looks like you got some company, Chad.”
 
   Chad looked surprised.  “Hold on a minute.  Don’t answer that door.  Let me make a call.”
 
   He dialed Capt. Davis and put him on speaker.  
 
   “Yeah, what is it?”  The captain asked.
 
   “Captain this is an emergency, I need to know if you sent anybody out here to the Reed’s home to relieve me.”
 
   “No. WHY?”
 
   “What about the Chief?”
 
   “Hell, nobody knows where he is!”
 
   “Ok, Capt., get some units here fast.”
 
   Davis was silent for a second.  “All right. Will do.  Be safe”
 
   Chad signaled for everybody to be quiet.  
 
   “What’s going on, Chad?  asked Charlotte.
 
   “I don’t know yet, but I do know that nobody is supposed to be out here but me.”
 
   “I need all of you to be quiet and get back toward the bedroom. Dammit, I don’t have my shotgun.”
 
   Jimmy Earl pointed over to his gun cabinet.  “All of ‘em are loaded.”
 
   Chad didn’t hesitate.  He grabbed a 12 gauge off the rack and pumped it.  Ruthie and Charlotte grabbed the other 12 gauge and a bolt action rifle.
 
   “We ain’t running in our own home,” said Jimmy Earl.  He cocked both hammers back on his double barrel and laid out a handful of shells on the coffee table.
 
   “Ok-- everybody get behind something and get ready.”
 
   There was a knock at the door.  
 
   “Who’s there?” yelled Chad.
 
   “It’s Burncutt. Glass and I were sent by Capt. Davis to relieve you and look after everybody.”
 
   “You know Burncott, I just talked with Capt. Davis and he said he hasn’t sent anybody.”
 
   “Open the door, Chad.”
 
   Chad signaled Jimmy Earl to watch the window for the other person.
 
   “No can do, buddy.  You are gonna have to kick it down.”
 
   Burncutt began beating hard on the door.  Charlotte turned pale and said, “I know that voice.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Chad asked her.
 
   “It’s the man who kidnapped me!”
 
   Suddenly, there was a glass break in the back bedroom.  Ruthie turned and pumped two shots through the window.  There was a short scream and followed by a thump that sounded like somebody falling on the floor of the porch.  Ruthie had grazed Detective Glass. Burncutt heard the shots and backed away from the door.  He posted himself on the other side of the patrol car and starting firing madly into the house.  Chad looked up and saw that Burncutt was by the car.  He looked at Jimmy Earl. “He’s out there at the car.  I’m going around back and see if I can sneak up on him.”  Jimmy Earl nodded and moved toward the window.  He let both barrels go. The car dropped and he knew he had got the tire.  He went toward the bedroom where Ruthie had shot.  He went out the window.  He saw Glass crouched against the house, looking frightened and hurt.
 
   He stepped over her and cautiously crept around the corner of the house.  He could see rounds hitting the car.  The Reeds were hammering him.  Chad sneaked quietly to where he could see the front of the house. 
 
   Chad tried to run up on Burncutt from his blind side, but Burncutt saw him.  
 
   Burncutt fired and hit Chad.  Chad fell. Jimmy Earl saw what had happened and looked back at Charlotte who was holding her rifle.  “Baby girl, give me that rifle.” 
 
   Jimmy Earl waited until Burncutt raised his head and then fired. The shot hit him in his right shoulder.
 
   Burncutt screamed out in pain.  By that time, lights and sirens filled the night. 
 
   Patrol cars were parked all over the place.  A couple of officers handcuffed Burncutt and stripped him of his weapons and sat him in the backseat of their patrol car.  Another officer went over to check on Chad, who was trying to get up on his own.  
 
   “Oomph--that hurt so bad!” said Chad.
 
   The EMT’s rushed to Chad and took off his shirt and his bullet proof vest.  He had a burn mark of where Burncutt’s .40-caliber round had made contact but the vest stopped the bullet.  
 
   The EMT’s also checked on Glass.  She had a serious wound but she was all right.  She had caught one slug to the shoulder, nearly at the chest .  
 
   Everybody in the Reeds’ house was ok. 
 
    
 
   *     *    *
 
    
 
   I got out of my car and rushed up to the porch and opened the door.  
 
   “Is everybody ok?”
 
   “Yes. We are fine.”  Ruthie was wiping her hands on her housecoat.
 
   Charlotte ran up to me and hugged me.  I held her so tight.  
 
   “If it wasn’t for Chad, I don’t know what would have happened.”  
 
   Chad was now sitting on the porch in the swing letting the EMT’s check him out.  He gave me thumbs up.
 
   “Who was it? I asked, looking at Chad for the answer.
 
   “Burncutt and Glass.”  I thought I couldn’t be shocked more than I have been already tonight, but I was.  “Anybody around to answer questions?”
 
   “Yeah, Burncutt is in the patrol car.  Glass is gonna be okay but she took a shot to the shoulder. She didn’t seem to know what this was all about…but she was doing what Burncutt told her to,” He was sluggish, as the morphine was kicking in.  
 
   I walked out to the patrol car.  It took everything in me along with Capt. Davis and another officer, to hold me back from Burncutt.  I wanted him bad, but I needed some answers too.  I calmed down enough to open the door.
 
   “Why, dammit--why did you kidnap Charlotte?”
 
   Burncutt laughed.  
 
   The EMT’s came over to the car to bandage him.  I told them to wait.  
 
   “I’m waiting.” I said, frustrated.
 
   “You mean you haven’t figured it out yet?”
 
   I had heard that once tonight.  I answered him the same way I had answered Minton. 
 
   “Enlighten me on what I should know.”
 
   “Eight years ago, you had busted my father for manufacturing Meth.  He went up the river and my mother went down in the gutter.
 
   I tried to hide my shock.  “Go on.”
 
   “We lost our home.  We lived in shelters, scrounging for food from garbage cans.”  
 
   I looked away for a second but then focused on Burncutt. 
 
   “I spent my life making myself into the thing I hated most, a cop! I wanted to get close enough to you to make you suffer as much as I had.”
 
   Capt. Davis looked at him.  “Well, you are under arrest for murder, kidnapping, attempted…”  
 
   “Wait whoa, murder? I didn’t murder anybody.  I mean—yeah, I kidnapped your girl—but I
 
    didn’t murder anybody.”
 
   Capt. Davis turned to look at me. 
 
   “What’s on your mind, Jared?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I’ll call you when I got something.” I was trying to get the connection here. They 
 
   weren’t working together, but everybody in the terrible events in recent days seemed to have one 
 
   thing in common: Me. 
 
   Except for one.
 
   I ran back up to the porch and kissed Charlotte.
 
   “I have to go take care of something.  You will be safe now.  You have nothing else to worry 
 
   About.”
 
   “I love you baby, and be safe.”
 
   “I will.  On second thought Captain, I need you to come with me,” I said, getting into my car.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   We turned out the lights as we pulled outside the home of Judge Middlebrooks.  Minton had told us that the judge had put out the hit on his own wife. The only unanswered question is, why? 
 
   I turned the police radio all the way down.  We exited the car quietly trying not to make any sound.  We left the car doors slightly ajar.  We both moved up to the house.  Capt. Davis moved a little slower than me. He was sweating bullets now, more nervous than I’d ever seen him. This should be a routine arrest—I wondered what was bugging him.  We looked inside the windows.  The house was dark.  I remember seeing the reflection of one light in a room in the back as we were walking up.  
 
   I signaled Capt. Davis to follow me.  We quietly sneaked around the lit window. The window was slightly opened and we looked inside.  There he was, Judge Middlebrooks, holding a gun and pointing it at Chief Pate who was tied up.  They were in a hallway that was connected to the room we were at.  
 
   “Keep an eye on him while I call dispatch.” I whispered.
 
   “Ok.”
 
   It didn’t take me long but I had to repeat a few words to the dispatcher because I was whispering.  She was new but finally got the message.  You have to learn to listen well when somebody is whispering, but it’s part of the job.
 
   “I’m going to try and get inside.”
 
   “Let’s wait for backup.”
 
   “It may be too late by then,” I whispered.
 
   “Okay,” he whispered.  “Be careful.”
 
   The window moved with ease.  I looked around to make sure I wouldn’t fall on anything when I cleared the window.  Judge Middlebrooks was angry at the chief, and using his gun to make the point repeatedly. Then I heard what I had come to hear.
 
   “You slept with my wife!”
 
   He then hit the chief with the gun.  
 
   I was almost through the window when he was about to hit the chief again.  I felt something give way as I stepped down on the floor. Loose floorboard probably.  Whatever it was, it got the judge’s attention.  He didn’t ask any questions.  He started shooting at the window.  I fell on the floor and took cover at the corner of the wall.  
 
   “Give it up Judge, this is the police.  This is Detective Jackson.  We have you surrounded.”
 
   I peeked around the corner.  He fired a shot down the hallway.  
 
   “Look Judge, we know that you had your wife killed because she was having an affair with Chief Pate.  So come on and give yourself up.  Enough blood has been shed.  This won’t make it right and you know it!”
 
   “You don’t have a clue, Detective.” The judge was getting all misty-eyed. He began to choke on his words.  
 
    “You don’t know how it feels to only love one woman,” he began, reliving his whole life in relationship to the woman he’d had killed. “To give her anything she desires, but it’s never enough. I grew up dreaming of a woman as beautiful as Julia was, made myself into this man I became, all so that I might deserve her when the time came. You talk about poor? I grew up in a house where a square meal was a luxury! I worked my way through law school doing anything I could, just so I could become a gentleman, worthy of a good life with a woman who appreciated fine things.”
 
   The judge was standing in the middle of his fine things now, in his well-appointed mansion, holding a gun in his slightly-trembling hand, expressing emotions it looked like he hadn’t allowed himself to feel in his whole life.
 
   “When I met Julia, I vowed to give her everything I could afford. I gave and gave but it was never enough for her. She spent her mornings buying things—designer clothes, imported furniture, top of the line everything. I would never tell her we couldn’t afford it. I thought I could win her love if only she saw how much I would do for her.
 
   “Then, one morning I had a slight heart palpitation in my office. My doctor said it wasn’t serious but it would be a good idea to take the rest of the day off. I came home, and found her in bed—in our bed—with this bastard.”  
 
   He looked at Pate as if he had forgotten he was in the room. I thought he was about to fire off a round. I spoke up to draw his attention.  
 
   “Judge, did you know that the hit man you hired killed other innocent people?”  I asked hoping for a reply. “What?” he asked.  He lowered the gun and looked at me.  Good.  I had his attention.
 
   “What do you mean, he killed other innocent people? This man was a gun for hire…”
 
   “That’s just it, your honor.” Carl Minton was not the man you thought he was. In fact, he wasn’t a man at all when you knew him.” 
 
   The judge looked surprised.  I continued.  
 
   “Do you remember Dr. William Dancy?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, thinking back. “The predator who molested and killed all those boys and girls including his daughter Melanie.  He was sentenced to death.” 
 
   “That’s correct, your honor.”  I saw Capt. Davis at the window with his gun pointed at the judge. He looked calmer now; he must have suspected something like this with Pate and Julia Middlebrooks. 
 
   “Listen, your honor, Dancy did not kill his daughter.”
 
   I moved around the wall with my left hand up and my right hand along my side with my gun.  
 
   “She is still alive.”
 
   “I remember a child crying hysterically outside the courtroom that day…”
 
    I eased toward him.  He watched me.  He kept the gun at his side.
 
   “That hysterical little girl had a lot to be crying about. She had a strong attachment to her daddy—too strong. She spent her life dreaming up ways to get back at the police and at you. She wanted to be tough so much she was obsessed with it. She became a man and changed her name from Melanie Dancy to Carl Minton.”
 
   “Carl Minton? The little girl?”
 
   “As Carl Minton, Melanie not only killed your wife, she killed one of the jurors, Nancy Durham.  Also she killed Dave Robinson, the Assistant DA. who had been on the case. Once she started the killing she just couldn’t seem to stop.”
 
   The judge looked stunned. It was as if I’d dropped a bomb on his well-appointed mansion and destroyed everything in it. He looked around as if he didn’t know where he was.
 
   After what seemed like an hour he said softly, “Detective, I am sorry.  I had no idea I had hired a monster.”
 
   I was now an arm’s length from him.
 
   “That isn’t all, Your Honor.”
 
   “What else is there?” 
 
   “Carl Minton was going to kill me and then come back for you. His plan was to pin everything on you hiring a hit man and then make it look like you killed yourself out of grief over your wife.”
 
   “Where is he now?” 
 
   “In jail.”
 
   “Well, then there is no need for me to keep on living, is there?  I lost…I lost my mind. I’m not myself.  I am going to make this part right. I must.” He was beginning to move his gun hand toward his own head when I raised my own and smacked him across the face to knock him off balance.
 
   I quickly pounced on him to get the gun.  He was strong and very crafty. I couldn’t get the gun. I punched him in the face, jumped off him, dashed down the hall and covered myself behind the wall to the spot I was at before.  He fired two shots.  I couldn’t fire because the chief was in harm’s way.  Davis couldn’t get off a clean shot either.  I thought for a moment.  I did a quick peek around the corner and fired into the ceiling above the judge.  He fired again and then I fired my last shot, hitting him in the chest.  
 
   The bullet took him back a little but I couldn’t tell where I hit him.  He still had that gun in his hand.  I fired two more rounds into the chest.  The gun dropped to the floor and the judge fell next to it.  
 
   I ran up to get the gun and check for a pulse. The judge was dead. I heard the sirens in the distance.  Now it was finally over.  I gave thumbs up to Capt. Davis and then checked on the chief.  He had a concussion but was going to live.  Capt. Davis and I left the scene when the other units and the CSUs' showed up.  We decided to go check on Chad.  I wanted to thank him for what he did.
 
   The hospital parking lot was full to capacity.  We went through the ambulance entrance.  The security guard pointed us to Triage 3, where chad was being patched up.  
 
   “How you doing, fella?” I asked.  
 
   “Ah, hell,” Chad said. “I’m fine.  Did we get everybody?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Oh yeah,” said Capt. Davis.  “We got them all.”
 
   He looked at me and grunted in pain as he shifted his body to sit up on the gurney.  “So why was Burncutt after you?”
 
   “Old wounds. He blamed me for his family circumstances and then became what the hated the most.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “He became a police officer.  You see, I caused a great disruption in his life when I arrested his father and sent him away for many years. His father died an unexplainable death in prison.”
 
   “Well that clears up everything except one thing in my mind,” said Capt. Davis.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked.  Chad and I both were looking at him.
 
   “Why did Melanie change her gender to a boy?” 
 
   “Well,” I began the twisted story. “I had Charlotte do some background checking before she had was abducted. What she found was that Melanie was still alive.”  
 
   “Okay, but still—why a boy?” Asked Chad.
 
   “I’ve learned a few things in the psychology classes I have been taking online and one thing I learned was about the Psychoanalytic Theory.”  They both squinted their eyes at me, in different ways.  
 
   I smiled.  “That theory is, and I’m quoting here, “If the mother feeds, the infant develops an attachment to her based on her repeated satisfaction of his hunger and thirst--unquote.”
 
   “So what you are saying is, the dad fed her and sorta mothered her?  To the point where she became attached to him and identified with him—wanted to be him?” asked Chad.
 
   “That is correct. Or then again it could be one other thing?”
 
   “All right,” said Capt. Davis.  And what is that one thing?”
 
   “Well she could have suffered from penis envy.”  
 
   We all burst out laughing.  
 
   “I’m serious, look it up if you don’t believe me.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
   Summertime was near. It was already hot in Alabama.  
 
   It had been three months since my dealings with The Reaper, aka Carl Minton, aka Melanie Dancy; Burncutt, and Judge Middlebrooks.  The Reaper is expected to get the needle in November, but some prominent people in town are pushing for an earlier date.  So far it looks to be in their favor.  
 
   Burncutt went to prison. He had a change of heart, they say—spends a lot of time in the library and goes to all the self-help group meetings. He’s expecting to get an early release. He’s been a model prisoner and we may actually be able to stand each other when he gets out. 
 
   Now those bloody murders, the kidnapping, even the sex change—all are distant memories.
 
   Once the news media broadcast the scandal with Chief Pate and Judge Middlebrooks’ wife, he withdrew himself from the running for Sheriff.  The Mayor fired him.  Capt. Davis is now Chief Davis.  
 
   Charlotte and I have been married three months now.  We had our honeymoon in the Virgin Islands.  She has gotten a little bigger—no, a whole lot bigger.  We are expecting a girl.  Charlotte still felt she needed to stay close to her parents even though her mom had been given a clean bill of health.  I gave up my apartment and we moved in with Momma and Papa Reed.  Occasionally, we would hear Momma and Papa Reed laughing about something that’s funny to them or they might wink at each other.  Charlotte still gives them the shame sign.  
 
   Today was different. Not a cloud in the sky. No giggling, but smiles all around.  Just plain beautiful; peaceful, and relaxed.  
 
   I laid my head in Charlotte’s lap.  “I love you,” she said, running her smooth silky hands on my face.  I reached up and kissed her softly on her lips and said.  “I love you both.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BLUE ALERT
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
   Officer Richard Davies lies on the ground, bleeding-- to death, knowing within himself that he was about to die.  In the last few moments in his mind, he thought his hand was writing out the killer’s name. It wasn’t.  His spirit was leaving him fast and there was nothing he could do.  Darkness was settling in his eyes.  People were shouting and he heard them but they couldn’t hear his pleas for help.  He looked up at the sky and watched as the darkness swallowed him.  
 
   Elysian Fields Avenue in New Orleans was nothing like the Elysian Fields you read about in a book of the Greek Gods; in the book there were no troubles, no pain, and no death.  Elysian Fields Avenue had trouble, pain, and now death.  
 
   District eight is bordered by Canal Street, the French Quarter, I-10, and the Mississippi River.  The area was known for its many historic attractions until recently.  Somebody was killing police officers. 
 
   Sirens blared in the distance as he lay dying.  His badge was covered with blood from the wound in his chest.  He was heaving, gurgling and possibly drowning in his blood.  He heard the sirens getting closer but it was too late.  He started drifting away from life.  
 
   “Come on man, stay with us!” somebody shouted.  The voices started to fade.  Darkness set in.  The stars disappeared in the night sky.  He screamed, but nobody heard him.  He was gone.  Dead.    
 
   “This is the third officer killed in the last week.”  A woman said.  
 
   “Yeah,” somebody said.  “I saw the news too.  This is insane.”
 
   “This is not good at all,” said the woman.  
 
   The patrol cars surrounded the scene.  They un-holstered their guns as they exited their cars.  They made their way to their fallen comrade to try and administer first –aid.  They shook their heads and holstered their guns.  Questions were hurled at everyone standing around.  Nobody admitted to seeing anything.  They said that they heard gunshots—maybe two and heard a car speed off.  
 
   Detective Jasmine Coffy was assigned the case.  She had eight years on the force, with two of those years in homicide—one of ten black female homicide detectives in Louisiana.  Violence in the Big Easy was pretty normal to her.  She grew up in New Orleans in a family with three brothers.  They lived near the river on the outskirts of the city.  From the time she was a little girl she was taught to hunt and fish by her older brothers and also learned to cook like her mother.  Of course Jasmine wanted to be a police officer.  
 
   Her desire to become a police officer began when she was nine years old.  She was walking down town with her parents along the river in the French Quarter when she saw a man get beaten and stabbed.  Before she could scream, her dad covered her mouth and quickly walked back to their old Ford pickup truck and sped away.  She still remembers his words.  “Jas, there are some folks round here you just can’t help.”
 
   Now, Jasmine pulled up to the scene.  Police from every agency were there, which was normal when the “Officer Down” call comes over the radio.  Whatever an officer is doing at that moment—even if they had just stopped a vehicle and was in the middle of writing a ticket; they were rolling in the distressed officer’s direction.  And fast.  
 
   Jas hesitated on walking up to the body.  The last thing any officer wants to see is one of their own lying dead in the street because of some punk who didn’t want to go to jail.  She pulled out her badge and showed it to the officer logging names at the crime scene.  The Crime Lab and Evidence Division were already on the job.  She walked up to the female CLED tech.
 
   “What do we have?” Jas asked.  The tech wiped her eye with the back of her glove.
 
   
  
 

She had been crying.  Jas gave her a second to gain her composure.  
 
   “Sorry, Detective, this is my third scene involving a fallen officer and I just can’t…”  She couldn’t finish.  The tears flowed.  Jas placed her hand on the tech’s shoulder.  “I understand.” 
 
   She turned.  The body was covered already.  Detective Santiago had just finished interviewing the witnesses.  Jas called out to him.  She waved her hand for him to come to her.
 
   “Bernard, what do we have?”
 
   “Hey Jas.”  He shook his head.  “Sorry, but we got a bunch of witnesses who didn’t see anything—only heard the shots.  Officer Davies didn’t have a chance to pull his gun out the holster.  He was killed in cold blood.”
 
   The very words “Killed in cold blood” sent a chill down her spine.
 
   “Where did the shots hit him?” she asked.
 
   “Two in the back; one made its way to his chest from the side, probably as he turned to get away.  He was wearing his vest but it only helped some.  He must have fallen at some point and the perpetrator got off a head shot and according to witnesses, sped off.  But nobody saw the car or the driver.”
 
   Jas let it all settle in her mind.  
 
   “Well, I better go and tell the chief so he can inform his wife.”
 
   “Ok, thanks, Bernard.  I will see you back at the station.  I’m going to look around some more.”
 
   She hated that part of the job--telling a family member that their loved one is dead.  Especially when you don’t have the person responsible.  She went over to the body, stooped down and slid the cover back to see Davies.  The blood was now dry.  Under what was left of his head.  He had been shot at close range.  By the perp.   She slid the cover back on Davies, stood up and sighed.
 
   “Three dead in a week.  All killed the same way.  Shot in cold blood.  Just doesn’t make sense.  Probably some fanatic that wants to get justice for all the police murders of blacks in the news lately,” she said.  She got back in her car and drove to the substation in the 8th Precinct.     
 
   The precinct was usually noisy with phones ringing.  Officers joking around.  And people being interviewed by investigators or making formal complaints with the desk Sergeant.  Today was different.  Gloom had settled in.  Some officers had drifted to corners of the room not to be seen shedding tears.  Others rubbed their badges, contemplating on quitting the job they loved.  
 
   Police Commissioner Larry Flanagan and Chief Estelle Adelaide walked into the muster room.  
 
   “I know how you all feel.  It is not an easy thing to talk about when someone you know and work with and depend on is gone,” said the Commissioner.  “But we have a duty and an obligation, not only to the community we police, but to our families and our fallen comrades, to find this animal and bring him to justice.”  He paused.  Some officers felt the boost of his speech and stood upright.  They all respected him and wanted the horror to go away.  
 
   “Now we have to be watchful and vigilant at all times.  Somebody out there has killed three of our brothers and we can’t let that stand.  So I talked it over with the chief and we informed the mayor already.  We need answers and we think it’s time you all go and get us some.  Make your arrests and let’s get these people off the street.  And if we are lucky, we may find this bastard, or somebody that knows him.”  He turned his head and looked down as he wiped a tear.  “That is all, ladies and gentlemen.  Be safe out there.”
 
   He and the chief went back into the chief’s office and closed the door behind them.  Jas sat down at her desk staring at the blank computer screen and resting her chin on the back of her hands, with her elbows on the desk.  “Who was killing cops?  And why?”
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   I decided I would go outside and trim the hedges and decorate the yard for football season.  It was finally here.  Tuscaloosa was football country when it came to the Alabama Crimson Tide.  This is what most people today know about Tuscaloosa, and of course the time when Governor George C. Wallace stood in the admission doors of the University of Alabama when the first black student wanted to enroll.
 
   They are right on both counts, but there is a lot more to Alabama than that.  
 
   I looked at my buzzing phone.  Chief Davis was calling.  I was about to hit the ignore button.  Then I thought about it.  It just could be important.
 
   “Detective Jackson here.” I answered.
 
   “Hello Jared,” he said.  I hope you are not busy but I really need you to come in today.  It is urgent.”
 
   A small knot of anxiety formed in my gut.  
 
   “Sure, Chief--I will be there in half an hour.”
 
   “Okay Jared, say hello to Charlotte for me, and tell her Margaret is planning a baby shower for her.  See you later.”  He hung up.
 
   Margaret Davis, the Chief’s wife, was instrumental in building a support group for police wives.  She thought it her duty to make sure wives of police officers had someone they could talk to or rely on when life-changing moments happen.
 
   “What could be so important on my day off,” I thought.
 
   My wife Charlotte came up to me with a glass of lemonade.   She looked sexy in her sundress even though she was five months pregnant.  With her hair going down her back in one braid, she could pass for an Egyptian queen.  
 
   “Ahh, that’s good,” I said, after a healthy swallow of the drink.  “Thanks, honey.”
 
   She smiled.  “You are welcome, baby.”  She wiped the forming sweat off my forehead with a paper towel.
 
   “I have to go in to work for a few minutes.  Chief Davis just called.  He said it was urgent.”
 
   “Well, there go the hedges,” she replied.
 
   “I’ll try not to be long.  Also, he said Margaret is preparing a baby shower for you.”
 
   “Okay, sounds great!  She is always thinking of something.”
 
   I gave her a big hug and a peck on the cheek.  I reached in my pocket for my car keys and walked to my car.  It was about a ten minute drive to the city and I was going to take it a little slow today.      
 
   When I got to the station, Chief Davis was waiting for me.  He ushered me into his office.  
 
   “Have a seat, Jared,” he said, pointing at the chair in front of his desk.  A few months ago, I was sitting in that same chair in front of a former chief who got caught up in a scandal and lost his job.  
 
   I sat down.
 
   “Jared, I got something for you that is long overdue.”  He reached in his middle desk drawer and took out a gold sergeant shield.  
 
   “I wanted to make it formal and give it to you on Friday but there are some other pressing matters.  Congratulations.”  He passed me the shield.
 
   “Thanks?”  I assumed this was a sweetener for what I was really here for.  “I had been aware this was coming for some time.”
 
   “Jared, I don’t know if you have been keeping up with the news around the world but there is a lot of violence happening out there, especially to police officers.”
 
   “Like Ferguson and Baltimore?”
 
   “Yes, among other things.  But I was talking about New Orleans.” He said.
 
   “Oh?”  My curiosity set in.  “What about New Orleans?”
 
   “Three police Officers—white police officers--have been killed in cold blood within the last week.  Nobody has seen anything.  The Police Commissioner of Louisiana is a good friend and an old army buddy of mine. ”
 
   I placed my left elbow on the arm of the chair and rested my chin.  I wanted to hear everything.
 
   “He and I talked about this crime and I recommended he get some outside agency assistance.  I recommended you.”
 
   “I’m flattered, Chief, but what can I do that they haven’t already done?”
 
   “Well, for starters, you could move around better being an outsider.  Jared, the officers that were killed were white and they allegedly had some bad dealing with the minority public.  Commissioner Flanagan believes that these killings are vendettas.”
 
   “You mean like the CDPK?”  
 
   “What are they?” he asked.
 
   “Well chief, these are some thugs in Chicago who call themselves the “Chicago Police Department Killers.”  CDPK.   And they got started some years back when a friend or relative of theirs was busted by a police officer and sent to prison.  They claim that the Officers planted evidence on them.  So they see it as a life for a life and started killing Chicago Officers in the broad daylight.  Just come up to them and kill them in cold blood.”
 
   “I had no idea.” said the chief.  “I thought I was up on things but you got one over me there.”  I could tell he felt a little awkward and out of touch all of the sudden.  
 
   It felt good being on top of things and to know stuff the chief didn’t.  
 
   “Jared, I need you to go to New Orleans tomorrow, Tuesday, and be back here Friday.  Your role is to assist in the investigation and you will be partnered up with someone who will show you around.”
 
   “I hope Charlotte will understand.”  I said thinking out loud.
 
   “Don’t worry, Margaret and I will be there for anything and everything.”
 
   “Okay Chief, I have to get home and break the news to her.”
 
   “Okay, and also tell her if there is anything and I do mean anything she needs; tell her to call any time.”
 
   “Even for the pickled ice cream cone?”
 
   He laughed.  “Even for the pickled ice cream cone.”
 
   When I got home and told Charlotte everything.  I was surprised that she was okay with me leaving.  
 
   “It’s who you are, Jared.  I know you want to be in on that case because that’s who you are.”  She barely got her arms around my neck because of her belly.  And I’m proud you’re so good at what you do.”  I just had to kiss her for that.
 
   The next morning, I woke up with the aroma of bacon flowing in the house.  My stomach was growling at me.  I went into the bathroom to brush my teeth and wash my face.  
 
   When I walked into the kitchen, I saw a whole spread of bacon, eggs, grits and Miss Ruthie’s Pancakes.  I was in heaven.  Charlotte was helping her mom bring the food to the table.  Jimmy Earl was already sitting down.  Ruthie was looking great.  She had her gray streaked black hair braided in a ponytail.
 
   “Good morning everybody,” I said before sitting down.  
 
   Charlotte placed my plate down in front of me and kissed me.  Breakfast was good already.  Ruthie placed Jimmy Earl’s plate in front of him.
 
   “Jared, you say grace,” said Ruthie.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   After the ladies sat down, we all bowed our heads.  I held Charlotte’s hand.  I said grace and everybody said Amen.  
 
   “We hear you going to New Orleans,” said Jimmy Earl, sopping his biscuit in syrup.
 
   “Yep, but only until Friday.  I don’t know how much help I can be, but the case does intrigue me.”
 
   “Son, I want you to be careful now, you hear?  That Baltimore thing has gotten out of hand and I ain’t ever thought I would see our people acting that way.  It is shameful.”
 
   “It sure is,” said Ruthie.
 
   “I will be fine.  This time it’s a little different.  Everybody is looking for the killer of three white officers who were supposedly bad toward minorities.  So I think I will be pretty safe.”  I said, trying to ease everyone’s minds, especially Charlotte who was looking at me and touching her belly.
 
   After breakfast, Charlotte walked me to my car.
 
   “Please be careful. Okay?”
 
   “Okay, I will.”
 
   She kissed me.  I could tell there was some worry she wanted to express but she didn’t.
 
   “We will be waiting.”  She smiled.  She now referred to herself in the plural all the time.  I loved that.  I kissed her again.  
 
   “I love you.”
 
   I got in the car and backed out the drive.  Ruthie and Jimmy Earl waved bye.  Charlotte stood, looking serious, with her arms crossed.  
 
   “I will call you when I get there.” I called to Charlotte.  
 
   “Okay.” She yelled, again rubbing her belly.  I sensed that Charlotte was uncomfortable with me going to New Orleans but she didn’t let on.  However, I saw it in her eyes and felt it in her touch.  She was afraid of something.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   My flight was leaving in two hours.  I took I-20/59 north to Birmingham.  Traffic was light for a Monday afternoon—until I got to malfunction-junction at mile-marker 124.  Everybody was slowed to the speed of a mashed bug.    
 
   “I just be—damn!”  I hit the steering wheel with my fist.  Being in slowed or stopped traffic doesn’t bother me much, but people who constantly change lanes, cut in ahead, and clog already stopped lanes, pisses me off sometimes, especially when I have a plane to catch.   
 
   The traffic finally started moving again at a good speed and I exited off onto the airport exit.  I parked my car in parking deck and walked across the street to the terminal with my suitcase in one hand and my overnight bag on my shoulder.  The weather was warm but smelled like rain coming.  The smell of coffee tinged my nose also and I wanted some.
 
   I checked in with the clerk at the Delta Airlines desk.  She checked my credentials and notified her supervisor that I was checking in also, probably because I was a police officer and that I was carrying my weapon on board.  Of course my weapon was in my suitcase, still the Transportation Security Administration and the US Marshalls scrutinized me also, even though I had gotten permission. 
 
   After going through the boarding process of TSA, I gathered my carry-on items and put my shoes back on.  The smell of coffee got stronger.  I turned right and walked toward the coffee shop.  I ordered a large cup, and added 3 creamers and 4 sugars.  I paid the cashier and then walked on to the gate.  
 
   I looked at the monitor to see if my flight had arrived.  It did.  DL 2525 was about to board.  A five hour flight wasn’t bad however I didn’t understand why we had to layover in Atlanta, which is east of Tuscaloosa, on a flight to New Orleans, which is west.  The layover was for one hour and eighteen minutes.  Nevertheless, I was going to use that time to get myself familiar with the case.
 
   The flight to Atlanta and then to New Orleans was smooth.  Most of the passengers were asleep until the captain came over the intercom to tell us we were approaching our destination.  We landed in New Orleans.  I checked my watch.  It was 9:25 at night.  During the flight I had caught up on some knowledge about the Vieux Carre, which was French for Old Square, now know as the French Quarter.
 
   I took the escalator down to baggage claim to get my bags.  The airport wasn’t too crowded.  The smell of cooked seafood and spices filled the air.  However all of the restaurants were closed I was sure.  I was hungry but I decided I would wait and get to the hotel and order up something.  A black woman in a trench coat was staring at me.  She had short black curly hair, smooth olive skin, big brown eyes, and she was beautiful.  
 
   I looked around for the men’s room sign.  
 
   “Detective Jackson?”
 
   “Yes, I’m Detective Jackson, and I assume you to be my ride to the hotel, correct?”
 
   “That is correct.  I am Detective Jasmine Coffy of the NOPD, 8th precinct.  French quarters division.”
 
   I extended my hand.  “Pleased to meet you, “I said.  Her touch was soft like her smile.  She smelled good.  There was a hint of Red Door perfume.
 
   “Let me help you with your things,” she insisted.
 
   “Well, if you don’t mind; I was looking for the men’s room.  Could you watch my bags till I return?”
 
   “No problem.” She pointed to her left, my right, down the corridor leading to the exit.  “The rest rooms are over there near the exit.  You could put your service weapon on in there.  Meantime, I’ll bring my car around.”
 
   I was amazed at how she knew I was about to put my weapon on, or did she?  Still I didn’t let on.
 
   “Thank you,” I said and walked toward the restrooms.
 
    
 
   I decided I would call Charlotte and let her know I made it and that everything so far was ok.  She picked up on the first ring as if she had been watching the phone.
 
   “Hey Baby,” she said softly.
 
   “Hey Love,” I responded.  “I just wanted to let you know that I made it and I’m okay.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief.  “Good, I can go to sleep now.”
 
   “So I kept you up?” I asked, smiling into the phone.
 
   “Yes you did.  Usually around here folks go to bed with the chickens.”
 
   “Well I must be special.”
 
   “You are very special, Jared.” She yawned afterward.  “It’s raining here and it is making me sleepy.”
 
   “I’m getting a ride to the hotel; I will call you in the morning. Get all the sleep you need. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Jared-- and be careful, okay?”
 
   I noticed her hesitation, but I didn’t question it.  
 
   “I will.”        
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   The best Western Hotel was located on North Rampart.  It was an old style motel, a two-toned red brick building with a black top and had very long windows all over.   My room faced out to the street over the guest parking tunnel.  A park with a small pond was opposite my side of the road.  The room was cool and smelled of fresh linen.  
 
   “Thank you, Detective Coffy, for helping me with my bags and for the ride here.”
 
   “No problem,” she replied, “I will come by around 7 am to pick you up for the morning muster meeting.  You will be brought up to par about everything we know.”
 
   “Oh, and before you go, there is just one other thing.”
 
   She turned to me at the door and raised her eyebrows.  I hoped she didn’t get the wrong idea.  She was very attractive but that isn’t what I wanted.
 
   “The officers who were killed—did you know them well?”
 
   “Yes, I knew them, but not very well, but just in working together.”
 
   I couldn’t read anything else out of her expression or her reply to see whether she had maybe been closer to either of the officers.  She probably picked up on my probing also.  Still I needed to know.  Sometimes emotionally attached officers are not good to investigate with.  For the time being I took her at her word.
 
   “Okay, I will see you at 7:00.”
 
   She nodded and then left.  The smell of her perfume lingered in the room for a while after she had gone down the elevator.
 
   I went over and sat on the bed.  I texted a message to Charlotte’s cell phone to include the hotel and the number and room number.  My stomach growled to remind me that I haven’t eaten since before the flight.  I called down to room service to try and get a late night snack.  I was out of luck.  
 
   “10:00 is when we stop serving.  I am sorry, Sir, but it is now 10:30 and most of the servers are gone home,” said the woman’s voice.  She sounded young.
 
   I was disappointed.  “Well, is there a pizza place open at this time of night that can deliver?”
 
   The phone was quiet for a few seconds and then she spoke.  “Actually, there is a pizza place that is very good and does deliver up until midnight-- Don’s Pizza and Wings.”
 
   The pepperoni and sausage pizza I ordered was there in 30 minutes along with 12 barbecue wings and a 20-oz. Coke.  The young black man who delivered my pizza was neatly dressed in the company’s shirt and cap over khaki pants.
 
   He couldn’t keep his eyes off my badge on the table by the door.  I assumed he might have had some history with the police before but he didn’t act nervous.  
 
   “You a cop, sir?” he asked.
 
   “Yes I am, but not from around here.”
 
   “Oh okay, you must be looking into those officer killings that everybody is talking about around here.  I am waiting to graduate high school so I can become a cop myself.”
 
   Now I see that he was fascinated just like another kid—myself—when I was young, about being a police officer.
 
   “Well, I hope that we can catch whoever is doing these things and bring them to justice.”
 
   “Hey-- if I can help in anyway, let me know?  Maybe I can do some undercover detective work for you.”
 
   “No I don’t think that would be appropriate at this time.  That kind of work is dangerous and besides, I think you would be better off first getting your education and then helping us on the force after that.  I believe we could use a bright young man like you.”
 
   He beamed at that.
 
   “Thanks, uhm…Detective—”
 
   “Jackson,” I said.
 
   “Cool,” said the young man.  Listen, Detective, I don’t know if you know this or not--but rumor has it that the homeless man who usually hangs out in the park across the street sometimes that may know something about the killings.  Nobody has seen him as much as they used to around here.  His name is J.P.—at least that’s what people call him. He’s an old black guy who always pushes a grocery cart.
 
   I was intrigued with that and that gave me an idea.  “Okay thanks, I’ll make note of that.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   After he left, I sat down at the table and tore into a couple of slices of pizza and a few wings.  It wasn’t bad at all. There was something like a New Orleans creole sauce on those wings. 
 
   I thought about what the young man had just said and figured I would try and make contact with JP.  The problem was, if there was a rumor flying around, then why JP wasn’t brought in for questioning? For that matter, why isn’t he a target?  
 
   I turned out the lights and looked out my window.  I couldn’t see anything.  It had just started to rain and the windows were fogged.  I took the box with the remnants of pizza slices down the elevator and outside.  I waited near the door to see if I could catch an old codger pushing his grocery cart.  
 
   I was in luck.  There was someone pushing a grocery cart down the sidewalk in front of the park and he was looking in the garbage cans as he passed them.  I got excited.  I stepped out into the rain.  A car had turned its headlights on bright.  I quickly got across.  
 
   “J.P.!” I called out.  The homeless man turned.  All of a sudden, the car with the bright lights raised its engine and spun its tires and was headed toward J.P.  I dropped the pizza and ran toward the old man and pushed him into the park.  The car came up on the sidewalk and then turned quickly back onto the road.  
 
   I pulled out my .45 and tried to read the license plate, but there wasn’t one.  The car was a white Chevy impala box-style from the late 80’s.  It was plain and had no hubcaps.  I only saw a shadowy figure of what I assumed was a man.  I tried running to catch it, but the car sped down the road and disappeared.
 
   I looked back at J.P., who was having a difficult time getting himself off the ground.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, panting.
 
   “Yeah, I’m okay,” said the gravel voice.  “Somebody needs to call the police on that guy.”
 
   “I am a cop, J.P.”
 
   He looked at me and I showed him my badge.  “C’mon, J.P., let’s get you out of this rain for a few.  I need to ask you some questions.”
 
   We walked inside to the corridor of the hotel doors.  J.P.’s body odor was all over my clothes, but that didn’t matter right now.  Somebody had just tried to kill him because he knew something, or at least they thought he did, and I wanted to find out as much as I could from him.
 
   I gave J.P. a few dollars for his information.  I could see why maybe officers didn’t take him seriously or didn’t think about talking to him.  But he was scaring somebody.  
 
   “White Knight be killing the officers,” he said.  It didn’t make any sense to me.
 
   “Do you think you can recognize him when you see him?”
 
   “Oh yeah, these old eyes are good in my head.”
 
   “Listen J.P., I think you might need some protection.  Would you mind if I called a friend that could get you some protection?”
 
   “You are talking ‘bout police protection—then, no,” he said.
 
   I was about to ask why until he told me.  His words put ice water in my gut.
 
   “I have seen that White Knight before roughing up the local hustlers around town like Joppy and Shank but I never seen his face.  That is all I know.  But I also believe he is a cop, at least he acts like one.”
 
   He refused my assistance and I feared for his safety but there was nothing I could do to persuade him.  He was up now, and on his way out of my sight.  Somewhere out there was possibly a cop killing cops but I wasn’t sure about that either.  I decided to hold all that information from everybody even Detective Coffy until I understood it myself.  
 
   J.P. turned a corner and disappeared into the rainy night with his grocery cart.  
 
   I went back up the elevator.  I had to take a shower anyway, but after my close encounter with JP it was absolutely necessary.  
 
   It was good to wash that funk off me. The hot shower gave me time to think about everything—should I share my information with other cops, especially Detective Coffy.  The truth is I didn’t know any of them.  I hadn’t been in New Orleans two hours and already had a break in the case.  
 
   I got to thinking that maybe I couldn’t trust any of them.  I decided I would just go to the muster and play dumb and see how much they knew.      
 
   I dried myself off and went and sat on the bed.  I glanced down at my phone.  I had two text message alerts from both Chief Davis and Charlotte.  Both were urgent so I checked Charlottes first.  It said to call home ASAP.  The chief’s message said the exact same thing.  I was hoping everything was okay.  My mind was racing with questions.   I frantically scrolled through the numbers to find Charlotte’s.
 
   She picked up on the first ring.
 
   “Charlotte!”  I yelled into the phone.  “Is everything alright?”  
 
   “I’m fine, Baby,” she said.  “But there is something you should know.  Chief Davis is here and he needs to talk with you.”  
 
   My mind started racing again, but not as bad.  
 
   “Jared?” he said.
 
   “Yeah chief, what’s up?”
 
   “Burncutt!” 
 
   The name sent a rage of fury in me so strong my hand shook holding the phone.
 
   “What about him?” I asked trying to remain calm.  I knew it had to be something serious for him to be calling me.  I was hoping he would say, the idiot was killed in prison, but I doubt that would be what this was for.
 
   “He escaped out of prison,” said the Chief.  
 
   I gathered my thoughts.  “How?” I asked.
 
   “During the night, they had him on a clean-up detail in the cafeteria.  One of the guards let his guard down and Burncutt overpowered him and switched clothes.   Afterwards he hid the guard’s body in the cooler and proceeded out the back door of the kitchen where some cars were parked.  He must have taken the guard’s keys and tried the cars until he was successful in stealing one.  He stole a black Ford Crown Victoria.”
 
   “How long ago was this?” I asked.
 
   “He has been out now maybe a couple of hours.  We have a statewide manhunt for him, don’t worry.  Margaret and I are staying over here with Charlotte and her parents.  Plus I have a couple of units outside watching the house.”
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief again.  “Thanks, Chief.”
 
   “No problem.  So, how is New Orleans so far?”
 
   “It’s okay; my mind is not focused on it right now with what you just told me.  But there is a muster in the morning in which I will be briefed about everything and maybe learn what they know.”  Even though I trusted Chief Davis, considering what we have been through on my case with the Reaper; still I didn’t want him to accidently pass on to his friend the New Orleans Police Commissioner that I had anything.  I needed to keep everything to myself until I knew more about what I was getting into.
 
   “Jared, I know you will do fine.  They asked me for my best man and that is you.  We got everything under control here.  Just be safe and catch whoever it is that has it out for the men in blue.”
 
   “Thanks, Chief. Put Charlotte back on please.”
 
   The phone was silent for a few seconds and then I heard Charlotte’s sweet sensual voice.
 
   “Baby, I…” I must have sounded scared or something.  She cut in.
 
   “We are okay, Honey.  Concentrate on the case and be safe, okay?”
 
   Part of me wanted to say the hell with New Orleans and take my ass back home.  I probably would have if Charlotte didn’t support me the way she does.
 
   “Okay, I’ll try,” I said.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too,” she replied and hung up.
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
   I tried to get some sleep but it was difficult.  The thought of that bastard Burncutt on the loose made me boil that I wasn’t there by Charlotte.  And also the fact that somebody tried to kill a possible witness last night in my presence because he thinks the person might know something or know them. I needed some coffee.
 
   I could have made it in my room but I felt the walls closing in and so I got dressed and took the elevator to the front lobby. It was 6:00. Early risers were still eating in the restaurant.  The coffee smelled great.  I went to the courtesy bar and made me a cup. It was very black, bitter stuff, but delicious in its way. Enough cream and sugar and I could see why café au lait in New Orleans was the way to start the day. 
 
   I looked around the lobby.  The sun was starting to break through the dim morning sky.  The front desk clerks were doing a shift change and the housekeepers were coming in to work as well.  The French Quarter was coming to life before my very eyes.
 
   I walked outside with my cup in my hand.   The aroma of food filled the air.  The air in New Orleans is always fragrant with coffee and spices.  I figured I would go back in and sit down to a quick breakfast off the hot bar before going Detective Coffy arrived.
 
   I walked inside the restaurant.  A waitress escorted me to a table.  The breakfast bar was very attractive—with French bread, doughnuts, and fruit.  I was going to eat light though because that pizza was very filling last night.  I sat down and ordered a glass of orange juice and some water.  The waitress then directed me to the plates at the hot bar and then walked off to get my beverages.  
 
   The bacon looked crisp, the sausages smelled spicy, and the eggs were fluffy.  The biscuits looked like they could float and the grits were drowning in melted butter.  I was going to hate myself later but I only had the stomach for a couple of pieces of bacon and a small portion of eggs.  
 
   I walked back to my table and sat down to eat.  The waitress had returned with my water and juice.  Just as I was about to dig in, I looked up and noticed that Detective Coffy had walked in to get her a table.  I watched her for a minute to see if she had noticed me.  She didn’t.  Perhaps she was hungry too and wanted to get something before the meeting.  I waved at her and got her attention.  She smiled and walked my way.
 
   “Well, good morning, Detective Jackson.”
 
   “Good Morning to you also,” I said biting a piece of bacon.
 
   She told the waitress to bring her a glass of water.  “I’ll be right back,” she said.
 
   She walked over to the cold bar and picked up a grapefruit and came back to the table.”
 
   “That doesn’t look like a good breakfast,” I said breaking the ice.
 
   “Well, I’m trying to watch my diet.”  I nodded.  I usually am very careful with loaded comments like that from a woman.  I learned long ago to just be silent and change the subject.
 
   “New Orleans is not bad,” I said placing a fork full of eggs in my mouth.
 
   “No it’s not.  It’s a lot of history here—rich history.  Perhaps after the meeting I could show you around some.  The French Quarter is a high tourist area.”
 
   “I would like that,” I said, watching her peel the grapefruit.  
 
   “So how did you sleep?” she asked.
 
   “Well, everything was new to me so I didn’t sleep much.  I just watched TV until at some point it started watching me.”
 
   She looked at her watch.  “Oh, shoot! It’s 6:45, we better get going.”
 
   I wiped my mouth with a napkin.  I noticed that she only ate a couple of sections of the grapefruit.  I signaled the waitress and told her to charge it to my room and we left her a tip and walked out.  Her car was parked along the curb in front of a wall covered with what I believed to be gang graffiti.  The traffic was light and we reached the station in 15 minutes.  During that the drive she pointed out a few historic landmarks and tourist attractions.  I liked the way she told the back story to everything.  She had a talent for placing you in the history of her unique city.
 
   It clouded up quickly, and looked like a real downpour was about to begin when we reached the rear entrance of the precinct. We had just beaten the rain.
 
   The muster room was full of uniformed and plain clothes officers.  The odor of the  old building lingered in the air even though a collision of different perfumes, colognes, and soaps tried to mask it.  
 
   I felt all eyes were on me.  Coffy introduced me to a couple of officers.  One being a tall chiseled jawed Detective named Bernard Santiago and the other a silver- hair uniformed Sergeant who stood with a military bearing named Paul Drexler who looked like he had been on the force for some years.
 
   The commissioner was a balding man with piercing blue eyes.  What little hair he had was grey.  He stood next to a medium size black woman with a stylish wavy hair cut, wearing a business suit.  I assumed she was the chief of police.
 
   The black woman walked to the front of the room and centered herself on the audience of officers.
 
   “Good morning, everyone…”
 
   She went through the whole spiel about how much she appreciated the hard work the department was putting forth in finding the murderers of the two officers and then she introduced the commissioner to speak next.
 
   He didn’t speak very long either.  He touched on some of the things chief spoke about and then finally looked in the back and saw me.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen and fellow police officers, I want to introduce an Alabama officer who was sent as an advisor to help us along with solving this case.  Most of you have probably heard or read about the recent Reaper murders in Alabama.  Detective Jared Jackson there”—he pointed at me— “was very instrumental in capturing the killer and solving the case.”
 
   The commissioner looked at all the puzzled faces in the room and anticipated their question.  
 
   “I requested his help here.  I think that it is good to have a set of outside eyes that might detect something we may have missed.  Again--this is nothing against any of you.  I admire all of you, but we are a little too close to the recent murders and victims here.  This way, most of us won’t be caught up so much in emotion as we investigate.  Detective Jackson will be here with us until Friday and will be working close with uhm…”  He looked at the chief.  
 
   “Detective Coffy,” said the chief.
 
   “Thank you, and so I want all of us to be cooperative in this investigation,” the commissioner went on.  “The goal here is to find and capture this guy before he kills again.  Detective Jackson, this is Estelle Adelaide, chief of police here.  You two will report directly to her and me on any and every issue and also whether there is progress being made in the case.”
 
   “Yes sir,” said Coffy.  I nodded.  
 
   He ended his briefing with a moment of silence for the fallen officers and a small vigil prayer.
 
   “Be safe out there everybody; I don’t want to attend any more officer funerals for a while.” He said somberly and walked out the door wiping the tears from his eyes.
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   “So where do we start?” I asked Coffy.  I wanted to see what else she could tell me about the case.  
 
   “Well for starters, I could take you back over to both scenes and look over the areas.” She responded.
 
   “I like that, and since you only ate two slices of grapefruit, lunch will be on me.  Besides, I can’t wait to try some real Louisiana gumbo.”
 
   “Well, that’s a deal! I even know the best place to eat.”
 
   The first murder scene was out in the edge of town near a place called Metairie.  It was obvious to me that it might have been a traffic stop gone badly for Officer Clements.
 
   We talked during the drive to the second murder scene, which was in an empty lot a few blocks from the first scene.  There wasn’t much to see.  All the evidence was gone by now, washed away by rain or carried away by humans.  Maybe even Officer Jones tried to leave a clue but now it was gone too.  Still I looked around.  The place was sort of secluded.  A good place to meet somebody in secret I suppose.
 
   Coffy stood back as I walked around getting a feel for the area.  I turned to her.
 
   “A perfect secluded place for a murder don’t you think,” I said.
 
   “Perhaps.  Is that what you have come up with, because I saw that the first day.”
 
   She was smiling but she was being sarcastic.  I thought about it for a second, but then smiled too.  “Okay, let’s go check out the other site,” I said.
 
   I didn’t talk much on the drive to the next scene.  She had picked up on my change in demeanor and tried to get me to talking to see if she had gone too far with her sarcasm.  I had her where I wanted her.  Yes, she pissed me off, but now I had the advantage.  She was trying everything she could to get back in friendly mode with me, but I kept her at bay.  This helped me keep the information I had gathered last night to myself.  
 
   I got out of the car and closed the door gently to show that I was not upset.  I walked around the area of Elysian Fields Avenue where the third officer, Officer Davies, was discovered.  It was the same thing. No physical evidence.    
 
   “About what time was this officer discovered?” I asked.
 
   “A little after 10:00pm I believe.”
 
   “Okay thanks,” I replied.  I walked back to the car with a bounce in my step.  Both Officers Davies and Jones were meeting somebody in secret and I had other information also that she didn’t.  Now I needed to get back to the hotel and make a phone call.  But I did promise her lunch so I didn’t want to be rude.
 
   “Ok, where do you want to go for lunch?”
 
   She looked puzzled as if she knew I knew something that I wasn’t sharing.  She probably was afraid to ask because she had spoiled those chances with her sarcasm back at the other scene.  
 
   “Well, we can go to my mom’s house.  She is making gumbo today and I figured you would probably want the real thing instead of the commercial gumbo you find in restaurants.”
 
   “Sounds good, let’s go,” I said.  I kept my high going and I knew it was killing her.  She wanted so bad to know why I was elated.  I didn’t say a word; instead I hummed to the tunes on the radio.  However, I have to admit, I wasn’t ready for the curve ball she threw at me about eating at her mom’s house—but, oh well, I was down for it.
 
   Coffy’s mom had a white country setting home with black shutters and wood railing going around the large porch.  Inside it looked like an art museum.  There were paintings, small statuettes, and flowers placed throughout the house that blended softly with the furniture, and giving it a warm and cozy atmosphere.   
 
   “You have a wonderful home, Mrs. Coffy, and that gumbo was off the chain—that is I mean, great.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” she replied.  “Just because I’m older doesn’t mean I don’t understand some slang.”  She smiled showing her white dentures with one solid gold tooth and one open-face crown tooth.  I see where Coffy got her beauty from.  Her mother did not look 65 at all.  If I had to guess without ever meeting her, I would have to say she looked to be in her early 50’s.  
 
   “Jas tells me you are from Tuscaloosa.”
 
   “Jas?” I didn’t know that Coffy’s nickname was Jas.  “Yes ma’am, I am from Tuscaloosa.”  
 
   “Home of the Alabama Crimson Tide.” She raised her voice.  “I hate y'all.  LSU baby, all the way,” she cheered.
 
   I had to smile.  Mom was hip in a big way to everything today, even sports.  I looked at my watch.  I needed to get back to the hotel and make that phone call.
 
   “I’m sorry to eat and run, but I need to get back to the hotel.  It has been a pleasure Mrs. Coffy. Jas, could you please drop me off back at my hotel?”
 
   Her eyes pierced me for calling her Jas, but she smiled anyway.  I didn’t care.  I also needed to get back and call Charlotte and check on things back home.  On the ride back to the hotel, I still kept her in suspense.  My adrenalin was pumping and I need to make that phone call and get me some more answers tonight.  
 
   “Ok, look, I’m sorry about the sarcasm,” she said.
 
   I played along.  “Oh, what sarcasm?”
 
   “C’mon, did you find anything?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She looked over at me.  “You know what I mean, did you see something at the scene?  Because I think you did and you are not sharing with me.”
 
   “Oh that, well, that was nothing, I just noticed that the second scene was a secluded area also,” I said.
 
   She was fuming, but trying to hide it.  I didn’t care.  I liked having her on edge.  
 
   When we pulled in front of the hotel, I jumped out and turned.  “I will see you in the morning for breakfast here in the restaurant.”   
 
   “You are really not going to tell me, are you?”
 
   “Tell you what?”
 
   She faced forward and put the car in drive and hit the accelerator hard.  
 
   I watched her speed off.  
 
   When I got to my room, I pulled out the phone directory from the night stand drawer and found the number for Don’s Pizza and Wings.  I ordered some wings, even though I really didn’t want any—well, maybe for later, but I needed to see that young man again.  I complimented the wings and requested the young man to deliver them for me.  I told her I couldn’t remember his name.
 
   “Yes sir, his name is Jason, and your food will be out shortly.”
 
   “Thank you I said and hung up.”
 
   I looked at my watch.  It was close to 5:30pm.
 
   I checked my cell phone.  There were no messages.  I tapped home on the scroll to dial home.  Charlotte picked up.  
 
   She told me that everything was all right and that Chief Davis and his wife had just left to go back home and check on things there.  But before he left he requested two more units to stay present at the  house until he returned.  I felt good about it all and told Charlotte I believed I was getting a breakthrough on the case, but not to mention anything to Chief Davis just yet.
 
   “Why?” she asked.  
 
   There is something going on here and I believe it involves someone on the inside and to keep the chief from maybe accidently spilling the beans on what I’m doing...”
 
   “I got you.” 
 
   “Ok, talk to you later,” I said and hung up.  
 
   I felt good.  Now all I had to do was wait for my food to come.
 
   I kicked off my shoes and stretched out on the bed for a few minutes looking at the ceiling.  I was tired and sleepy.  The knock on the door woke me.  I must have dozed off for a few minutes and didn’t realize it.  I jumped out of bed and peeped through the peephole.  It was Jason delivering my wings.
 
   “Hey-- what’s up, Jason?”
 
   “I got your wings, Detective.”  He passed me the box of wings.  
 
   I gave him a $20 bill and told him to keep the change.  His face lit up like he appreciated it. 
 
   “So-- did that information work out for you?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, it did, but listen-- I need some more information.”
 
   “Okay, sure, what do you need?”
 
   We talked for about another 15 minutes and I gave him a $50 bill for the information.  Jason knew the streets well and he told me that Joppy and Shank were running dope throughout the city for some people.  He didn’t know who they worked for but he told me that every time they got busted, they were never arrested and that the same cops always busted them with the dope.  He also told me where I could find both of them.  Joppy would be at his house soon and Shank always hung around the rail yards at night when everybody was gone.  My guess was that he meets his runners there to collect his money after every sell.  He also told me that Joppy had a photo of all of them taken secretly for his own insurance.  I thought that was smart of him.  J.P.’s story was becoming more believable to me every second.  
 
   I told him that everything he told me must be kept confidential between us.  He agreed and went on his way $60 richer.
 
   It was dark a few hours later.  I waited until around 9:00pm to walk out the hotel with my leather jacket on and boots.  I placed my badge inside the breast pocket of my coat and secured my .45 on my hip.  I hope I wouldn’t have to use it tonight but you can never tell about criminals.  I walked the six blocks to the address that Jason had given me.  It was an old shotgun house that had a kitchen chair on the porch and paint peeling around the door.  I knocked on the door.  The door was ajar.  The place was dark.  Fortunately, I learned since the last time-- when I discovered Judge Middlebrooks’ wife dead in the dark-- to buy a light for my muzzle.  I shined light on every part of the room.  I walked in a few more feet and went toward the kitchen.  
 
   I saw a pair of feet sticking out from behind the wall.  I knew whoever it was, was dead.  I walked closer.  There he was, lying there in a puddle of blood with a hole in the center of his head.  Joppy appeared to have been around his late 20’s.  He was dressed in just a white t-shirt and black jean shirts.  His eyes were looking at the doorway where I was standing.  I heard a noise behind me coming from the living room.  Someone else was in the house with a flash light.  I killed my light and flattened myself against the wall.  It was quiet.  Too quiet, I thought.  I wondered who it could be.
 
   “Detective Jackson,” Coffy yelled.
 
   “Yeah, Coffy, stay where you at okay, I’m turning on a light.”
 
   I turned on the kitchen switch.  I could see her dimly but she saw me very well and put her gun away.  I put mine away and told her to find a switch on the wall behind her.  She found one and flipped it.  She gasped when she saw the body.  
 
   “I didn’t do it,” I said.  “I found him like this a minute ago.”
 
   “I know,” she said.  “I followed you.”
 
   She pulled out her phone and called it in.  While she did that, I stooped down to look at the body.  It was hard to tell so far if this was a result of a vengeful gang member or a cop killer tying up loose ends.  I quickly ruled out it being a gang member seeking to score street creds.  But I ruled it to be our cop killer and he was desperate now to kill everyone he thinks may lead us to him.
 
   I looked around the house for clues.  The house had been ransacked.  Every drawer was on the floor and pictures thrown from the walls.  I walked slowly making sure I didn’t disturb anything too much.  
 
   “Other units will be here in a few.  You mind now telling me what is going on?” she insisted.  
 
   “I will, but I need to find something.  It’s here somewhere.  I know it.” I said, looking at the floor as I walked.
 
   “Well what is it? Maybe I can help?”
 
   “Just look for something out of the ordinary.”
 
   “Oh great, the whole house is out of the ordinary.”
 
   She kept grumbling but searching.  I zoned her out for a few.  I walked into the bathroom.  I checked inside the back of the toilet and all around the floor.  I was just about to give up when I saw what I was looking for.  The roll of tissue had a slight bulge in it.  I unrolled it until the photo dropped in my hand.  I placed it in my pocket before joining Coffy in the living room.
 
   I pretended that what I was looking for was probably not there and decided we would wait for the other units.  I had also told her that I had received a tip while at the hotel, that Joppy might know something and so I followed up on it.
 
   “Well, why didn’t you call me?” she asked. 
 
   “Because you are a cop in this town and you are known.  I wouldn’t have been able to talk to him.  Of course that doesn’t matter now,” I said looking at the body.    
 
   She was pissed but she knew I was right.  
 
   We left the scene after we gave our report to the shift commander.
 
   “So where do we go now,” she asked, looking very interested-- as if I was taking her on an adventure.
 
   “Right now, I’m going back to my hotel room.”
 
   “Damn you, Jackson!” 
 
   “I can walk,” I said.
 
   “No, I’ll take you, I guess I deserve this for the way I treated you earlier today, Detective, but I said I was sorry.”
 
   “It’s not that, Jas, and by the way, call me Jared.” 
 
   “Ok Jared, well what is it then?”
 
   “I honestly can’t tell you right now.  I need to go see someone first, so I can be sure about what’s going on myself.”  I am sure I know who killed those officers though but I have no proof yet.”
 
   Her eyes lit up.    
 
   “Oh my God, you know who it is?  Who is it?  Please tell me.” She persisted.
 
   “I can’t.  I have already told you too much.  Just trust me.  Drop me back off at the hotel.  I have to go somewhere else and I can’t be seen with you.  Promise me you will go home and wait by the phone, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” she said.  I could tell she was disappointed, and I understood that, but I had to do this my way.  The last thing I needed was to be in an unmarked police car where I was going.
 
   I waited until she was gone out of sight.  I crossed the street and ran across the park to a Chevron gas station.  I walked inside and asked the clerk if she knew a number to a cab company.
 
   I waited outside until the cab came and jumped in.  I looked at my watch.  It was now after midnight.  I asked the driver to drop me off a block away from where I was going.  I paid him and promised him $100 bill if he come back here in 30 minutes.  
 
   I waited until he left and I walked up the block to the abandoned rail yard.  Jason had told me that I could find Shank at the abandoned rail yard at night because nobody suspects him doing drug deals there.  I made sure my .45 was cocked and crept my way in the dark rail yard.  I crossed over three tracks making sure not to trip and fall.  I needed to be very quiet.  It was a matter of life or death.  But not mine unless I made some noise.  
 
   I heard two male voices arguing on the other side of the box-car I was poised against.  I lowered myself gently to the ground.  A yellow light was flashing on the two men.  I pulled out my phone and pressed record and focused it in on the two.  Officer Paul Drexler was pointing a gun at Samuel “Shank” Bernard.  
 
   “Don’t you shit me, goddammit, don’t you shit me,” yelled Drexler.  
 
   I ain’t shittin you man.  The old homeless guy, JP, is dead.  Now there is nobody to connect you to those cops’ murders,” said Shank.  Shank was crying like a baby and pleading for his life.  The cop in me wanted to help right away but that would be foolish.  I needed to get a confession.     
 
   “Good, now there is only one more person left that knows I killed those officers.”  He looked at Shank as a lion looking at a bloody antelope.
 
   “Wh-who’s th-that?” a frightened Shank asked.
 
   “You.”
 
   At that moment, I jumped up and yelled, “FREEZE!”
 
   I ducked in time as he shot off a round over my head.
 
   Shank ran behind the building.  I squeezed off a couple of shots to put him on the offensive.
 
   Drexler took off running through the rail yard.  I followed cautiously, making sure I kept my eyes on him at all times.  He turned and fired a few more shots.  I returned fire and ducked behind a Box-car.  
 
   “It’s all over, Drexler, I got you.  You are going down for killing those officers.”
 
   “Fuck you!” he exclaimed and fired two more shots.
 
   I quickly fired a couple of more rounds his way and got lucky and hit him in the shoulder.  He spun around grabbing his shoulder and dropping his gun to the ground.  I quickly walked up on him with my gun pointed at him.  I kicked his gun behind me.
 
   “Go ahead and kill me you bastard.”
 
   “No, I’m not going to kill you; the state will do that, Bastard.”
 
   I handcuffed him and picked him up and walked back toward the area where we began shooting.  I could see the light on my phone showing that it was still recording.  I patted him down real good to make sure he didn’t have anything else on him and slammed him to the ground on his face so I could go get my phone and call for assistance.
 
   Just as I was about to call, I hear sirens in the distance and red and blue lights pulling into the rail yard.  I guess somebody must have heard the ruckus, I thought.  Then Coffy came from around the building with Shank in handcuffs.  He had pissed his pants.  Probably from seeing his life pass before him at the hands of Drexler.
 
   I looked at Coffy.  “I’m glad you were here.”
 
   She smiled.  “Shank here told me everything.  I think I am up to speed on this with you now but I still have a couple of questions.”
 
   “No problem, let’s get these birds in the cages first.”
 
   The patrol officers got Drexler and Shank and put them in the back of their patrol cars.  A tow truck was called to tow away the white Chevy Impala that Drexler drove out to the rail yard.   
 
   Detective Santiago drove Chief Adelaide and the commissioner out to the rail yard when they all heard on the radio that the cop killer was caught.
 
   It took everything in the commissioner to hold him back from probably shooting Drexler.
 
   “Get his ass out of here.  Now!” said the commissioner.
 
   He and the chief walked over to where Coffy and I were standing.
 
   “Good Job Detectives, a damn good job.”
 
   I nodded.  “Thank you sir.  Now I can get back home since this is over.”
 
   “Detective Jackson how did you do it,” he asked.
 
   “Well Commissioner, it was a joint effort.  Coffy showed me around town.  We made some contacts with people and gathered a little evidence.”  I could tell he wanted more but I had to ask something.
 
   “JP a homeless man that usually hang out at the park across from the Best Western is dead, but he was the one who turned me on to the cop killer being a cop.”
 
   I waited for confirmation.  They both dropped their heads.
 
   “He was found in an alley under a pile of garbage.  Nobody realized he was there because of the odor.  He must have been dead for a least a day before he was discovered by some employees taking out the trash,” said Chief Adelaide.
 
   I shook my head and finished up the story.  
 
   “Later I made another contact with someone who knew how the hustlers operated and I told Coffy to stay clear because nobody in town knew I was a cop so I could move freely like a tourist.  Of course I told Coffy to follow me around at a distance for safety.  After we discovered Joppy dead, we searched the house.  I found this picture of Drexler, Shank, and Joppy inside the roll of toilet paper at Joppy’s house.  This picture connects him to both of these men.  Shank was ordered by Drexler to kill JP to keep him from talking.  Joppy turned down the order and figured he would protect himself by coming to the police later on with this photo of them with Joppy holding a Key of cocaine and if you notice the two men in the back of the photo are…”
 
   “Officer Jones and Officer Davies!” exclaimed the chief.  
 
   The commissioner studied the photo also.  “But what about Officer Clements? Was he involved in any of this?”
 
   “I believe Officer Clements died a true hero.  He had no connection to them.  I believe the traffic stop he made that night was an ambush because of all the riots in Baltimore and the suspects who did it may be connected to the CPDK gang out of Chicago.”
 
   “CPDK?” asked the Commissioner.
 
   “Chicago Police Department Killers.” I said.
 
   He looked at the chief in amazement.  “We actually have idiots out there like that?”
 
   “Yes sir--and I believe Clements died as a result of that traffic stop.”
 
   “Okay,” said the commissioner, “so who killed Davies and Jones?”
 
   “Drexler killed them both.  I have his confession on video.”
 
   I downloaded the video to the chief’s phone, the Commissioner’s, and Coffy’s so that they could use it as evidence.  
 
   “The way I figure, Drexler was using the smoke screen of Clements murder, making you all think that there was some lunatic on the loose killing cops at random but it was him tying up loose ends.  They all, except Clements, were in on the distribution of dope in the city and were heavy on the take.
 
   “Plus Shank is going to talk,” said Coffy.
 
   The commissioner looked at us both and extended his hand.  “Well I suppose that wraps up everything.  You two did a great job!”
 
   We shook hands and he and the chief walked to their car.  Santiago gave us both thumbs up.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
   The headlines were on every network news channel in New Orleans and also blasting the front page of the newspaper:  Cop Killer Caught.  The story didn’t go into detail much but I kind of knew why.  It would be an embarrassment for sure if the public knew all of the truth.  The public couldn’t handle the truth.  
 
   My flight was leaving in an hour.  I decided to get me something quick from the hot bar in the restaurant.  
 
   “Good morning,” said a woman’s voice.
 
   I turned to see Coffy removing her sunglasses and smiling at me.
 
   “Well, good morning to you, too, I was just about to get something quick and be ready when you got here.”
 
   I grabbed a napkin, some French bread, piled on some scrambled eggs and put some Creole sauce on top for a kind of breakfast po-boy. 
 
   We talked the whole ride to the airport.  Well, she talked, I ate, careful not to get that sauce on my shirt.
 
   “Next time you come back to New Orleans, dinner is on me,” she said.
 
   “We’ll see,” I said.  I grabbed my bags and closed her door.  “Take care, Jas.”
 
   “You too, Jared.  Get home to that lucky wife of yours.  God, she is so lucky.”
 
   Nice of her to say, but I wasn’t going to think about that.
 
   The weather in Alabama was sunny, and not quite as hot as New Orleans.  I grabbed my bags off the baggage conveyor belt and almost skipped out the door.
 
   My phone rang.  I looked at the caller ID.  It was Charlotte.
 
   That ice water feeling formed in my gut again.
 
   “Hey, baby!” she said, excited.
 
   The ice water feeling subsided.
 
   “Hey honey what’s up?”
 
   “We heard all about how you caught that cop killer.  You are famous.  Also we have other news.  Burncutt was caught early this morning tried to car-jack an off duty deputy with a knife.  The deputy shot and killed him.”
 
   “Wow,” I said.  “A lot has gone on both in New Orleans and here.”  
 
   “Oh yeah.” She tried to sound casual now.  “Speaking of New Orleans, Who is Detective Jasmine Coffy?”
 
   “She is just a New Orleans cop.  Something about her kinda reminded me of you all the time I was there.  See you soon, Baby.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Atlanta Ripper
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Beatrice Bishop ran as fast as she could; panting; bleeding; and scared for her life.  She felt herself getting weaker and her legs about to give out from under her.  But he was right there behind her, slowly walking like a hunter following the bloody trail to his kill.  She grabbed on to a tree to catch herself from falling.  She rested; heaving and trying to catch her breath.  She heard the sloshing of slow moving footsteps getting close to her.  She started running again; she didn’t know where she was.  It was dark and she was in the woods and every direction looked the same except from where the footsteps were coming from.  She then noticed a different sound.
 
   This sound gave her hope and the motivation to keep going.  It was the screaming sound of heavy tires beating the asphalt.  She kept going until she seen the headlights and tail lights of fast moving vehicles.  It was a highway, she thought.  She screamed for help as she ran toward the roadway.  She threw her hands up, waving her arms and stepping out into the traffic.  
 
   “HELP!”  She stood in the path of a fast oncoming vehicle, which happened to have an off-duty police officer behind the wheel.  Me.  The car swerved and braked hard.  There was a thump and the car came to rest a few feet past the woman.
 
   I looked over at Charlotte.  “Are you okay, honey?”
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” she responded rubbing her belly, probably communicating with the little guy to assure him they were both all right.  
 
   “Go check on that person back there; they could be hurt bad.”  She knew I would anyway, but she was concerned.
 
   “Okay, I‘ll go back there and you call the police and tell them there has been an accident; that a pedestrian was hit and we need an ambulance also at uhm…”  I looked around to find a mile-marker.  “Tell them we are at mile-marker 51 on interstate 20.”
 
   I jumped out of the car and raced back to where the woman was lying on the ground.
 
   Charlotte picked up her phone and dialed 911.  Other passing motorists saw what had happened and pulled over to assist as well.  
 
   She was lying face up.  “Miss, are you okay?” I yelled, lightly shaking the young woman.  I had to keep her awake if I could, and had to be gentle in case she had a serious injury.
 
   Her breathing was shallow and she opened her eyes.  “Are you ok?”
 
   Another motorist came over.  “Hey I’m a nurse, let me help.”  
 
   I backed out the way and pulled my badge out.  The woman saw it.  She tried to move and get my attention.  
 
   “She’s trying to say something!” said the nurse.
 
   I leaned in to her.  
 
   She pointed at my badge and grabbed my ankle as if she was holding on for dear life.  
 
   “Yes I’m a Detective, what is it you want to say?” I asked softly.  
 
   She let go my ankle long enough to point toward the woods and then grabbed it again.  She held me with a death grip. 
 
   “Killer, woods, he-he stabbed me.” 
 
   “Who?” I asked.  “Who is this killer?”
 
   “Man—tall,” she said and let go my ankle again and pointed at her face.  
 
   “A tall man in the woods stabbed you and he’s black,” I asked.
 
   She tried to nod.  I glanced over to where she pointed and scanned the area but saw nothing.  She saw that I understood and smiled showing her pretty white and straight teeth.  That’s how she looked when her spirit left her; smiling and staring into the dark abyss.
 
   The nurse checked her pulse and her breathing.  The young black woman was dead.  The nurse looked at me and shook her head.
 
   “I’m sorry Detective; but she’s gone.”
 
   I felt bad.  She looked so young and full of years.  I got up and looked over at the woods again, still I saw nothing.  It was dark.  I decided to wait for the police to arrive. 
 
   I was so distraught that I didn’t notice Charlotte talking to the nurse.  She then walked over to where I was.
 
   “Are you ok?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said.  “I just killed someone.”
 
   “No, you didn’t,” she said, rubbing my back.  The nurse said she is sure the lady bled to death from the wound in her back.”
 
   I looked at Charlotte and then toward the nurse who was walking over to me.  
 
   “Detective, I’m not a coroner, but I believe this young woman was stabbed to death long before your car touched her.”
 
   I didn’t know what to think. 
 
   “So far I didn’t feel any broken bones.  I witnessed the accident.  I believe she basically brushed against your car when you swerved,” said the nurse.
 
   The police and ambulance arrived minutes later and shut down that portion of the interstate for their investigation.  A young officer came up to me and I flashed my badge.  I told him what had happened.  He and another officer walked over to the wood-line and investigated.  
 
   “Hey, we got blood over here.  Get a K9 unit.” One of them yelled back to the just arriving officers.
 
   So she was right, I thought.   I told Charlotte to wait with the nurse while I walked over to the wood-line where the two officers were standing with their flashlights shining on the ground.
 
   “There is a trail of blood.  Don’t know how far back,” said on the officers.
 
   “It looks like she was running, with all the blood scattered like it is.”
 
   I paused and looked where one of the flashlights had just glossed over.
 
   “Shine your light over there again.”  I pointed at the ground just in front of us.
 
   “It looks like shoe prints—large shoe prints,” said one of the officers.
 
   “That is exactly right,” I exclaimed.  “Somebody chased this woman and tried to finish killing her and the bastard stood there watching all of us as she died, and he got away with murder, for now.”
 
   The nurse and I told the homicide investigator everything that the young woman had said before she died and our contact information.  I told him the hotel Charlotte and I were going to be staying and that we would be there the weekend until Sunday morning.  I also learned that the nurse’s name was Lenora wells and that she was a registered nurse at Emory University Hospital Midtown.  
 
   The drive was different now.  Before all this happened, Charlotte and I were listening to the music on the radio, holding hands, and thinking about the great weekend we were going to have doing some sight-seeing, a little shopping, and just having fun.  Things had changed and everything in me wanted to turn around and go back home, but I thought about how the young woman looked at my badge and held onto me tight because I was her hope.  I was the one she silently asked to find out what happened.  To her, I was her hero.     
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
   I felt like I had just closed my eyes for only a few minutes until my phone rang the second time.  Charlotte was sleeping well with her head on my chest and her arm wrapped around me.  I turned and looked at my phone at the third ring hoping it would somehow stop but it didn’t.  I knew I had to answer it.  I answered it.
 
   “Hello?” I said in a low raspy tone.
 
   “Detective Jackson please?” said the woman’s voice on the other end.
 
   “Yeah, this is he,” I said looking at my watch.
 
   “I’m sorry to call you so early in the morning; this is Agent Margaret Faulkner with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”  
 
   I wiped my eyes.  “If this is some kind of joke, it’s not funny,” I said.
 
   “I’m afraid not Detective.  I know it is early, but I wanted to catch you before you and your wife left out this morning.
 
   The thought of her knowing my wife was with me was less than comforting.
 
   “Ok, what do you need from me?”  I asked.  I looked at the coffee pot on the table and walked over to it.  
 
   “Well, Detective, like I said, I am Agent Margaret Faulkner, and I need for you to meet me this morning in the hotel lobby.  It’s about the murder case last night.”
 
    I filled the pot with water from the sink and listened to her.  “Okay, what time?”
 
   “Shall we say around 8:00 A.M.?”
 
   “Okay, I’ll be there.”  I hung up and poured the water into the coffee maker.  
 
   Charlotte stirred from her sleep.  
 
   “What time is it?” she asked.  
 
   “A little after five,” I told her.
 
   She yawned.  “Who was that on the phone?”
 
   “Just the FBI,” I said.  I flipped the on button to turn the pot on.
 
   “FBI?” she asked, surprised.
 
   “Yep,” the FBI.  She wants to meet me in the lobby at 8:00 and talk about that murder case last night.
 
   “Oh--another ‘she,’ huh?” 
 
   I knew that was coming.  She never really got over that I had worked side by side with a beautiful female detective in New Orleans a month ago.  Of course, nothing had happened, but she let me know that I at least should have told her and trusted her instead of trying to keep it a secret.  She told me a man looked more suspicious when he hides something from his wife.  Instead, he should come right out and say it.  It actually made sense.
 
   “At least I’m telling you about it up front this time.”
 
   I tore the plastic off the cups and placed them by the coffee maker.  She smiled.
 
   “Would you like a cup?”  I asked.
 
   “No, baby, I’m gonna go wash my face.”  
 
   She brushed up against me and patted me on the behind and kissed me on the cheek.  
 
   “All right,” I said.  “That’s how you got pregnant in the first place.”
 
   I kissed her on the cheek.  I then held her and tried to kiss her on the lips.  She covered my lips with her hand.  
 
   “Uh-uh, after I brush my teeth.”
 
   She walked in the bathroom and closed the door behind her.
 
   I poured myself a cup of coffee.  I pondered the conversation I just had with Agent Faulkner and wondered what else she knew about me—after all, she was the FBI.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
   Agent Margaret Faulkner met me in the lobby right on time.  She was a white woman, probably 5’2, with brown eyes and brown hair with some gray, and maybe in her late 50’s.  I sighed a little in relief.  She looked plain.
 
   “Detective Jackson,” she said extending her hand.  Her handshake was firm but her hands were soft.  She held out her credentials for me to read them, much longer than I would have.  I assumed she was proud of her job.
 
   “How can I help you?” 
 
   “We need to talk at my office downtown.  I would appreciate it if you would join me.” 
 
   I could have probably told her no but I was intrigued as to why the FBI was interested in this case.  The case had nothing to do with me except the information I gave the investigators, but it must have had a lot to do with the FBI.
 
   “Sure, why not.”
 
   The drive to the FBI building was smooth with not much traffic, probably because it was Saturday morning.  She parked her car in the parking deck and we took the elevator up to her floor.  She had a small desk with a couple of chairs and her office smelled minty.
 
   “Can I get you anything—juice, coffee, or water?”
 
   “Coffee will be fine.”
 
   While she started to make the coffee, I looked at a photo on her desk.  It showed an elderly couple in the center and surrounded by women—one being agent Faulkner.
 
   “You have a lovely family.”
 
   She turned around from the coffee pot and saw me looking at her family photo.
 
   “Thank you.”  She turned back toward the coffee pot and finished putting the grounds in the filter.  After she was done, she went and sat in the chair behind her desk.  
 
   “My mom passed recently,” she said.
 
   “I—am—sorry.”
 
   “It’s quite all right.  We just have to keep on keeping on, don’t we?”
 
   I waited for her to start the conversation.  Why I was I there, in her office, on a Saturday morning?
 
   She opened a drawer and pulled out a stack of files that looked older than her age and mine combined and placed them on her desk.
 
   “What’s this?” I asked.
 
   “Before I get into that, Detective, I want you to think back to last night and fill me in on everything the victim Beatrice Bishop had told you before she died.”
 
   I didn’t know her name.  It was a pretty name that matched a pretty face.
 
   “I already gave my statement to the investigators on the scene.”  She was about to say something but I cut her off.  “But if you wish, I will repeat it just for you.”
 
   I gave her the same information I had given the investigators at the scene letter to letter.
 
   “Detective Jackson, the files you see on my desk are from cold cases dating back to 1911.”
 
   “Okay, what does that have to do with 2015?”
 
   “Precisely my point, Detective,” she said pushing to files to me for me to look them over.
 
   “In those files are crimes similar to the one last night.”
 
   She took out three more files and laid them on her desk.  This is why you are here on a Saturday.
 
   Those files looked fresh and new.
 
   “So what does this all mean?” I asked.
 
   “Have you ever heard about the Atlanta Ripper murders in 1911-1912?”
 
   “No, I just remember the Atlanta Child Murders back in the late 70’s and early 80’s when I was a kid.”
 
   I looked at the photo of the lady in the first file.  She was black and pretty and probably was in her 20’s.
 
   “The Atlanta child murders were horrible and we caught that killer, but this guy back at the turn of the century was just like Jack the Ripper in London back in 1889—they both killed many women and vanished into thin air.”
 
   I could tell she prided herself on being knowledgeable.  
 
   “Okay so, if both of those guys vanished and it’s been well over a hundred years for both men to be alive today, then who is doing the killing?”
 
   “A copycat,” she said.
 
   I acknowledged what she said by nodding my head.
 
   “The victim last night is the only one to have survived long enough to give us some detail as to what this guy may look like.  And being that you were told directly by…”
 
   “Hold on, okay, you want me to say this publicly don’t you?”
 
   “Detective, I assure you that it is in the best interest of the city right now.”
 
   “Oh so since I’m black and a detective, and the dead black woman told me that a tall black man stabbed her; you want me the black detective to smooth the possibly upcoming race riot before it starts, right?”
 
   “Detective, you are an officer of the law; plus I took the liberty of calling your chief and asking him if you could assist us in this matter.”
 
   I stood up.  
 
   “WHAT!  You called my boss without asking me…”
 
   She threw her hands up in surrender.  “Relax detective, I only asked in case you didn’t find the idea of speaking publicly appealing.”
 
   “You damn right, I don’t!”
 
   “We need your help on this case then.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You and I will partner up and investigate.  I did some checking up on you and you have dealt with psychos before.  Besides, it would keep you out the press and the public will see a some-what well-known detective working with the FBI to catch this guy.  The public will feel safer and the city will hopefully not be destroyed.”
 
   “I have my wife with me and we are here for the weekend.”
 
   “Sorry detective but we need you and duty calls.  Do you want this guy attacking your wife?”
 
   The words pierced my heart like a hot double edged sword.  It reminded me of the time Charlotte was abducted.  I calmed down and thought.  
 
   “Okay, I will help, but I want 24 hour protection around my wife starting right now!”
 
   “That was already done before you got in my car at the hotel.  Now let’s get down to business.”
 
   All I could do was look at her.  She was smart and witty.  I actually liked her but I wasn’t going to let on.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
   “I’ll get out in front of the hotel,” I said.  Agent Faulkner didn’t say anything.  She pulled in front of the hotel double doors and parked.
 
   “Thanks for the ride.”
 
   She looked at me with a twisted smile and gave me her contact card.
 
   “Agents Riley and Jefferson will introduce themselves when you get to your floor.  If you have any questions or need anything, please call me.”
 
   I took the card, nodded, and walked through the double doors.
 
   When I got up to my floor, it was just as she said.  Both agents were standing in the hallway.  They wore black suits and had ear pieces in their ears.  I assumed she had told them I was coming up.  They came over and introduced themselves.  
 
   Agent Riley spoke first.  He was young, pale and had a crew cut.  Agent Jefferson was tall and black and stood erect, as if he’d been in the military.
 
   We talked briefly as I slid the key in the door.  
 
   Charlotte met me at the door.  
 
   “Jared, who are these guys?”  
 
   “They are FBI agents.”
 
   “FBI agents?...Why?”
 
   “I’ll explain later, but for right now, let’s go down to the restaurant, I’m starved.”
 
   Charlotte and I walked into the elevator with Riley and Jefferson following close behind.  We didn’t say anything on the ride down.  
 
   The restaurant was not crowded and we had our choice of the best tables.  The lunch time buffet looked good.  Charlotte and I sat down close to the hot bar and salad bar.  The agents sat a few tables over to give us some privacy, I suppose.  
 
   The waitress took our orders for sweet tea and water and we both went up to the hot bar for the entrées.  Everything looked appealing to the eyes.  Charlotte and I both chose the roast beef, macaroni, collard greens, and cornbread.  
 
   We went back to our table, said grace, and ate in silence for a few minutes.
 
   She looked at me.  I knew what her eyes were asking.  I wiped my mouth and told her what she wanted to know.
 
   “Really, they think it’s a copycat?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said glancing over at the agents.  They were eating as well, and glancing our way at times.  Maybe they felt that babysitting was beneath them also.  I turned my attention back to Charlotte who was eating for two and doing a good job of it.
 
   “How about we go for a walk,” I asked when we had finished the meal.
 
   “That sounds good,” she said.
 
   “Let’s give our government bodyguards a little exercise,” I said, finishing my plate.
 
   We started our walk south of the hotel.  We came to a park and Charlotte sat in one of the swings.  I pushed her gently.  I wanted us to try and enjoy as much of our weekend as possible but in the back of my mind, the words agent Faulkner said were echoing in my thoughts.  What if this guy attacked your wife?
 
   We got back to the hotel around three.  I could see that our bodyguards were hot and pissed.  I didn’t care.  I really didn’t want to be here in Atlanta anymore.  I wanted to be back home with Charlotte where things felt right and simple.  
 
   I started to slide our room key but noticed a piece of paper sticking out from under the door.  The agents noticed it too.  I reached down and picked it up by the edges.  It was a habit.  Perhaps a good habit to keep in my line of work.
 
   I opened the folded piece of paper.  My whole demeanor changed.  Agent Jefferson looked over my shoulder and read the paper and immediately got on his ear piece.  They both drew their guns and took my slide card and went in our room and searched it all over.
 
   Charlotte had a look of fear in her eyes.  
 
   “C’mon detective,” said agent Riley, “you and your wife cannot stay here.”
 
   “What’s going on” asked Charlotte.
 
   “We are wasting time, let’s go,” said agent Jefferson.
 
   I grabbed Charlotte by her hand and led her to the elevators.  We got downstairs to a waiting unmarked black sedan.  
 
   “Get in,” ordered Riley.  “We have to get you two away from here.”
 
   I nodded and placed Charlotte in the back seat.  She had to adjust a little to get inside because of her pregnancy.
 
   “What was on that piece of paper?”  Charlotte asked.
 
   “It was a note from the killer,” I said, as I pulled out my phone.
 
   For the rest of the ride, everybody was silent except Agent Jefferson speaking into his collar.  
 
   The route was the same route Faulkner and I had taken earlier.  We got out of the car in the parking deck and took the elevator to Faulkner’s office.  Agent Faulkner met us at the elevator.  She escorted us into her office and waved Riley and Jefferson to stay outside.
 
   I sat Charlotte down in the seat I was in earlier.  
 
   “Hello Mrs.  Jackson, I am Agent Margaret Faulkner with the FBI.  I am sorry for all of this but it is for your protection.”
 
   Charlotte looked at me.  I kept my eyes on Faulkner.  
 
   “How did he know where we were?” I asked.
 
   “I have no idea,” said Faulkner, “you still have the note?”
 
   I pulled the note from my pocket and gave it to her.
 
   “You have a pretty wife, just like the nurse.  
 
   Watch the news.
 
   ___Baron Samedi”  
 
   Charlotte started breathing fast after hearing the words of the note.  “What does that mean?”
 
   I kept my eyes on Faulkner.  “Yeah Agent Faulkner, What—does—that mean?”
 
   She looked at me as if she wished she could disappear at that moment.  I went on and asked her the question she tried to avoid answering.
 
   “When were you going to let me know the nurse was dead?”
 
   “I thought it best not to say anything right away.  That is why I placed Riley and Jefferson to watch over your wife.”
 
   I slammed my fist on her desk.  “What else have you held back from me?”
 
   “What do you mean, detective,” she said, trying to assert her authority.  I wasn’t about to give her the pleasure.
 
   “You knew damn well that killer knew where we were and you also knew he had killed the nurse sometime between last night and this morning--didn’t you!”
 
   “She tried to look me in the eyes without flinching but her eyes went down and to the right.  I knew I had been right.  I sat back in my seat.
 
   “What do we have to do with all this,” asked Charlotte.
 
   “We were bait,” I said, “at least you were.”
 
   Charlotte placed her face in her hands.  
 
   I was getting madder every second I sat there.
 
   “C’mon Charlotte, we are getting the hell out of her and going back home—right now!”
 
   Charlotte had tears coming from her eyes.  “Why,” she asked agent Faulkner.
 
   Faulkner broke her silence.  
 
   “We have been trying to catch this guy for a long time now.  I’m sorry this happened to you.  We tried to give Ms. Wells protection also, but we were too late.  She left the hospital this morning at around 1 A.M. and headed home.  Her body was discovered next to her car on front of her apartment.”
 
   I thought back to that night about Lenora Wells.  She was pretty just like the other victim.  
 
   “How did you find out she was dead?” Faulkner asked me.
 
   “I searched the news on my phone before we got here.”
 
   Faulkner nodded.
 
   “Well, we have to get you two to safety.”
 
   “I already took care of that,” I said.  “A good friend of mine is coming to pick Charlotte up and take her back home.”
 
   Charlotte looked at me.  I held her hand.  “I have no choice now, baby.”
 
   She nodded that she understood.  
 
   “Detective if you like we could…”
 
   “Nevermind,” I said, interrupting Faulkner.  “You all have done plenty already.”
 
   The four hours it took for Chad to get there seemed like four years.  
 
   “Who is this?” Faulkner asked as I was placing Charlotte in the front seat of Chad’s unmarked sedan. 
 
   “This is Detective Chad Caddis.  Chad this is Margaret Faulkner, FBI.”
 
   They shook hands.  I briefed Chad on what I could and told him Charlotte would fill him in more.  I couldn’t help looking around to see if we were being watched.  
 
   I waved bye at them as Chad pulled out the parking deck.  Charlotte didn’t want to go and I didn’t want her to go either, but this guy—this killer, did way more than disrupt my weekend.  He had placed his sights on my wife.  
 
   And I am not going to rest until I get him.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
        Chapter 5
 
   I told Faulkner that I was going to stay at our hotel and in the same room.  If that bastard wanted his ass handed to him then I was the right person to give it to him.  I asked Faulkner to keep the agents away from the hotel so that he would think everything was normal and to take me by Nurse Wells place so I could see the scene.  
 
   “Whoever this guy is, he already feels that he is one step ahead of the police,” I said, looking out at the scenery as Faulkner was driving.
 
   “I’m afraid you’re right.  We haven’t been able to get any kind of line.  We do have DNA evidence but you know like I know, that will take some time.”
 
   I was glad to hear that but also knew the truth that DNA was a waiting game.
 
   I wondered why he used Baron Samedi as a name.
 
   “What do you know about Baron Samedi?’  I asked Faulkner.
 
   “I looked the name up and it showed him to be a mythical witch doctor of some sort from Haiti.”
 
   “Yeah, that is correct.  Also, he was known as the man who cannot die.  He is said to be centuries old and walks through time like a phantom but looks human like you and I.  Some people call him the ‘Lord of the Dead.’
 
   She was impressed.  “So is that what you got from that phone of yours?”
 
   “No, the James Bond movie, Live and Let Die, plus yes I did google him too.” 
 
   She shook her head with a slight laugh.
 
   We drove out of the city and got off at the Villa Rica exit.  We headed south for a few miles and turned left on a narrow road.  The apartments looked new with trees and flowers of every color including pink camellia’s or pink perfection, which were Charlotte’s favorite, that added a bit of southern charm to the landscape.  
 
   I got out of the car and started looking around.  I had a methodical way of doing things.  First, I would look at the place where the body was found and then fan out from there.  
 
   It was getting dark and I didn’t have much time.
 
   “Did anybody question the neighbors?”
 
   “Yes, but nobody saw or heard anything.”  
 
   “The news said that she was strangled and her throat was cut after she died,” I said.
 
   “Yes, that’s what happened.”
 
   “I don’t believe that nobody saw anything.  There is always one nosey person in every neighborhood.  We just got to find them.”
 
   I looked up to the second floor of apartments and saw someone pulled their blinds down and stared at us.  I didn’t say anything about it at first.  Faulkner scratched her head and pulled out her phone.  I wanted to come back later without Faulkner and talk with that person but there was too much happening and I didn’t want to chance the person not being here later.  
 
   “I found the nosey neighbor,” I said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Second floor, third apartment from the right.”
 
   She looked up but when the person saw us, they released the blinds.  
 
   We walked upstairs to that apartment.  The door opened before we knocked.  
 
   A middle-aged black woman appeared in the doorway.
 
   “C’mon in quick,” she whispered.
 
   We walked inside.
 
   “I knew you all would come back,” she said, “I have been waiting for you.  I’m Gertrude Harris.”
 
   Faulkner and I looked at each other and then at the woman.
 
   “I am Detective Jackson and this is Agent Faulkner with the FBI.
 
   I asked the first question.  “What can you tell us about the murder last night?”
 
   She looked out through her blinds as if she was nervous.  Once she was satisfied, she turned to us and started talking.
 
   “I saw him—I saw him kill her.”
 
   My heart started racing.  Faulkner was excited too but tried to hide it.
 
   “He was tall, black and wore a baseball cap,” she said.
 
   “Did you see what he looked like?”  I asked.  
 
   “No, I couldn’t see his face but he was black I’m sure and he drove a black car, kind of like the one ya’ll driving out there.  That’s why I was looking so hard.” 
 
   “What else do you remember?” asked Agent Faulkner.  She was scribbling as fast as the woman could talk.  
 
   “He had pulled behind her car and they were talking for a little while.  I didn’t think nothing about it too much because it appeared that they knew each other.  I watched for a little while longer and was about to step away from the window until I seen him grab her and choke her.  He choked her all the way to the ground.  I saw him reach in his pocket for something and that is all I remember.”
 
   “You say it looked as if they knew each other?”  I asked.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Do you think you have ever seen this guy before in this area?”
 
   No, but, by his shape—well I don’t know.”  She stopped to think.
 
   I knew she had something and I needed to know what it was that she was thinking about.
 
   “Mrs. Harris, whatever it is you are thinking about, could be important to this case.  It may even help us catch this guy before he kills again.”
 
   She then looked at both of us.  “I believe I have seen him before,” she said.
 
   “Where?  asked Faulkner, anxious for the answer.  
 
   “Well, I ain’t a hundred percent sure, but from his build and appearance, he looked like a mental health worker I remember seeing at the mental hospital on East Point near College Park where I used to take my daughter when she needed to go.  She passed a year ago.  This was her place and I just moved in and took over everything.”
 
   “I am sorry to hear about your daughter, Mrs. Harris,” I said.
 
   I felt like I wanted to ask more but I decided not to.  
 
   “Mrs. Harris, we do thank you for all your help.  I believe this will help us get a lead on who this guy is and catch him,” said Faulkner.
 
   “I hope you do catch him.  I mourn enough already for my daughter.”
 
   I saw the tears forming in her eyes.
 
   “You’ve been a big help, ma’am,” I said.
 
   We left the apartment and walked back to the car.  We didn’t talk until we got inside.
 
   “What do you think, Detective?” she asked.  The question surprised me.
 
   “The FBI asking me what I think?”  I laughed.
 
   “Okay, okay, enough already.  C’mon, what do you think our next move should be?”
 
   “Well, I think we should go to the mental hospital tonight.”
 
   “Why not in the morning?” she asked.
 
   “Because he works in the mornings.”
 
   She looked at me puzzled, so I helped her.
 
   “If you recall, he does all his killings at night.”
 
   “Oh, damn,” she said.  Her dumbfounded facial expression confirmed what I already knew and that was I was damn good at this job.  Still she didn’t let on and being an FBI agent, I knew she wouldn’t give me that satisfaction.    
 
   “I really think we are on to something and we will find all of our answers at that mental hospital.”  My phone chimed.  It was Charlotte.
 
   “Hey baby,” I said, “I’m glad to see you made it home.”
 
   Charlotte and I talked a few minutes more.  I told her I had to go and that we were about to go check something out.  She still had her newspaper job and I knew she wanted details.  But I still had to be careful.  I told her she would get the full story for her column when we catch this guy.  I also thanked agent Faulkner for having her guys tail them back home.
 
   “Okay, Agent Faulkner, let’s go catch this guy.”
 
   “Margaret.”
 
   I looked at her.
 
   “Call me Margaret,” she said.  “I think we have got beyond titles now.
 
   “Okay,” I said.  “Call me Jared.”
 
   “Okay, Jared,” she said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The Psychological Behavioral Center was just inside the I-285 beltway that goes around Atlanta.
 
   She parked her car in front and we got out and walked through the sliding doors.  We were met by a black overweight security guard with a frown.  He looked like we disturbed his food dream.    
 
   “Can I help you,” he asked in a husky voice.
 
   I let Margaret do her thing.
 
   “I’m Agent Falkner with the FBI.  I am working on a case and I need your help please.”
 
   The guy came to life, with a sense of pride that the FBI needed his help.
 
   “Yes ma’am, what do you need?” he asked straightening his shirt in his pants.
 
   “Do you remember a Lenora Wells working here?”
 
   He thought for a minute and then his eyes grew big to match his smile.
 
   “Yes ma’am, I knew her, well I didn’t know her—know her, but I used to see her come to work when she worked here.  I believe she works at one of the hospitals downtown.”
 
   I stayed quiet as Margaret filled his head with all the possibilities of helping the FBI and that when he applied for the agency, that she would give him a recommendation for hire.  I noticed that she did not leave her card.
 
   After she was done, I asked him a question.
 
   “By the way, is there or was there ever a tall black guy maybe bald that used to work here?  Or perhaps he still does?”
 
   He thought again and rubbed his chin.  “Yeah, you are talking about Jennings.  He was a mental health worker.  Strange type and always kept to himself.”
 
   “You remember what his first name was?”  I tried to hide the excitement in my voice but it didn’t work.  Margaret and I both were damn near leaning over the guy waiting for his answer.
 
   “Yeah, it’s Money—Money Jennings.  I remember because some of the workers used to tease him about his first name, especially when he be looking broke all the time.  In fact some of them called him Baron Samedi, you know like the tall guy from one of those James Bond movies from long ago.”
 
   Margaret and I looked at each other.  We had him.  We knew who he was.
 
   “Do you have an address on that guy, or know where we might be able to find him?” asked Margaret.
 
   “That is privileged information.  I could get fired for that.”
 
   Both Margaret and I knew we couldn’t make him cross that line.
 
   “Wait a minute,” he said.  He typed something into the computer and looked up at us.  “I have to go to the restroom.  Could you all watch the desk for me for a minute?”  He winked his eye at Margaret.
 
   I moved my lips and formed the words, Thank You.
 
   Margaret wrote down the address and we were out of there before he got back to the desk.
 
   The address was near Kenilworth Avenue and Quarrels Street.  The ghetto.  The area looked run down.  Some buildings were boarded up.  Graffiti was on every wall.  Even an advertisement for buying crack was painted on one of the walls.  The name of the apartments was faded from the sign outside.
 
   We walked to the first apartment, downstairs on the right.  I really wanted to knock the door down, but we really didn’t have any hard evidence that this was the guy.  I rapped on the door.  Nobody answered.  I looked at my watch; it was close to 10P.M.  I rapped on the door again but still no answer.  We heard a noise above us.
 
   “If you are looking for Monday, he ain’t here,” said a teenaged boy.
 
   “Do you know where he might be?”  I asked.
 
   “Are you all cops?” he asked.
 
   “No, we are friends of his from the hospital.”
 
   I had to respond fast.  We didn’t want to leave and let this guy know the cops were on to him.
 
   “Oh, ya’ll are from that crazy hospital huh,” he asked.
 
   “Yes, that’s where we are from.”
 
   The boy was quiet for a few seconds
 
   “Well he ain’t here because his car ain’t here.  He might be down at Six Flags.  He hangs out down there sometimes.”
 
   “Okay, thank you,” said Margaret, rushing me off the porch.”
 
   “Okay, thanks,” I said.  I then turned around to Margaret who was walking fast to her car.
 
   “What is the rush?”  I asked trying to catch up.
 
   “Get in,” Margaret almost seemed to be in panic.  “We have to go-- Now!”
 
   “Six Flags is near the exit where our victim Ms. Bishop was killed.”
 
   “Son of a bitch!”  I said aloud before I knew it.  
 
   Margaret hit the gas and the sedan rose up in the front.  I put on my seatbelt as the speedometer got up to 80.
 
   She turned on her lights and siren.  In the traffic, it would have normally taken 30 minutes or more to get to Six Flags.  We got there in 10 minutes.
 
   She turned off the lights and siren when we got to the exit.  We slowly pulled into the park and pulled up to the locked gate.  She turned the car off and we exited the car and gently pushed the doors closed.  
 
   I pulled out my .45 and Margaret pulled out her weapon.  We walked up to the gate.  We heard noise behind us.  A woman screaming.  We ran in the direction of the screams.  The woods were dark.  Margaret stayed close behind me.  I turned on the light on my muzzle.  The screams were getting louder.
 
   I saw the woman fighting for her life.  Kicking and wailing her fists.  The tall man was on top of her with his hands around her throat.  
 
   “POLICE!!!  FREEZE!!”
 
   He looked up in my direction, got off the woman, and ran.  I ran after him.  
 
   “Stay with the woman,” I yelled back at Margaret.
 
   “Okay,” she responded. 
 
   I kept my light on his back.  Thought about shooting him but I had no clear shot and I didn’t want this bastard getting away if I missed.  
 
   We must have run about 200 hundred yards through the thick trees before he got tired enough for me to rush him.  I dived at his legs and tackled him to the ground like I did guys when I played football in high school.  My gun slipped out of my hand.  I saw the light but I didn’t have time to grab it.  
 
   This guy was strong.  I expected that, but I didn’t like it.  He started kicking at me but I had a death grip on him.  I finally got to where I was on top and I straddled myself over him.  He grabbed me around my neck with one of his huge hands and reached in his pocket.  He brought out a knife.
 
   I grabbed his hand with the knife and used the pressure point to make him drop it.  Lord help me.  I was thinking about those women.  I was thinking about Charlotte.  I grabbed the knife, wrapped my fist around the handle, and came down into his shoulder. 
 
   His scream was deafening.  I pulled the knife out and came down again in the same shoulder.  He screamed again.  I pulled the knife out again and pushed myself off him.  I looked back at the light on my gun and went and picked it up.  
 
   “Don’t you move, you sick bastard, or I will blow your head completely off your body.” 
 
   I ordered him to roll over on his stomach.  I reached in my back pocket for my cuffs.  
 
   “Put your hands behind your back,” I ordered.
 
   Once I got him to comply, I straddled him and with my knees, I kept his arms locked behind him until I could get the cuffs on.  He screamed in pain again.  I didn’t care.  I had caught this bastard.  I got him up and ordered him to walk.  
 
   Sirens were getting close and I could see the emergency lights through the trees.  I pushed him with my gun-free hand into the direction of the lights.  
 
   “Are you okay, Jared?” asked Margaret, “I heard screaming.”
 
   “I’m fine, it was him.”  I gave her the bloody knife.  Two patrol officers placed the bleeding Money Jennings also known as ‘The Ripper’ in the back of their patrol car.  
 
   “How about the woman, is she ok?”
 
   “Yes she is fine, just a little--well a whole lot-- shook up, but we got here in time.”
 
   Chapter 7
 
   After I called Charlotte and told her we caught the guy, I crashed in the bed.  I felt my spirit leave my tired body for a few hours, sleeping so hard I couldn’t remember my dreams.  The next morning, I packed our things and walked out to my car.  Margaret was standing by it wearing sunglasses and a smile on her face.
 
   “I hope you didn’t mind the FBI using your name in the press to help solve this case.”
 
   “I saw it on the news as I was packing.  No, I don’t mind.  I am ready to get back home to my wife.”
 
   “He confessed last night to the murder of ten women.  Of course we intend to match DNA with each one, but we got him.”
 
   I nodded.  “Did he say why he murdered all those women?”
 
   “As it turned out, each one of those women had one thing in common.  They all worked at the mental hospital with him.”
 
   “So my guess is he killed them because they didn’t find him attractive right?”
 
   “Well that was the biggest of it.”  I waited for her to finish the rest.
 
   “He said he read about how black women were murdered in 1911 in what was known as the Atlanta Ripper Murders and he wanted to bring fear to all the black women again.  He says he felt the power it gave him after he killed them.”
 
   “So did he say how he knew about us at this hotel?”
 
   “Yes, that was a big concern for me too,” she said.  “He said he actually saw you two walking one day from the hotel and remembered you from that night.  He asked one of the maids in the hotel if they knew what room you stayed in because he had an important message for you.  He wouldn’t give us her name or description, but I have agents looking into it now.”
 
   We heard some noise behind us near the front doors.  One of the maids was cussing as she was being escorted out of the hotel, apparently rougher than she would have liked.
 
   “I assume that is her.”
 
   Margaret smiled and nodded.  “We believe she may be a relative—perhaps a sister.”
 
   “Well I guess this is goodbye,” I said, extending my hand.
 
   “Yes, I guess it is; goodbye, Jared and thanks again.”
 
   “You are welcome.  Goodbye.”
 
   I got in my car and drove out of the parking deck.  When I got near mile-marker 51, I couldn’t help but glance over at the spot where I met Beatrice Bishop and Lenora Wells.  Two women who fell victim to a psycho.  
 
   I figured the next time Charlotte and I decide to go somewhere, it was going to be a cabin in Gatlinburg.  Maybe, just maybe, we won’t the job won’t follow me there.  I turned on the radio.  I could already pick up Birmingham.  The R&B radio station came in strong.  I got into the groove of the music as I drove back to Tuscaloosa.      
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