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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
   The pristine view of the full moon shined brightly on that cloudless night. Dan Harter never liked the dark but the moon that night made it feel less menacing. He’d known he had a slow leak in his back tire and would be traveling these deserted country roads tonight but money was tight and the part-time job at Mark’s corner grocery store did not leave much after paying for graduation announcements and buying a nice going-away gift for Kay.
 
   Dan kept glancing nervously over his shoulder at the tall pines and the thick underbrush that lined the roadway. He thought he’d heard movement a while back but convinced himself it was his imagination playing tricks on him. Dan quickened his pace nonetheless. As if his prayers had been answered, the headlights that came over the rise in the distance were a welcome sight. There it was again, the noise from earlier, he turned quickly and was sure he saw movement this time.
 
   Quickly Dan ran to the approaching car, waving his arms wildly. There was no way he would let it pass. The screeching of tires filled the night air as the black Shelby Mustang came to a screeching halt. Dan had never really gotten along with Alan Maxwell, but tonight he was a gift from Heaven. Alan was a high school jock. Everyone wanted to be with him. All the girls fought over who would wear his letter jacket except for one, Kay. Dan and Kay had been dating ever since sophomore year and she felt the same way about Alan as Dan did. But Dan was not picky that night and was thankful Alan stopped.
 
   “Harter, you lost,” Alan laughed, hanging his head out the driver’s window.
 
   Buzz Sheffield sat silently in the passenger seat smoking a cigarette. The two had always been joined at the hip and if you wanted to be friends with Alan, you had to get past Buzz. Actually they were known as the Three Musketeers, but the third one was not there that night.
 
   “I got a flat a few miles down the road,” Dan responded quickly.
 
   “I might have known that was your heap back there,” Alan laughed.
 
   “I suppose you were at Kay’s?” Buzz mocked jokingly.
 
   Dan nodded and then glanced over his shoulder at the woods. He turned back to Alan with pleading eyes.
 
   “Can you give me a lift?” Dan asked, but truth be known he was begging that night.
 
   “Just up until the highway. We’re already past curfew. So are you.”
 
   “I turned nineteen last month, so curfew doesn’t apply to me,” Dan mocked but then regretted sounding cocky. He still needed the ride.
 
   Buzz got out and let Dan climb into the backseat. As Dan settled back he sat on something hard. Quickly he felt around until he found what it was. He glanced at the pocketknife, puzzled for a moment, and then set it off to the other side of the seat.
 
   “What are you guys up to?” Dan asked, trying to make conversation. Under normal circumstances Alan and Buzz would not have given him the time of day.
 
   “Just cruz’n,” Alan responded.
 
   Buzz handed Dan the lit cigarette. Dan took it and inhaled even though he had promised Kay he would give up that vulgar habit, but to refuse Buzz’s offer would have insulted the two.
 
   Buzz glanced at Dan with curiosity. “When do you report in for duty?”
 
   Dan exhaled and then responded. “I have to be in Little Rock on Tuesday.”
 
   “I don’t know if I could do it,” Alan said, shaking his head.
 
   Dan leaned up to get a closer look at the two. “I get college paid for when I’m out. Besides, I don’t have an old man to foot the bill for me like you two.”
 
   “My old man offered to help you out,” Alan mocked, flaunting his affluence as he always did.
 
   “I don’t want to be indebted to the Senator,” Dan snapped. Fact was, he was too proud to admit he needed the help. This was his life. He was not going to be indebted to any man. Especially not the Senator.
 
   “Jason took him up on the offer,” Alan added.
 
   “That’s his choice,” Dan argued. “You’re lucky to have such a generous father.”
 
   Alan laughed. “Trust me, being a senator’s son is no picnic.”
 
   Buzz looked back at Dan. “Who’s going to keep Kay warm while you’re gone?”
 
   Dan pointed an accusing finger at Buzz. “You leave her alone. I find either one of you messing with her, and you’ll have to answer to me when I get back.”
 
   Dan glanced around and for the first time was surprised that Alan and Buzz were a Musketeer short. The last two years in school, the three were inseparable.
 
   “I thought Jason was with you guys tonight?”
 
   Buzz responded with a snicker. “He had other things on his mind.”
 
   Alan poked Buzz in the ribs, causing him to double up a moment. It did not go unnoticed by Dan and he wasn’t giving up on his need to know.
 
   “Where is he?” Dan asked, as his curiosity got the better of him given Buzz’s snicker.
 
   “We ain’t his keeper,” Buzz snapped and then turned back to Alan.
 
   “Buzz and I dumped him,” was all Alan said. “Shit,” Alan continued while staring at the gas gauge. “My old man was supposed to fill me up. So much for letting him have my car for an errand.”
 
   “Considering he bought it for you, I wouldn’t complain,” Dan snapped, thinking of all the hours he had to work to buy his ’57 Chevy. But it was his, lock, stock, and barrel. He did not have much, but what he had was all his.
 
   “Screw you,” Alan mocked.
 
   Buzz reached for the cigarette. Dan settled back but glanced out the back window, thankful that the lonely stretch of road was long gone. Dan glanced at the other side of the seat and searched for the pocketknife. When he caught a glimmer of metal in the dark backseat he reached for it and put it in his back pocket.
 
   When the highway finally came into view, Alan pulled over onto the shoulder of the road. Dan got out and no sooner had the car door shut, the tires spun out, kicking gravel at Dan standing there alone. Dan took the pocketknife out of his pocket. He opened it, but the blade tip was missing. Dan was about to throw it into the ditch, but then changed his mind and put it back into his pocket.
 
   Another car came down the highway. Dan held out his thumb. The car stopped and Dan got in.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Twenty years later
 
   The squad car sped down the long dusty road, the Jefferson County Sheriff emblem barely visible through the dust as the lights flashed and sirens blared for all to hear.
 
   Dan Harter had been sheriff of the county going on eight years now. It was an easy job with a low crime rate and only Saturday-night drunks to contend with. That was until this morning, when the call came in about a body being found.
 
   He listened to oldies on the radio as he cruised past old farmhouses. He rolled his eyes when he read Felix Murphy on the mailbox. Felix was one of his most outspoken critic in the county. He had been a major contributor to every opponent who ran against Dan in recent years and for the life of him he could not remember what he’d done to piss Felix off. But Felix never missed an opportunity to put him down or point out how inadequate Dan was in handling the job of sheriff.
 
   When Dan heard Mac transmitting on the short wave radio Dan turned the squad radio off. He quickly picked up the unit and listened.
 
   “There’s a call from Felix Murphy on Oakdale Road,” Mac announced.
 
   Dan laughed. “Yeah, I just passed his place. I suppose he’s pissed at the noise.”
 
   “What noise?”
 
   “Never mind that. What’s his problem this time?”
 
   “Says he wants to file a complaint about some hogs.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “Did you tell him to call animal control?”
 
   “You know we ain’t got no animal control officer,” Mac snapped, not catching Dan’s dry humor.
 
   Dan looked at the radio receiver in his hand and then sighed. Mac was his dispatcher and jailhouse keeper. Under normal circumstances a man of Mac’s age should have retired five years ago, but with no one else wanting to step into that position, Dan was fortunate that Mac chose to stay. In addition, he was easy to get along with once you got past his idiosyncrasies. 
 
   “What’s the problem with the hogs?”
 
   “Claims they killed a heifer of his.”
 
   Dan laughed aloud. “That’s got to be some mighty big hog.”
 
   “Says they’re razorbacks.”
 
   Dan quickly turned onto a side road. The car fishtailed. Dan got back on the radio. “Has he been drinking that hooch of his again?”
 
   Dan could tell by the silence on the other end that Mac was getting flustered. Mac always took it personally when Dan questioned the content of the messages.
 
   “All’s I do is take the calls.”
 
   “Christ, what’s the temperature. It’s only nine o’clock and I swear it’s already in the eighties.”
 
   “You want me to check?”
 
   “No, don’t bother.” Dan said while shaking his head. “Hey, if Felix calls again and I’m sure he will, tell him I’ll stop and talk to him on my way back into town. Over and out.”
 
   Dan could tell it was going to be one of those days. Nothing was going right. It started out when he cut himself shaving that morning and then he had forgotten to pick up coffee grounds yesterday so he had to start the day without his caffeine fix and right now he was feeling its effect. 
 
   Dan pulled off onto a dirt trail that led to the tall pines in the distance. He knew the area well. The Maxwells owned a lot of the land in the county and this area in particular. In the distance Dan could see the squad car and one civilian vehicle. His only concern now was that they did not contaminate the crime scene. This was a lonely stretch and if anyone wanted to dump a body it was an ideal spot.
 
   The squad came to a sliding halt on the swampy trail. Dan got out of the squad and walked over to Deputy Billy Bob Mason. Billy Bob reminded Dan of himself fifteen years ago. He was so eager to do things by the book and was always the first one on the scene. He loved being a cop and Dan knew he would be a rival for his job in the future. Dan walked up to him while the other man was bending over a clump of weeds heaving his guts out.
 
   “Where’s the body?” Dan asked.
 
   Billy Bob pointed beyond the other man. “Don’t look good, Sheriff.”
 
   Dan glanced at Billy Bob, raised his eyebrows, and then walked past him toward where the other man was still heaving.
 
   “Never does,” was all Dan could manage to say in agreement with Billy Bob.
 
   The ground was swampy even though it had not rained in weeks. He could feel the wet coming through his shoes and heard the sloshing of mud with every step he took.
 
   Billy Bob followed Dan. “Hank over here found the body.” Billy Bob pointed to Hank. “Says he knows nothing and wants to go fishing.”
 
   Dan raised his hands in disbelief. “Real concerned.”
 
   He walked past Hank. Behind the reeds of swamp grass he could see the silhouette of the nude body. The hands and legs were tied behind the back with the rope strung around the victim’s neck.
 
   Dan turned to Billy Bob. “Do we know who he is?”
 
   Billy Bob handed Dan a plastic bag that contained a wallet. “Richie Ames.”
 
   Dan wiped the sweat from his brow. “At least we can put him to rest.”
 
   Billy Bob continued. “Says here he was eighteen last December. Probably graduated this year.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “He had his whole life ahead of him. It shouldn’t have to end like this.”
 
   Dan glanced up at the two vehicles coming down the dusty road. The medical examiner’s men usually followed him in their van. Dan and Billy Bob just stared at the dusty trail. There wasn’t much they could do until these guys examined the area and collected any DNA. Until that was done they couldn’t go near the body for fear of contaminating the area.
 
   “It’s going to be a blue moon in a few days? You know what they say?”
 
   Dan turned to Billy Bob and frowned. “Don’t bring up that hocus-pocus crap.”
 
   “Mac says.”
 
   “Don’t believe everything Mac tells you.”
 
   Dan glanced at the attractively dressed woman who got out of the county medical examiner’s car. He quickly turned to Billy Bob. 
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   Billy Bob turned to look at who Dan was referring to. “Oh, the new medical examiner. Thought you knew.”
 
   “Knew what?”
 
   “She’s a woman.”
 
   “I can see that! What’s her name?”
 
   “Nancy Davie. Came from up north someplace.”
 
   “What happened to Chambers?”
 
   “Didn’t Mac tell you?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be asking you if I knew. Besides, this is my first day back from vacation, remember?”
 
   “Fired, from what we heard. The next day she was here. Go figure?”
 
   It puzzled Dan. He had only been gone a week and in that time he had talked to Mac three times. Moreover, there was never a mention of trouble in the medical examiner’s office or the fact that there was a new one in town.
 
   Dan watched as Nancy Davie looked the area over. She had to be in her mid-thirties. Her dark hair was pulled back in an attractive bun. She had doelike eyes that looked right through you. She had on a loose white medical coat, but underneath the finely tailored slacks fit her frame well. Nancy walked up to the group of men while putting on a pair of latex gloves. She glanced up at the men and then down at the victim.
 
   “You haven’t touched anything, have you?” she asked, looking at each man individually.
 
   Dan raised his hands while stepping back. “I didn’t touch a thing,” he said in his defense.
 
   Nancy glanced at the area around the body. She stared at the rope around the neck and followed it to the boy’s feet. “Hum,” was all she managed to say.
 
   “Do you see something?” Dan asked.
 
   Nancy frowned as she turned to Dan. “The more the victim struggled the tighter the noose got. Not an easy death.”
 
   “No death is,” was all Dan could muster up to say. It sounded stupid after the words came out.
 
   Nancy glanced up at Dan. “It was a hard way to go.”
 
   “Anything else?” Dan asked, stepping closer to the body.
 
   Nancy held up her hand for him to stop. “Do you mind?”
 
   Nancy bent down and examined the area around the body. She took a pocketknife out of her pocket and poked around the ground.
 
   “What are you looking for?”
 
   Nancy shook her head. “Do you mind?”
 
   “No. But you sounded like maybe,” he started to say, then stopped.
 
   Nancy stood up and glanced up at Dan. She then looked down and picked up something. She quickly put it in a plastic bag.
 
   “What is it?” Dan asked.
 
   “I won’t know for sure until I get to the lab.”
 
   Nancy raised the camera that was around her neck and took pictures of the victim and the surrounding area. While Dan was not looking she turned toward him and snapped a few shots.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan stood next to the squad car with Billy Bob. He reached into the squad and picked up the radio from its cradle and clicked on the button
 
   “Mac, Billy Bob is going on 10-77. You need anything, call me, I’ll 10-53 after I see Felix.”
 
   “You better, he called two more times.”
 
   “10-4,” was all Dan mustered up to say.”
 
   Dan turned to Nancy as he pulled a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit up. He took a quick drag. It had been almost a week since he had one and for some reason he desperately needed it just then. He turned to Nancy and could see the frown on her face when she saw him light up. He quickly dropped the cigarette and stepped on it.
 
   “I’ve been trying to quit.”
 
   “It’s a disgusting habit,” was all Nancy snapped.
 
   Dan was not gaining brownie points with the new medical examiner. He regretted putting the cigarette in his pocket that morning. It was Kelly walking in on him that morning that caused him to hide it in the first place. Dan did not know why he let himself be bullied by his daughter. He turned to Nancy.
 
   “What’s your assessment?”
 
   Nancy shook her head. “Whoever did this definitely wasn’t leaving him alive.”
 
   Nancy turned and stared at the men working on the body that lay on the ground. The black bag looked ominous as it lay open alongside the body. This was her job. It was a job she did well, but it was always hard when the victim was young and even worse when it was a violent death.
 
   “Be careful bagging the hands,” she yelled over to the men working.
 
   Nancy turned back to Dan. For some reason she liked him, but she didn’t know why.
 
   “I’m having the lab boys take an impression of the tire tracks near the body,” she shrugged. “Might be nothing, but then again the body had to get here somehow.”
 
   Dan glanced down at her. He was having a hard time concentrating on anything other than Nancy. “How long has he been dead?”
 
   “A good twelve hours for sure.”
 
   “Can you tell us anything else?”
 
   “You’ll have to wait,” she frowned.
 
   Nancy turned to the men bagging the hands and watched them carefully and then she turned suddenly and walked away. Dan just stared at Nancy as she approached her car. Billy Bob poked Dan in the rib as he laughed mockingly.
 
   “I think she likes you.”
 
   “With those fangs, how can you tell?”
 
   Billy Bob grinned. “She took your picture.”
 
   Dan turned to Billy Bob, who raised his eyebrows and nodded. Dan secretly liked the idea for some unknown reason. He had spent the past year avoiding the women in the county, but Nancy Davie was different. She didn’t blatantly chase after him. At first she came across as not interested, but now that she appeared a little interested in him, it kind of made him feel good.
 
   “No shit,” Billy Bob said with a broad smile across his face. “I saw her do it, too. I think she likes you.”
 
   Dan laughed and then glanced at Nancy as she backed up the county car and drove away. Before she headed off down the road, she quickly turned and took one last look at Dan. Her cheeks turned red with embarrassment when she saw Dan and Billy Bob watching her.
 
   “She is a looker, better than Chambers any day,” Dan remarked.
 
   “Yeah, and she definitely seems to like you.”
 
   Dan walked with Billy Bob over to his squad. Billy Bob nervously fidgeted with his holster strap and finally Dan could take it no longer. He turned to Billy Bob.
 
   “Is there a problem?” he asked
 
   “I’d take it easy around Mac today.”
 
   Dan was taken aback for a moment, so engrossed was he in watching Nancy driving off and mesmerized by the dusty trail she left behind. He shook his head for an instant, not quite catching the switch in the conversation.
 
   “Why, what?” Dan asked.
 
   “Mac. Weren’t you listening?”
 
   “What’s wrong now?” Dan asked, not really caring because he knew it was not going to be serious. It never was when it came to Mac.
 
   “He and Ester are on the outs again.”
 
   Mac had been seeing Ester, an elderly widow who ran a local café in town, for going on as many years as Dan knew him. It was hard for Mac to commit and Ester was getting tired of waiting.
 
   All Dan could muster up to reply was, “It’s the full moon in a few days.”
 
   Dan continued watching Nancy’s vehicle as it disappeared over the rise. All that was left was the dusty trail left in her wake.
 
   “I can see where your mind is.”
 
   Dan snapped his head back sharply and pointed a finger at Billy Bob.
 
   “Don’t even go there.”
 
   Dan walked over to his squad and got in quickly. He turned on the engine and sped off down the dusty trail. He picked up the radio.
 
   “Mac, I’ll be stopping by Murphy’s. If something comes up, Billy Bob will be back on patrol in fifteen minutes.”
 
   The crackling of the radio was all Dan heard. He tapped the radio with his finger, but still there was static.
 
   “Are you there, Mac?”
 
   “Yeah,” the voice on the other end finally came on. “Can’t a guy take a potty break around here.”
 
   Dan looked at the radio and mimicked an old woman jabbering.
 
   “Anything I should know?”
 
   “Mabel Wilcox on Old Mill Road called to say she’s missing a flock of geese.”
 
   Dan rolled his eyes. Ever since Kay passed away eighteen months ago he had become the target of every single woman in the county. Mabel was widowed five years ago and was twelve years his senior, but that did not stop her from trying to get him out to her farmhouse every chance she got.
 
   “If you can’t reach Conroy then send Billy Bob,” Dan said, laughing to himself.
 
   “She ain’t going to be happy. She asked for you personally.”
 
   Dan raised his eyebrows. These were the perks for being the sheriff. He could be selective on the calls he went on. He had no problem doing his job but when it came to the lonely ladies of the county, the sight of Conroy or Billy Bob was like a cold shower. Everyone knew both deputies were married.
 
   Dan finally responded to Mac. “Then it can’t be that serious.”
 
   “She has a big farm, you could be set for life,” Mac said.
 
   “Shut up.” 
 
   Mac laughed before continuing. “Just telling it like it is,” he joked.
 
   “This is the third time this month she’s concocted something to get me out there.” Dan hesitated for a moment before continuing. “It’s Conroy or nothing. Over and out!”
 
   Dan put the radio back in the cradle. He stepped on the gas and knew what he had to do next was not going to be as easy as holding the women of the county at bay.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan would have liked to send Conroy to handle the hog problem, but given his history with Felix Murphy he felt it was important for him to handle this call personally.
 
   When Dan saw the mailbox he put on his blinkers and then put his radio on his shoulder clip. Before he could stop the squad Felix Murphy rushed out of the farmhouse and almost tripped on the old coon dog at the bottom of the porch steps. Felix hurried over to the squad as Dan slowly got out. The old, fat coon dog slowly got up and walked lazily over to Dan. The dog sniffed Dan’s leg and then walked back to the bottom of the porch step without an inclination to bark or alert his master. He just curled up in the same spot he was in moments earlier.
 
   Felix snapped. “It’s about time. What took you?”
 
   Dan shook his head. “You’re not the only one with trouble today. There’s been a murder up near the tall pines.”
 
   Dan glanced around. Felix’s land butted up to Senator Maxwell’s. He knew there had been trouble between the two. Felix had a tendency not to get along with people. It was something he did well and with little effort.
 
   Dan turned to Felix. “Did you see or hear anything suspicious last night, maybe around ten?”
 
   “Ten o’clock?” Felix laughed. “That’s two hours past my bedtime.”
 
   “A body was found up near the tall pines.”
 
   “Not on my land?” Felix said defensively.
 
   “No, it wasn’t on your land. But that doesn’t mean that maybe you didn’t hear someone driving by. The car would have had to pass by your place.”
 
   “I said I was sleeping, or weren’t you paying attention? I might as well be dead for all you care.”
 
   “It isn’t the same and you know it. I listen to everyone,” Dan quickly added. “Mac says you have a hog problem.”
 
   “Hogs? Them’s razorbacks in those woods,” Felix snapped, not believing Dan’s indifference.
 
   Felix pointed to the tree line in the distance, in the opposite direction that Dan had just come from.
 
   “Are you sure?” Dan asked.
 
   “I know the difference. These ain’t no puny little pigs. The biggest one has got to go at least three-fifty, if not more.”
 
   “From what I hear they are mean buggers,” Dan said, looking concerned now.
 
   “They killed my best milker last month. Mutilated the poor animal,” Felix paused for a moment. “Last night they took down my prize heifer.”
 
   Dan shook his head while rubbing his chin. “Felix, I don’t know what you expect. I can’t form a posse to go after pigs.”
 
   “Razorbacks,” Felix corrected.
 
   “Okay, I’ll give you that.”
 
   Felix in frustration turned and walked away but then turned back to Dan and shook his fist at him. Dan knew by the look on Felix’s face that this was not going well. He always had a hard time dealing with him and this was no different.
 
   “I’m just supposed to wait?”
 
   “Maybe you could gather up a couple of your neighbors and go after them.” Dan looked around. “But don’t go alone.”
 
   Felix raised his hands. “This is the kind of protection my tax dollars get me?”
 
   Dan looked in disbelief. “I’m in the middle of a murder investigation. What do you want me to do?”
 
   Felix laughed and then responded sharply, “Your job!”
 
   “I can’t argue with you over this.”
 
   “You’re going to just walk away?”
 
   “I told you what you could do. I’m sure Gordon down the road would go with you to get those hogs.”
 
   “He ain’t talking to me.”
 
   “Yeah and whose problem is that? Christ, Felix, you alienate everyone.”
 
   “Is that any way to talk to one of your bosses?”
 
   “Don’t pull that crap on me. I’ve got a job to do and standing here talking to you about your hog problem isn’t getting it done.”
 
   “I can hardly wait for the next election.”
 
   “Hey, you go for it. Hell, why don’t you just run against me?”
 
   Dan was losing his temper with Felix and it was getting him nowhere fast. 
 
   “I might just do that,” Felix snapped.
 
   Dan turned and walked away before he said something he might regret. It was always that way with Felix. He always seemed to bring out the worst in Dan.
 
   “I got to get going. I’ll check back in a couple of days. If you still haven’t tracked them down, I’ll go out with you.”
 
   Felix was already up the porch steps but managed to yell back at Dan, “Don’t do me any favors.”
 
   Dan got into the squad and quickly started the engine and sped off down the road. He turned on the radio and listened to some music while trying to put Felix Murphy out of his mind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   Dan pulled onto the highway. He tapped his finger to the beat of the music. He liked old time rock ‘n’ roll. It always had a beat you could dance to. He used to take Kay dancing on Saturday night for their date night. He sure missed those date nights. He also missed the time they had together. As much as the women in the county pursued him, there was no one around who came near to replacing her.
 
   In the distance Dan saw Junior Youngblood, a simple-minded Indian boy in his late teens, walking along the shoulder of the road. Junior turned as the squad car approached and then he started running and veered awkwardly onto the roadway. His behavior was not normal and caused Dan to step on the gas and take chase, but when Junior veered into the brush, Dan quickly stopped the squad and took chase on foot.
 
   Dan almost caught Junior when he tripped and fell, angering himself. Dan quickly got up and brushed off his pants. He continued his pursuit. Junior zigzagged through the open field allowing Dan to catch up to him. He was about to grab Junior when Junior suddenly stopped and turned around, taking a wild swing at Dan, which caught him broadside, sending Dan to the ground. But being simple-minded, Junior just stood there for the longest time not doing anything more. It was when Dan started to get up that Junior took off running again. He ran into the thicket of thorns causing his shirt to get torn. Dan reached for Junior and grabbed him by the collar. Once he had hold of him Dan swung him off balance and Junior tumbled to the ground. Dan quickly straddled Junior, grabbing his hands and then cuffed them in back.
 
   Dan stood up, trying to catch his breath. He bent down for a moment and just stared at Junior on the ground. It was then he saw the red stains on Junior’s shirt, it definitely looked like blood not paint, but whose blood was the question now.
 
   Dan searched Junior closely, looking for a cut that would explain the blood.
 
   “You hurt yourself, Junior?” Dan asked.
 
   “Don’t know what you mean,” Junior replied.
 
   “You’re a mess,” Dan said, looking Junior over more thoroughly.
 
   Dan was still panting hard. It was hot out and a morning run was definitely something he did not need. Dan always managed to stay fit but running was never his cup of tea. 
 
   “I didn’t do nothin’.”
 
   “No one said you did.”
 
   Dan touched Junior’s shirt. It was soaked through to the skin with blood. Dan wiped his face with the back of his hand where Junior struck him to see if there was blood, but looking at his hand, Dan could see none that would account for what was on Junior’s shirt. Dan was puzzled as he reached down to help Junior up.
 
   “Where have you been?” Dan asked.
 
   Junior struggled with Dan. “You can’t pin it on me. I didn’t do it.”
 
   “That isn’t what I asked.” Dan paused as he looked at Junior’s shirt again. “You got a lot of blood on that shirt of yours. Want to tell me what happened?”
 
   “It wasn’t right,” Junior said.
 
   Junior quickly head-butted Dan, catching him off guard. He attempted to run, but Dan recovered too fast and tripped Junior, causing him to fall into the thick underbrush scratching his face and neck.
 
   Dan always felt sorry for Junior. He was a year older than Kelly, so he was able to watch him grow up through the years. Other kids picked on him because he was slow and seemed to tower over the other kids his age. From a young age on, one could tell Junior was a few cards short of a full deck. But he was harmless. No matter how much the other kids teased him, he never lost his temper. But it always concerned Dan that when he got older maybe the boy would come to realize he was the butt of many jokes and finally would stand up to the bullies.
 
   Dan guided Junior down the ditch back to where the squad was parked. Junior tripped a few times, but Dan caught him and steadied his footing.
 
   “You got some explaining to do.”
 
   “I didn’t do it! Honest, Sheriff, you got to believe me.”
 
   Dan took a deep breath. “Would you just shut up?”
 
   Dan spun Junior around so they were face-to-face. “You got blood on your shirt.” Dan pointed to Junior’s chest. Junior looked down as if not knowing what Dan was talking about.
 
   “What do you mean,” he said with a puzzled look on his face.
 
   Dan grabbed Junior’s shirt and yanked his shirt up so Junior could see what he was talking about. They stood there along the side of the road next to the squad as cars sped by.
 
   “This blood. God damn it!” Dan snapped. He did not care how slow Junior was. There was no way he could not know where the blood came from.
 
   Junior froze when he saw the blood. In fact he appeared frightened once he saw the red stain. Junior shrunk from Dan as if shielding himself.
 
   “Please don’t hurt me. I be good.”
 
   Dan just shook his head and then grabbed hold of Junior by the arm and dragged the protesting youth to the squad car. Dan opened the back door and shoved Junior into the backseat.
 
   Dan struggled to keep in mind that he could not wear a father’s hat in this situation. He was the sheriff. Right now, he had a murder to solve where the victim had lost a lot of blood, and now he had a young man in his squad with a lot of blood on his shirt that he could not explain. For him, Junior was his prime suspect. No matter how simple-minded he was. That did not mean he did not have the wherewithal to pull this off. There had to be a point where any human being fights back after years of being put down. Now he had to find out Junior’s relationship with Jason.
 
   Dan glanced at Junior cringing in the backseat. It was hard for him to envision Junior doing that to Jason though. Maybe it could have happened in the heat of the moment, but he did not think Junior had that kind of anger in him.
 
   Junior cowered on the other side of the backseat. He looked like a caged animal and Dan’s heart went out to him in that moment. But Junior was not going to make it easy for Dan.
 
   “I’m not talking to you. You’re mean to me.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “Junior, pipe down. You’re giving me a headache.”
 
   Dan climbed into the driver’s seat. He started the engine and quickly spun off down the road.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Dan pulled up to the Sheriff’s office with its adjacent jailhouse. It had been built a century ago, and given the low crime rate in the county it was hard to justify building a new jail. There were four cells in the back and the majority of the time they were empty except for the day after payday at the mill when his men picked up a few drunks who did not have enough brains to stop drinking when they had had enough.
 
   Dan got out of the squad and then opened the back door. Junior was still cowering in the opposite corner causing Dan to have to go in after him. Junior decided to be difficult and started kicking at Dan. His feet thrashed around, hitting their mark a few times until finally Dan managed to grab hold of Junior’s pants’ cuff and then dragged him out of the squad onto the pavement.
 
   “You ain’t making this easy on yourself,” Dan snapped.
 
   “Mean man,” Junior said, trying to roll away.
 
   “You are a piece of work.”
 
   Dan grabbed hold of Junior by his arms that were still cuffed behind him. “Now get up and stop fighting me.”
 
   “You mean!”
 
   Dan shook his head—because if Junior really wanted to see his mean side he could show it to him. As it was, Dan was handling Junior with kid gloves. Under normal circumstances, Dan would not have had as much patience. But he felt sorry for Junior. He honestly did not think Junior had the mental capacity to kill a fellow human being, let alone a fly. Not the way Richie was killed. Moreover, how would he get the body to the tall pines? Dan did not think Junior had a driver’s license, he always saw the boy walking to places. Then there was also the way Richie was tied up. Richie had knife wounds, but the fact he was tied the way he was, gave Dan the impression that Richie was still alive when he was left in that swamp. The more he struggled to free himself the more the noose around his neck tightened, causing his airway to be cut off. Not a pretty way to go. Whoever did that wanted the boy to suffer.
 
   Dan guided Junior into the Sheriff’s office. Mac was sitting at the radio, where he always seemed to be. Mac Freeman was in his late sixties and well past retirement age, but refused to quit. Besides the pittance the county paid him no one was complaining because no one would take the job for the wages offered if Mac did give it up. Mac had become a fixture. He glanced up from the magazine he was reading and just stared at Dan and Junior as they walked in.
 
   “It’s going to be another hot one,” Mac said, wiping the sweat off his brow.
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “How was the vacation?”
 
   “Not long enough,” Dan shrugged. 
 
   Dan shoved Junior over to the rack where the keys were on the pegboard. He reached up and took the cellblock key and stuck it into his shirt pocket. 
 
   “County womenfolk missed you.”
 
   “Not you, too.”
 
   “No shit, all of a sudden there weren’t any calls from the single women in town. It’s like all was right in the world. No loose geese on the run, no strange noises in the night. You got to go on vacation more often to give us guys a rest.”
 
   “Very funny,” was all Dan could muster up to say. 
 
   Dan glanced over at Mac as he quickly hid the girlie magazine he had been reading. Dan raised his eyebrows and laughed to himself.
 
   “Get Junior a shirt,” Dan said, motioning to Junior.
 
   Mac opened his bottom drawer and pulled out an old T-shirt he kept there for when he watched the drunks on Saturday night. They never seemed to care on who or where they heaved. Mac handed Dan the T-shirt.
 
   “Good, I want the one he was wearing checked for DNA at the crime lab.”
 
   “You think he’s involved in the murder of that Ames boy?”
 
   Dan shook his head. “He’s too simple-minded to do something that gruesome.”
 
   “Then why bother?”
 
   “If that’s Richie’s blood, Junior may know who did it. I want to make sure all the bases are covered.”
 
   Dan held up the T-shirt. “Yeah, should fit.”
 
   “Oh, before I forget, there’s a bunch of messages for you.” Mac handed Dan the pad. 
 
   Dan took the pad and flipped through it quickly and laughed. He then tossed all of them into the wastebasket.
 
   “Mabel wasn’t happy with Conroy,” Mac added quickly.
 
   “I thought it was her geese she wanted.”
 
   “You know what she wanted. Conroy is married with three kids and a fourth one on the way.”
 
   “Did Conroy find her geese for her?”
 
    “Yeah, but now she claims they’re traumatized by the experience.”
 
   Dan rolled his eyes while shaking his head. He took the shirt, pulled the key out of his pocket, and guided Junior through the door that led to the cellblock.
 
   “You got your pick, Junior.”
 
   “I want my daddy,” Junior responded, almost crying.
 
   “Mac will call him for you.”
 
   “Me don’t like you.”
 
   “Junior you know me. I’m Kelly’s father. You went to school with her.”
 
   “I like her. She my friend. You not my friend.”
 
   Dan shoved Junior along, as he was reluctant to enter the cell.
 
   “I be good.”
 
   “It’s not a matter of being good. Right now I want to keep you safe until I can sort things out.”
 
   “I go home,” Junior said as he tried to slip away, but Dan grabbed him from behind and pulled him along.
 
   Dan uncuffed Junior and then quickly opened the cell door. But Junior grabbed onto the bars and hung onto the outside of the cell. Dan struggled with him to release his fingers.
 
   “Junior, let go.”
 
   “I go home. I no like it here.”
 
   Dan finally loosened Junior’s fingers and shoved him into the cell.
 
   “Now give me your shirt.”
 
   “My shirt?” Junior hugged his shirt.
 
   “It’s ripped and dirty, Junior. I want to send it out to get cleaned.”
 
   When Junior glanced down he saw the holes and the blood. He quickly pulled the shirt over his head and handed it to Dan.
 
   “Shirt dirty. Need it cleaned,” he remarked. “Daddy going to be mad, my shirt has a hole in it.”
 
   “I’ll give it to Mac to have it cleaned, maybe we can have the holes mended.”
 
   “Mac fix my shirt? Daddy won’t be mad.”
 
   Junior quickly put on the clean shirt. He looked at Dan and then smiled.
 
   “Daddy won’t be mad at me for getting my shirt dirty now?”
 
   “How did you get it dirty?”
 
   Junior walked over to the bunk and huddled into the corner. “I don’t want to talk about it. It wasn’t my fault.” He started rocking and mumbling incoherently.
 
   Dan shook his head, not wanting to deal with Junior any longer. Maybe later after a few aspirins he could deal with him, but not right now. He walked out of the cellblock and back to the office. Mac was on the radio and when he saw Dan he quickly cut off. Dan walked over to the desk and looked at the stack of mail. He finally turned to Mac.
 
   “Do you know anything about the new medical examiner?”
 
   “Wondered when you’d get around to her.”
 
   “It isn’t what you think.”
 
   “Billy Bob says she’s pretty.”
 
   “I only saw her the one time and there was a dead body on the ground.” Dan hesitated a moment, pretending to read a memo lying on the desk. “I hardly took notice of what she looked like.”
 
   “She’s not married, if that’s what you want to know?”
 
   Dan quickly looked up as he was definitely interested in that little tidbit of information. It was the sign that Mac was waiting for.
 
   “Not anymore at least.”
 
   “You sure about that?” Dan asked. As much as he did not want to appear interested, he wanted to know more about her and Mac was the one person who always knew the latest town gossip.
 
   “She was married to some high-powered lawyer in Little Rock.” Mac laughed before continuing. “Turns out he was providing more than legal services to his clients. If you know what I mean.”
 
   “No, I don’t know what you mean?” Dan asked, trying to look ignorant as to what Mac was saying.
 
   “Well, word has it he went both ways. He wasn’t choosy about who he bedded down with.”
 
   “How long?” Dan asked.
 
   “How long has he been screwing the clientele?” Mac asked, looking puzzled for a moment. “How in the hell should I know?”
 
   “No! How long has she been divorced?”
 
   “Not long enough to make her forget what jerks some men can be.”
 
   “Explains her attitude.”
 
   “Billy Bob said she took a liking to you.”
 
   “You two gossiping old women.”
 
   “You should hear what they’re saying about her over at the hardware store,” Mac laughed, and could tell Dan was interested in hearing more.
 
   “Whom did she tangle with?”
 
   “Mind you, this is only rumor,” Mac motioned Dan to come closer. “Jackson over at the bank made some remark to her the other day. The way I hear it, she chewed him a new asshole.”
 
   Dan laughed. “Jackson was always crude when it came to the ladies.”
 
   “You going to try your luck?”
 
   Dan shook his head. “I like my life just fine the way it is. Kelly and I manage.”
 
   “Kelly ain’t going to be around forever.”
 
   “She has three years till college and right now I have my hands full.”
 
   “Kay has been gone two years now. It’s about time you start living again.”
 
   “It’s been eighteen months.”
 
   “Well almost two years. Besides, it was an accident, nothing you could have done to prevent it. I don’t think she’d want you living like a hermit.”
 
   Dan ignored Mac for a moment and walked over to the desk. “Don’t forget the shirt.”
 
   “You want me to have her pick it up?” Mac asked with a big grin on his face.
 
   “No! On your way out for lunch you can drop it off. Tell Ms. Davie I’ll stop by to get the report on Richie Ames later today.”
 
   Without saying another word, Dan got up and then walked over to the door and hurried out. He didn’t want to sit and listen to Mac talk about Nancy any longer. The less he knew about her situation, the better he liked it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Dan pulled up to his house and parked the squad in front of the garage. For the longest time he just sat there looking at the comfortable raised ranch that he called home. He remembered a time when he looked forward to entering those walls, but lately as the time grew longer he was having a hard time remembering what it was like when Kay was alive. So much he took for granted back then. Kelly tried to fill that gap, but it was hard for Dan to explain to Kelly how much her mother meant to him.
 
   Slowly he got out of the squad and strolled up the walk. Kelly had planted the same flowers as her mother, but it just was not the same. Nothing was. Dan opened the front door. He took off his gun belt and his hat and put them on the hat hook behind the door and then took off his shoes and set them on the rubber mat next to Kelly’s flip-flops. Kay didn’t like anyone walking around the house with his or her shoes on, something about tracking the dirt in. Even after all this time he still abided by her wishes even though he never bought into it while she was alive. There were so many little things that he still did that pleased her. Hoping above all else that maybe it had all been a mistake and the call that she was dead was never made.
 
   Dan walked into the living room. He glanced over at the fireplace and the array of photos on the mantel. The pictures were of happier times in Dan’s life. There had not been any new pictures added since Kay’s death. God, he missed her, and he hated this funky mood when it hit and wondered if it would ever get better.
 
   Dan walked past the mantel and headed for the kitchen. He went to the fridge and opened the door. Dan grabbed the pitcher of lemonade and drank from the pitcher. He turned at the sound of footsteps behind him.
 
   Kelly looked at her father with disgust. “I’m not drinking any of that now,” she snapped.
 
   Dan stopped drinking the lemonade. “Didn’t think you were home,” Dan said finally.
 
   “Where would I be?”
 
   “Swimming?”
 
   “Pool doesn’t open until one,” Kelly said rolling her eyes. She reached in the fridge for the casserole dish. “Ms. Witherspoon dropped this off. It was to welcome us back from our vacation.”
 
   Dan turned his nose up and pretended he would throw up. “That’s the third one this month.”
 
   “Well, she thinks you like it,” Kelly laughed mockingly.
 
   “The garbage men are threatening to boycott our place, the stuff reeks so bad.”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t throw it out. Did you ever think of trying it?”
 
   “That was one thing I never let your mother make me. I hate tuna,” Dan said and then turned to Kelly. “Did you ever read a consumer report telling you the allowable percentage of rat droppings found in tuna?”
 
   “Oh, that’s disgusting.”
 
   “My point exactly!” Dan snapped. “I just won’t touch the stuff. Give me a T-Bone any day.”
 
   “Why don’t you talk to her?” Kelly asked.
 
   “Don’t think I haven’t tried. It only encourages her to do more.” Dan shook his head with innocent eyes. “Why do you think she makes me this crap anyway?”
 
   Kelly looked up at her father and grinned. “She’s nice. Besides, what are you going to do once I’m gone?”
 
   “I’ll think of something. Maybe I’ll take up bowling. In the meantime I don’t need another woman in my life complicating things.”
 
   “Oh, that reminds me, a Nancy Davie called. She said something about setting up a time to talk.”
 
   Dan perked up. It did not go unnoticed by Kelly, who shook her head, smiling.
 
   “It isn’t what you think,” Dan said quickly.
 
   “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “Did she leave a number?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s on the fridge.” Kelly walked out, smiling at her father. “You won’t hurt my feelings if you start dating.”
 
   “Not you, too.”
 
   Dan turned to the door, but Kelly had already disappeared. He turned around and pulled the note off the fridge. Dan smiled at the note. Kelly suddenly peeked around the corner.
 
   “Well, Martha’s more than willing to take care of you.”
 
   Dan pointed at her mockingly. “Nothing, is better than ol’ Martha.” Dan hesitated a moment. “Besides, I’ve got Mac to take care of me.”
 
   “That old pooh! You need a woman to keep you in line.”
 
   Kelly quickly vanished. Dan turned back to the message and walked over to the phone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Dan drove back to the office after lunch. When he walked in, Mac had his back to the door while he busily thumbed through a girlie magazine unaware of Dan’s presence.
 
   “Any good pictures in there?” Dan asked.
 
   Mac practically jumped out of his chair. “Don’t do that,” he said quickly, putting the magazine in the drawer. He turned to the desk and grabbed the message pad. “The medical examiner was looking for you earlier.”
 
   “She left a message for me at home. I talked to her already.”
 
   “What did she want?”
 
   Mac was like an old woman who had to know everything. But the sad fact was everything he knew, he passed on. So Dan had to be careful in what he shared with Mac. In the old days, it did not matter but given the current state of affairs with privacy laws and all, it was not wise to share sensitive information with the town gossip.
 
   “It was business.”
 
   “You ain’t going to tell me?”
 
   “In time you will know.”
 
   Mac tossed the notepad to Dan. “Murphy called again. He wasn’t happy with what you told him.”
 
   “So what’s new?” Dan shrugged. “Give me some good news.”
 
   Mac hesitated for a moment while scratching his head.
 
   “I dropped Junior’s shirt off.”
 
   “How long will it take?” Dan asked.
 
   “I told them you needed it yesterday.”
 
   Dan walked over to the desk. He picked up the paper, but then turned back to Mac.
 
   “You keep on them until I have the results.”
 
   “Jake isn’t going to like me pestering him.”
 
   Mac looked up as if a light bulb went off. “That reminds me. Junior’s papa is on his way in.”
 
   “Might have known he’d be stopping by when he got wind of where Junior is.”
 
   “Says he is bringing a lawyer. Claims he has a witness that says you beat-up on Junior before bringing him in.”
 
   “I never touched the boy.”
 
   Mac held up his hands. “Only repeating what they tells me.”
 
   Dan took off his hat and then slammed it on the desk. “That’s just great.”
 
   “You know how people are.”
 
   Dan plopped down on the chair. He picked up the paper and searched for Kay’s article but then remembered he would never read an article written by her again. It was hard on him when he was under stress. He tended to think of her more because she had been his tranquilizer. No matter how much the job threw at him, she was there at the end of the day to help him unwind. She never let her job at the paper interfere with being there for him. But that was no more and it was times like this that he desperately missed her.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan had a pen in hand doing paperwork when the door suddenly swung open. John Youngblood, a tall nicely dressed Native American in a business suit walked in with Albert Ruben, a short, typical-looking attorney. Ruben was as round as he was tall. Dan set the pen down and stood up. He had been waiting for Junior’s father and now, seeing Albert Ruben, he knew why he had not been there sooner. Ruben was a bottom-feeder and Dan wondered how many attorneys John called before he found one who would take the case.
 
   Dan offered John his hand, but John just stood in front of the desk with arms crossed.
 
   “Sorry you feel that way,” Dan said.
 
   “You beat up on my boy. Then hold him in custody on some trumped-up charges and you can’t understand why I feel this way?”
 
   Dan looked at John. “This is serious business.”
 
   John stepped closer to Dan, but Albert stopped him. “John maybe you should let me do the talking.”
 
   Dan quickly held up his hands. “I never touched the boy,” Dan argued as he stepped away from his desk and then turned to John. “I don’t care what that motorist thought he saw.”
 
   “Did you read him his rights?” Albert asked, as only a lawyer would think to ask that at a time like this.
 
   “I haven’t charged him with anything yet,” Dan snapped.
 
   “Why is he here then?”
 
   “His shirt was covered in blood. We’re having it checked out right now.”
 
   “Whatever you find will be inadmissible in a court without Miranda,” Albert said mockingly.
 
   “That’s only a formality,” Dan said, realizing his mistake. He was angry with himself for an instant.
 
   Albert stepped forward. “It’s the law. That’s what protects the innocent.”
 
   “Innocent, my ass!” Dan snapped. “It was a good call,” he stammered as his jaw muscles tightened.
 
   Albert laughed when he realized the screw-up. “If you don’t release Junior immediately, I’ll go to the press,” Albert argued, while moving around the room as if giving a summation. He stopped and raised his hand and then shouted out. “Police brutality,” he said turning to Dan before continuing. “And on top of that, trumped-up murder charges to cover up your wrong doing.”
 
   John stepped between Albert and Dan as the situation seemed to be getting tense. He turned to Dan finally.
 
   “Look, Dan, Junior wasn’t involved in this murder. Christ, you saw the boy.” He pointed to the cellblock door. “He wouldn’t hurt a flea.”
 
   “It’s not my call,” Dan said.
 
   “Can’t we work out something?”
 
   “You’re right about the boy. I don’t think he did it. But I’m sure he knows something.”
 
   “I can’t let you keep him.”
 
   “Can you protect him?” Dan asked in a voice only a father could muster up.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Dan did not answer right away. He let John think about it for a moment. Albert appeared speechless for an instant. 
 
   “Just what I said,” Dan finally responded. “If Junior didn’t do it, and knows something, do you think the killer is going to want him walking around talking about it?”
 
   “I didn’t…” John said, but then paused.
 
   Albert cut John off. “The fact remains. You can’t hold him.”
 
   John motioned for Albert to be still. John thought hard about what Dan had just said because it did make sense.
 
   “Albert, maybe for Junior’s sake we should leave him here. I can’t be with him every minute of the day,” John said, running his hand through his hair in frustration. “Damn, I didn’t even know he was out of the house last night until I got the call this morning.”
 
   Dan watched John closely and then turned to Albert for his reaction. “You saying what I think you’re saying?” Dan ased.
 
   “Maybe you’re right. This is the safest place for him. You can’t charge him with the evidence you have.”
 
   Dan’s eyes narrowed somewhat. He did not appreciate the reminder that he screwed up, but at the time Junior was not a suspect.
 
   “That doesn’t mean something else might not come up. I’ll read him Miranda until I’m blue in the face.”
 
   John shrugged. “Let the chips fall where they may. I want him safe for now.”
 
   Albert glanced up at John and shook his head. “I don’t advise this, John.”
 
   “I can’t afford to hire someone to watch him,” John turned to Dan. “How bad was it with the Ames boy?”
 
   Dan quickly glanced at the cellblock door and then turned back around to John. “You don’t want something like that happening to your boy.”
 
   John looked at Albert. “Then it’s settled.”
 
   Albert shook his head in disagreement. He walked over to the door and opened it. “This is totally against my advice,” he mumbled as he walked out and slammed the door behind him.
 
   “He does have a temper for such a little guy,” John said and then turned back to Dan.
 
   Dan pointed to Mac at the radio. “Mac here,” Dan said quickly as Mac looked up innocently, “will see to it that Junior is taken care of. If you want to see the boy, you are more than welcome to come by any time.”
 
   John shook his head while Dan took the key off the rack and walked over to the cellblock door.
 
   “Just remember, I didn’t lay a finger on him.”
 
   “You made your point,” John snapped.
 
   The two disappeared through the cellblock door as Mac picked up his magazine and continued to look at the pictures.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan was at the computer inputting information. As much as he liked law enforcement and being sheriff of Jefferson County, the reports that were never-ending were always a chore to do. But given that half the county board was in favor of disbanding the police force, he diligently worked on his reports so as not to give them cause to reconsider.
 
   Ester Cratchet, the owner of a local café, walked into the jail carrying a tray of food. Mac looked up while Ester pretended not to see him.
 
   “Morning, Sheriff,” Ester said holding up the tray. “Brought the prisoner his lunch.”
 
   Dan took a quick glance at Mac and then turned to Ester and smiled. When Mac made no attempt to get up, Dan got up and walked over to the key rack. He peeked under the lid that covered the plates.
 
   “Smells good, Ester,” Dan said politely.
 
   Dan tried to be polite. Under normal circumstances it would have been Mac who walked Ester into the cellblock. But Mac was making no attempt to get up. Dan figured it had something to do with what Billy Bob said earlier that morning.
 
   “Just chicken soup and a ham sandwich, same as I always bring them for lunch,” Ester responded, taking a quick look at Mac.
 
   Dan turned to Mac, who pretended to be busy at the radio. Dan just opened the door for Ester and followed her into the cellblock.
 
   Junior was still sitting on the bunk, rocking back and forth while mumbling to himself.
 
   “Hey, Junior, look what Ms. Cratchet brought you.”
 
   Junior did not look up. He just continued rocking back and forth while hitting his head on the brick wall.
 
   “Is he okay?” Ester asked with concern in her voice.
 
   “Yeah. He’s just not happy about being here,” was all Dan mustered up to say.
 
   Ester glanced around and stared at the walls that had years of dirt and grime built up.
 
   “Can you blame him?” she said. “Place needs a good cleaning.”
 
   Dan glanced around and appeared surprised for an instant. It was as if for the first time he saw the years of grime that had accumulated on the walls.
 
   “County doesn’t give me much for upkeep on the place,” Dan said as he turned back to Ester. “Maybe you know someone who could clean the place on a Saturday?” Dan hesitated a moment and then quickly added, “Reasonable, that is.”
 
   “Take more than a Saturday.”
 
   Dan opened the cell door. He took the tray from Ester and then set it on the table for Junior.
 
   “Junior, you enjoy. Ms. Cratchet here is the best cook west of the Mississippi.” Dan turned to Ester. “We’re lucky to have her.”
 
   Junior just continued to rock back and forth. Dan turned to Ester and smiled. “Not the sharpest tool in the shed.”
 
   “Poor boy. Is he the one who killed the Ames boy?” Ester asked.
 
   “Where did you get that notion?”
 
   “Everyone’s been talking about it.”
 
   “No. Junior didn’t do it. I’m almost positive of that. I just have him here to keep him safe.”
 
   “Whatever you say, Sheriff,” Ester said with a wink as if she would keep that secret.
 
   Dan was taken aback for a moment but did not really want to set the record straight. He looked at Ester. “I’ll have Mac bring over the dishes later.”
 
   Ester cleared her throat. “No need to bother. I can stop by on my way home this evening.”
 
   Dan closed the cell door. He locked it and then guided Ester back out of the cellblock. On his way out he took another look at the walls, a little embarrassed by all the grime and filth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Dan sat at his desk with his feet up reading the paper. Mac was busy talking to Conroy on the radio. Most days that was the extent of what the Sheriff’s duties entailed in Jefferson County.
 
   “Your wife called,” Mac relayed.
 
   “Is she in labor?” Conroy asked quickly.
 
   “She’s at the doctor’s office,” Mac laughed. “Did you forget something?”
 
   “Damn! Tell the Sheriff I’m going off duty for an hour.”
 
   Mac turned to Dan, who nodded in agreement. The door swung open suddenly. Dan turned and quickly took his feet off the desk and sat up.
 
   Charlie Ames entered the office with his son Jeffrey, who had to be all of sixteen. Charlie glanced around the room. He had never been in the Sheriff’s office before and wanted to make sure that Mac and Dan were the only ones in the room. He then pulled out a revolver and waved it around wildly. Jeffrey appeared as surprised to see the gun in his father’s hand as Mac and Dan.
 
   Charlie slurred his words but managed to get out, “I want the son-of-a-bitch who killed my boy.”
 
   Dan set the paper down slowly and then turned to Mac. He motioned for Mac not to move. Dan put his hands on the desk so they were in clear view while Mac pushed himself away from the radio and just stared up at Charlie, and waited. Jeffrey stepped back so he was up against the back wall.
 
   Dan slowly stood and edged his way toward the cellblock door.
 
   “Now, Charlie, you don’t want to do this.”
 
   “How do you know what I want to do?” he snapped, swaying while waving the gun wildly. “I want to see the bastard who done that to my boy,” he said, wiping away a tear.
 
   “We don’t have him yet.”
 
   Charlie looked menacingly around the room before turning the revolver back at Dan. Dan had the cellblock door blocked by then.
 
   “I heard you’re holding Junior Youngblood.”
 
   “Pa, I told.”
 
   “Shut up, boy!” Charlie snapped.
 
   Dan held up his hands and then motioned Jeffrey to be silent. Once Jeffrey settled down somewhat, Dan turned his attention back to Charlie.
 
   “He didn’t do it,” Dan said in a way that sounded sincere.
 
   “Then why you holding him?” Charlie argued.
 
   Dan turned to Mac and then Jeffrey. He motioned for them to stay put.
 
   “I have him in protective custody,” was all Dan said in his defense.
 
   “Don’t try to fancy-talk me.”
 
   “I’m not.” Dan hesitated a moment. “Junior’s father agreed, jail was the safest place for him until I can sort things out.”
 
   Charlie waved the revolver with one hand while the other hand reached in his pocket for a hankie and then he wiped away his tears.
 
   “I saw what that bastard did.”
 
   “I know how you feel,” Dan said, trying to sympathize with the grieving father.
 
   “How can you know? Have you ever lost a child?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Charlie shook his head. “It was awful.”
 
   Charlie continued waving the revolver and then, as if it was the first time he noticed the revolver in his hand, he tossed it onto the desk. Dan grabbed for Charlie. He quickly frisked him for more weapons and then turned Charlie around and got a whiff of his breath.
 
   “How much have you been drinking?” Dan asked.
 
   Dan let Charlie go. He picked up the gun and noticed the empty chambers. Jeffrey walked up to his father.
 
   “All I want to do is forget,” Charlie cried.
 
   Jeffrey turned to Dan. “You going to arrest him?”
 
   Dan shook his head. “You two go home. Charlie, your wife needs you.”
 
   Charlie’s face turned sad and pathetic at the mention of his wife.
 
   “Cassie blamed me. She wanted the boy to stay home so she could protect him from the world.”
 
   “Mothers are like that,” Dan said in Cassie’s defense.
 
   “I got him the job with Senator Maxwell,” Charlie’s voice quivered. “Thought I was doing right by the boy.”
 
   Dan turned to Mac. This was a new revelation. He turned back to Charlie.
 
   “How long was he working for the Senator?”
 
   “Richie and Junior both worked odd jobs for the Senator. They were both slow,” Charlie hesitated, a little embarrassed to admit to Richie’s mental capacity. “You know what I mean. The other boys used to pick on them.”
 
   “Did he work yesterday?” Dan asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Charlie turned to Jeffrey.
 
   Jeffrey quickly spoke up. “Yes, I dropped him off around eight.”
 
   “What’s a man to do?” Charlie asked.
 
   Dan patted Charlie on the back. He could see the man was grieving for a lost son. However, he had to keep in mind he still had Jeffrey to look out for, and spending time in jail would not put food on the table for his family.
 
   “You had no control over what happened. Right now you have to take care of Cassie and Jeffrey here. You let me worry about catching the bastard who did that to Richie.”
 
   “I want two minutes alone with him when you catch him.”
 
   Dan raised his eyebrows. “You know I can’t do that. He’ll be punished to the full extent of the law. I promise you that much.”
 
   “It don’t make me feel any better. Bible says an eye for an eye.”
 
   “We don’t live by those laws anymore. We’re civilized now.”
 
   Charlie broke down in sobs. “It ain’t natural what he done to my boy. No civilized person would do that. He should be made to suffer.”
 
   Dan turned to Jeffrey. “You make sure you drive him home.”
 
   Jeffrey nodded as Charlie walked dejectedly to the door with slumped shoulders. Charlie hesitated a moment and then walked out.
 
   As the door closed shut, it quickly opened again and Martha Witherspoon walked in carrying a paper bag. Martha walked over to Dan’s desk and dumped broken glass onto the newspaper lying there.
 
   Martha’s face had fine crows-feet lines more noticeable in the corners of her mouth and eyes. Her jet-black hair was pulled back in an unattractive bun that added years to an already weather-beaten face. She had on a floral housedress that emphasized her overweight frame. Martha’s eyes were wild with anger.
 
   “I want that little Joey McDuffy locked up!” she snapped.
 
   Dan stared at the broken glass on his desk and then up at Martha.
 
   “He’s only eleven.”
 
   “That little tyrant has been terrorizing me for weeks now.”
 
   Dan walked up to Martha and took hold of her arm. Martha just looked up at Dan with helpless eyes that fluttered for a moment. You could tell she was mesmerized by the man in uniform who touched her just then.
 
   “Now Martha, you know Joey’s the best paperboy we’ve had in years.”
 
   “I don’t care. This is the second window he’s broken now.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Dan asked.
 
   Martha appeared startled that Dan would question her. They had been neighbors for years and Kay was always the go-to-person when something was needed at the church circle.
 
   “As sure as I can be,” Martha finally snapped. “I found the window broken soon after he delivered the paper. Both times.”
 
   “Have you had trouble with any of the other kids in the neighborhood?”
 
   Martha looked up at Dan and thought a moment. “There was only the Miller boy. But that was a few weeks ago.”
 
   “Right about the time your windows started getting broken?”
 
   Dan knew the Miller family well. They had a way of getting even with you if you called them out on anything. It went way back to when Dan was in high school with Clay Miller. For some reason the family motto was “We don’t get mad, we get even.” Dan avoided any confrontation with the family for that particular reason.
 
   Martha looked up at Dan with a look of surprise. It was as if a light bulb went off. In fact it made more sense that it was the Miller boy instead of Joey.
 
   “I just figured it was Joey doing it because I asked him to put the paper in the paper holder under the mailbox,” Martha said, smiling shyly up at Dan. “I don’t bend so well anymore.”
 
   Dan caught Mac with a smirk on his face and gave him a quick frown. It boggled Dan’s mind that all the women who seemed to be pursuing him were at least fifteen years his senior. His plan was not to become some woman’s boy toy, at least not yet. Dan turned back to Martha.
 
   “Has he been putting the papers there?” Dan asked.
 
   Martha mashed her eyes up at Dan. “Why yes,” she said finally. “And to think I accused that poor boy of all this trouble.”
 
   “It was an honest mistake,” Dan argued.
 
   “You’re so good at what you do.”
 
   Dan shrugged his shoulders. “I wouldn’t say that. On my way home tonight I’ll take a spin by the Millers and have a talk with the boy.”
 
   Mac tried not to laugh, but the whole situation with Martha had become a joke around the office. She and Mabel Wilcox had been pursuing Dan with a passion the last six months, and if it were not for those two they might have had to lay off one of the officers because of lack of work.
 
   “Did Kelly tell you I dropped off another tuna casserole?”
 
   Dan cleared his throat nervously. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Mac snickering. He desperately tried to gain his composure before he too started to laugh.
 
   “Yes. You shouldn’t be going through the trouble.”
 
   “Why, Sheriff, it’s no trouble. It’s a pleasure cooking for you.” She looked up at Dan and smiled. “You spend long hours protecting us. It’s the least I can do.”
 
   Dan walked over to the hat rack. He grabbed his hat and then hurried over to the door.
 
   “That reminds me,” he said quickly. “I’m late for a meeting with the medical examiner.”
 
   Martha just stared at Dan admiringly while he rushed out the door. Mac quickly busied himself with the radio so Martha wouldn’t find an excuse to sit and wait for Dan to return.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Dan walked into the medical examiner’s lab. Nancy stood at the far end of the room near the examining table. The overhead light illuminated the table. Nancy turned and looked surprised to see Dan.
 
   “Who let you in?” she asked with a puzzled look on her face.
 
   “No one, the door was open,” Dan said.
 
   “You can’t be here.”
 
   “Why?” Dan asked.
 
   Nancy motioned to the corpse on the table. “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
   “Chambers always discussed the case while he worked.”
 
   “I’m not Chambers and maybe that’s why he’s no longer here.”
 
   Dan looked at Nancy a moment and then finally responded. “We both know why Chambers is no longer the medical examiner and it had nothing to do with me sitting in on examinations.” Dan hesitated for a moment. “Besides, you called to say that you wanted to talk to me. I would have thought you were done by now.”
 
   Dan glanced at the clock on the wall and then turned back to Nancy.
 
   “Something came up, and I called only to set up a meeting with you, preferably tomorrow.”
 
   Dan took a step closer to the examining table. A sheet covered the lower half of the corpse.
 
   “What did you find so far?” Dan asked, disregarding what she had just said.
 
   Nancy shook her head and then turned to the table. “The body was unusually clean considering where it was dumped except for a few minute fibers under one fingernail.”
 
   Nancy picked up the slide tray. “And I found this animal hair between two toes that the assailant missed.”
 
   “Maybe it came from where we found the body,” Dan added.
 
   “No. I doubt that. There was no indication any animal was near the body. I’m not sure, but I think it’s from a black bear.”
 
   Dan looked puzzled. “When will you know for sure,” he asked quickly.
 
   “Later.”
 
   “If it was a black bear, all I need to do now is find the fireplace it’s lying in front of,” Dan joked. “What was the cause of death?”
 
   “The more he struggled the tighter the rope got around his neck until finally he died of Asphyxiation.”
 
   “With all those cuts?”
 
   “They were superficial. There was only one that could have been fatal, but he was already dead when he sustained it.”
 
   “Are you saying what I think you are saying?”
 
   “Yeah, the person watched him struggle until he died and then stabbed him to make sure he was dead.”
 
   “What kind of person does that to a fellow human being?”
 
   “A very sick person,” Nancy said. She rolled her eyes as she approached the tray with instruments. “You should see some of the bodies I’ve worked on.” Nancy hesitated a moment as she turned back to Dan and added. “I sent some tissue samples down for DNA.”
 
   Dan gave the body a once-over. He understood now why Charlie was so upset. He did not know how he would handle it if something like this every happened to Kelly.
 
   “Not a pretty sight.”
 
   “You’re right there. I’ll have the evidence to convict, all you have to do is find the bastard who did this.”
 
   “What about the rope?” Dan inquired.
 
   “You can buy it at any hardware store.”
 
   “You seemed pretty interested in the knot. What about it?”
 
   “The rope tied to the feet had what’s called a surgeon’s knot,” Nancy remarked and then hesitated. “For obvious reasons.”
 
   “So our guy has a medical background?”
 
   “Not necessarily. He could also be a Boy Scout.”
 
   Dan looked at Nancy a moment and then glanced at his watch while Nancy reached for the scalpel. She was about to make an incision when Dan stepped closer to the table. Dan studied her for the longest time. There was something comfortable about talking with her that he hadn’t felt in a while.
 
   “Doc.”
 
   “It’s Nancy, if you don’t mind.”
 
   “I’ve got to go out to Senator Maxwell’s house.”
 
   Nancy suddenly had a funny look on her face. She turned away from Dan and avoided his gaze.
 
   “Why did you give me that look?” Dan asks.
 
   “It’s nothing.”
 
   “Come on,” Dan goaded. “What is it?”
 
   Nancy shrugged. “It’s nothing.”
 
   “I’m not playing games. I want to know. What is it?” Dan asked one more time.
 
   “It was just that a few years back in Little Rock, his son was implicated in this case I was on.”
 
   “Alan?” Dan appeared puzzled for a moment because he had not realized Alan was ever in trouble.
 
   Nancy held up her hand. Dan stared at the scalpel in the other hand.
 
   “Nothing came of it. I shouldn’t be repeating it.”
 
   “I never heard anything about it.” 
 
   “Like I said, it was nothing.”
 
   “What was the case?”
 
   “I don’t even remember, it was so long ago,” Nancy said, as she shook her head. “He was cleared.”
 
   “But something made you think about him.”
 
   Nancy motioned with her hands for him to leave. “If you don’t mind, I have work to do.”
 
   Dan studied Nancy a moment and then turned and walked out. He didn’t know her well enough to have her trust him yet. In time he would get that information out of her, but for now he would respect her desire not to divulge that case.
 
   Once the door shut behind Dan, Nancy set the scalpel down and walked over to the phone. She punched in a few numbers and then waited.
 
   “Carla, would you do me a favor. I worked on a case a few years back. Henderson was the name of the victim. Pull the file and fax me my report.” Nancy hesitated a moment while listening. “No, it’s nothing. I know they never solved the case. It’s just something came up and it made me think about that case now,” Nancy said as she glanced at the corpse. “Thanks.”
 
   Nancy hung up the phone. She picked up the scalpel from the tray and walked over to the corpse. She had a lot of work to do yet, but knew in her heart she would find nothing more. It was like that with the Henderson case. It all led to a dead end.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   The squad car pulled up to the large country ranch house surrounded by trees and outhouses and barns in the distance. Workers were hauling out carpet pieces from the main house. Dan got out of the squad. He hurried up the walk to the porch and rang the doorbell. A couple of workers carried out another piece of carpet.
 
   “You tearing the house apart?” Dan asked.
 
   One of the workers turned to Dan. “No, Sheriff, just the one room.”
 
   Dan reached up and touched the carpet piece the men were carrying. “Looks like good carpeting.”
 
   “The Senator got tired of the color.”
 
   “Must be nice. I couldn’t tell you what color carpeting was in my living room, let alone whether I liked it or not.”
 
   Dan appeared puzzled. He stood at the door and looked in. Maria Maxwell, the Senator’s third wife, walked out. She was a voluptuous-looking blonde in her late thirties. Definitely what one would call a trophy wife. Especially in the tight fitting black spandex slacks with the oversized sweater that hung over one shoulder. She appeared relieved to see Dan.
 
   “Thank goodness it’s just you,” she smiled widely. It was then she saw the confused look on Dan’s face. “I thought more workers were here. I don’t know what to expect anymore.”
 
   “Is the Senator in?” Dan asked.
 
   Maria’s face turned serious. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “I just need to discuss a few things with him,” Dan remarked, turning to the workers loading the carpet pieces in a truck. “You wouldn’t happen to know if Richie Ames worked yesterday?”
 
   Maria took a deep breath while rolling her shoulders back, exposing her breasts in a way most men found appealing. But when she did not get the usual response from Dan, she dropped her shoulders and then shrugged.
 
   “That was awful what happened.”
 
   Maria’s mannerisms became guarded. “I wasn’t here yesterday. I was in Little Rock at a Daughters of the West dinner. I pulled in early this morning.”
 
   Dan glanced around. “Doing some remodeling?”
 
   “I don’t know what’s gotten into him. We just fixed things up the way he wanted them last year. Now he’s ripping everything out and starting over again.”
 
   Maria stepped aside and motioned Dan to follow her. “I think he’s in the study. Follow me.”
 
   Dan took off his hat and followed Maria in. Maria led Dan into the study. The room was large with knotty pine paneling and an oversized earth stone fireplace that filled one wall. Half the carpeting had already been ripped up. Dan turned to the Senator, who was sitting behind the big oak desk sucking on a large smelly stogie while overseeing the work being done. Senator Maxwell was in his late sixties, with a receding hairline and a potbelly that protruded over his belt.
 
   The Senator stood up while extending his hand. “Why, Dan, what brings you out this way?” he said.
 
   “The Ames boy.” Dan watched the Senator’s reaction for a moment.
 
   Dan shook the Senator’s hand. His fingers were fat and clammy. If the Senator had not been watching, Dan would have wiped his hand on his pants leg to wipe away the sweat. 
 
   “Too bad about that. He was a nice kid. A little slow, but a hard worker.”
 
   Maria cleared her throat. Dan had not realized she was still in the room. Maria seemed a little perturbed with Dan because she could not get a rise out of him like she could with the other men around the ranch.
 
   “If you don’t mind, I have to change for a meeting in town,” she added before the men could continue.
 
   “It’s the Senator I wanted to talk to anyway.”
 
   Maria turned around sharply and walked out, going unnoticed by either man.
 
   “How long did Richie work for you?” Dan asked.
 
   “About a year now. He did odd jobs around the ranch,” the Senator remarked.
 
   “Do you remember seeing him yesterday?”
 
   “No. Not really,” the Senator said and then held up his hands. “There’s always things to do in the barn.”
 
   “Do you have anybody who would know for sure whether he was here?”
 
   “Alan might have been around.”
 
   Dan looked surprised. “How’s Alan doing these days?” Dan asked. He was curious about the Senator’s son.
 
   “He has his good days,” the Senator responded and then rolled his eyes. “He hitched himself up with a widow. She got a pretty good inheritance from her husband. Now he lives off her.”
 
   “It was too bad about the breakdown.”
 
   The Senator looked at Dan for a moment. He studied him for the longest time before responding.
 
   “He was a mama’s boy. What can you expect?”
 
   “Wasn’t he studying to be a doctor?” Dan asked.
 
   The Senator waved his hand as if dismissing the remark. He was not happy about Alan or his inability to finish anything he started. Alan had been an embarrassment to him for years.
 
   “That may have been one of the fields he was studying in. There were so many it was hard to keep track.”
 
   Dan cleared his throat. He looked around a moment and then turned back to the Senator.
 
   “Was there anybody else around?”
 
   The Senator thought a moment. “My foreman was up in Little Rock buying cattle.”
 
   Dan gave the Senator a curious look. “Did he go with your wife?”
 
   The Senator’s eyes flashed with anger but Dan continued. “Maria said she was in Little Rock yesterday attending some dinner. I just figured they might have traveled together.”
 
   “You thought wrong!” the Senator snapped sharply.
 
   “So there was no one here yesterday to say whether Richie worked?”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “How did he get paid?” Dan asked.
 
   “You’d have to talk to Jack, my foreman. He took care of that.”
 
   Dan nervously looked around. “Where can I find him?” he asks.
 
   “Out back someplace. I don’t stand over him while he works.”
 
   With that, Dan showed himself out. He was always uncomfortable in the Senator’s presence. To him he represented the haves and Dan belonged to the have-nots. Alan had had everything handed to him on a silver platter while he had to work for everything he got. 
 
   Dan never regretted having to earn the things he acquired. He tended to appreciate them more. From what he heard about Alan after high school, things did not go easy. Good grades in college were not given out to you just because you were a Senator’s son. They had to be earned, something Alan never had a grasp of. Now to hear he spent his days living off the funds of a widow, only made him dislike Alan even more.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan walked out of the Senator’s house and walked across the drive to the barn. It was there that Jack Finnigan, the foreman, was busy feeding the horses. He picked up a bale of hay and tossed it onto the floor. Jack cut the twine and picked up a sliver of hay and spread it out onto the stall for bedding. Dan walked up to Jack while looking at the thoroughbreds.
 
   “Nice-looking animals,” Dan remarked.
 
   Jack turned to Dan and then smugly said. “The Senator only buys the best.”
 
   Dan laughed. “Yeah. I met his wife.”
 
   Jack shrugged while looking up at Dan and then wiped his brow. “You got something to say?”
 
   “I find it odd that you and the Senator’s wife were in Little Rock on the same day and didn’t travel together.”
 
   “Who said we didn’t?” Jack asked.
 
   “The Senator didn’t know you did.”
 
   “He doesn’t know everything.”
 
   Dan studied Jack a moment. “Apparently not.” Dan hesitated a moment. “How long have the two of you been sleeping together?”
 
   “The Senator tell you to ask me that?” Jack asked with a grin across his face.
 
   “No. He’d like to think Maria only has eyes for him.”
 
   Jack laughed mockingly. “That bitch has been in heat ever since she came of age.” Jack paused before continuing. “Mark my word, no one man will ever be able to satisfy that woman.”
 
   “That bad.”
 
   “On their honeymoon she slipped the Senator a Mickey Finn and then came down to the barn. I caught her doing a threesome with a few of the boys,” Jack licked his lips. “Figured I might as well get in on the action.”
 
   Dan cleared his throat and then glanced around. “That isn’t why I’m here,” Dan quickly added. “I’m checking into the Ames boy. Was he here yesterday?”
 
   “He was supposed to be. The Senator had a special job for him. Normally I like to be here to keep the boy on task.” Jack pointed to his head. “Not all there, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “The Senator didn’t seem to remember.”
 
   “Selective memory, you mean.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   Dan looked at Jack and in all actuality was puzzled by the remark, but did not want to appear so. Why the Senator out-and-out lied did not make sense unless he had something to hide. It was nice to know the truth, and when he’d sorted out everything, the Senator would have some explaining to do.
 
   “So the Senator was going to keep an eye on him?”
 
   “That’s what he said.”
 
   “How do you keep track of the hours he works?” Dan asked.
 
   Jack walked over to the shelf near the door. He picked up a tablet from the shelf and then handed it to Dan.
 
   Dan thumbed through the pages. “Says here both Richie and Junior checked in at eight. Doesn’t show them leaving.
 
   “That coincides with what Jeffrey, Richie’s brother, said. He dropped off his brother around eight. Is it unusual for the boys not to put down when they left?” Dan asked.
 
   “Like I said, not all there. The two put together don’t make a whole,” Jack said, pointing to the other entries in the notebook. “Most of the time they didn’t mark it down.” Jack laughed. “The Senator was doing the boy’s father a favor by giving them work. It was more work for me having them under foot.”
 
   Dan stared at the entries and then flipped through the pages and understood what Jack was saying.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Dan woke early as the sunbeams danced across the bed. He listened to the birds outside and wondered if he would ever stop thinking about Kay. This was their favorite time of the day when they would wake up wrapped in each other’s arms. He missed the warmth of her body. He missed the smell of her perfume. Most of all he missed the constant nagging about the little things. He just missed her completely, only as a husband could.
 
   Slowly he got up and walked into the kitchen. He flicked on the manual switch on the coffee maker, not wanting to wait until the auto timer kicked in.
 
   Kelly walked in behind him. “Couldn’t you sleep again?” she asked.
 
   “I didn’t think I made that much noise.”
 
   “You didn’t. I couldn’t sleep either.”
 
   “I’d offer you a cup of coffee, but I think you’re too young for it.”
 
   “I’m going to be sixteen in four months.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “Why, because that means you’re getting old?”
 
   “Thanks a lot. I don’t need reminding,” Dan said and then turned around to her and frowned.
 
   “Hey, for the record coffee doesn’t have anymore caffeine than the power drinks the kids are consuming now.”
 
   “And your point being?” he added.
 
   “I’m just telling you a fact.”
 
   Dan looked at Kelly and then shook his head. “I really am regretting talking you into joining the debate team in school.”
 
   “Oh yeah, blame it on them. I was just stating a fact that anyone with any brain knows.”
 
   “You don’t drink them, do you?” Dan asked, scratching his head.
 
   “What if I did, are you going to ground me?”
 
   Dan looked at her a moment. It seemed only yesterday he was showing her how to ride a two-wheeler. Last week he made the mistake of showing her how to hotwire a car. It scared him thinking what she would do with that knowledge now. It was a sad fact she would be driving soon. Where did the time go?
 
   “I better get ready for work. I have a murder to solve.” 
 
   Somehow solving this murder seemed a lot easier than trying to raise Kelly to adulthood. There were fewer hurdles to cross.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan walked into the Sheriff’s office. Mac was busy sweeping the floor. It was something he did at the end of the week. Once that was done, he would dust the furniture. Money was tight and the county board felt there was enough downtime that either he or Mac could clean up the offices when not on patrol.
 
   Dan turned to him and asked, “Been quiet this morning?”
 
   “Thursdays usually are.”
 
   “Good,” Dan said. “How’s Junior?”
 
   “Not a peep out of him.”
 
   “Did the medical examiner call?”
 
   Mac grinned. “Were you expecting her to?”
 
   “I was just curious,” Dan added quickly. 
 
   Dan took off his gun belt and put it on the rack with his hat. He grabbed the key off the rack and walked over to the cellblock door. 
 
   He was glad it was a slow night with no drunks to contend with. He did not know how well Junior would have handled having company.
 
   Dan walked up to Junior’s cell. Junior was sitting on the bunk rocking back and forth, hitting his head on the wall. Dan wondered if the simple-minded kid even slept last night.
 
   “Hey kid, I would think you’d have a headache by now.”
 
   “I want to go home.”
 
   “You can’t. Not until we clean up this mess,” Dan said with a concerned look on his face. He felt sorry for the boy.
 
   Junior stopped rocking. “I don’t like you,” he announced and then started rocking again.
 
   “You okay?” Can I get you anything for breakfast?”
 
   “Mommy makes me rabbit in a hole.”
 
   Dan’s eyes rolled back. He remembered rabbit in a hole like it was yesterday from when Kelly was a little girl. It was one way of getting her to eat a balanced breakfast and not a lot of sugary cereals. Kay always had a way of working around a picky eater and made a meal fun.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Dan finally mustered up to say.
 
   “I’m a good boy,” Junior replied proudly.
 
   “No one is saying you ain’t,” Dan argued. “Junior, can you stop rocking please? I need some information from you right now.”
 
   Junior stopped rocking again and watched Dan as he unlocked and opened the cell door. Dan slowly walked in and stood over Junior for the longest time.
 
   “I didn’t do bad things.”
 
   “Did you work for the Senator two days ago?” Dan asked even though he knew already that he did. He wanted to build some trust with Junior.
 
   Junior just stared ahead as Dan sat down on the other end of the bunk.
 
   “I need to know, Junior,” Dan said, making sure he had Junior’s attention. “You want me to find the person responsible for what happened to Richie, don’t you?”
 
   Dan slid closer to Junior and slowly put his hand on Junior’s knee.
 
   Suddenly Junior attacked Dan. He punched Dan wildly while yelling and screaming. Junior jumped up off the bunk and ran out of the cell as Billy Bob and Mac came running into the cellblock.
 
   Billy Bob tackled Junior before he could reach the door. Junior’s arms flapped wildly while Billy Bob struggled to restrain the boy.
 
   Dan collected himself and wiped the blood off his cheek. Mac walked up to the cell door and glanced down at Dan.
 
   “Looks like you been in a catfight,” Mac mocked with a twinkle in his eye. It surprised him that anyone could get the upper hand on Dan, let alone a simple-minded boy. “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know. One minute he was okay. I was asking him questions and then he went nuts on me.”
 
   Billy Bob had Junior pinned behind his back and shoved him back into the cell.
 
   “You ain’t going anyplace,” Billy Bob snapped as he turned and walked out of the cell.
 
   Junior cowered when Dan got up. “You’re a bad person,” was all he mustered up to say.
 
   Dan almost grabbed Junior by the arm, but then stopped. “What did I do to set you off?” Dan snapped and then turned and walked out of the cell.
 
   Billy Bob and Mac looked at Dan a moment. The phone started ringing in the office. Mac turned and rushed to the door.
 
   “Duty calls,” Mac said as he rushed out of the cellblock.
 
   Billy Bob shut the cell door and locked it. Dan stood outside the cell, just staring at Junior.
 
   “I wish I could plug into his brain.”
 
   Mac ran back into the cellblock. He was out of breath. “Better get out to Murphy’s place. Says he found bones.”
 
   Dan looked puzzled. “Why should I care about that?”
 
   “Says they’re human,” Mac said, gasping for breath.
 
   Dan did a double take. “It’s probably just a ploy.”
 
   He frowned. This was the last thing he needed right now. Murphy playing games with him to get him out to his place to deal with those damn hogs.
 
   “No. He sounded serious, and he was upset. I don’t think he’s lying.”
 
   Dan motioned for Billy Bob to come along. The two rushed out of the cellblock together. 
 
   * * *
 
   The two squad cars sped down city streets and headed out of town to the country. All the while he drove, Dan kept thinking about what he planned to do to Felix if this was only a ploy to get him out there to deal with his hog problem.
 
   Dan pulled into Murphy’s driveway and quickly parked the squad while Billy Bob parked next to him. They got out of their squads. Murphy rushed out of the house. The old coon dog lay sleeping at the bottom of the porch steps and Dan wondered if the dog ever moved off his spot.
 
   “Took you long enough,” Murphy snapped as he rushed over to the squad.
 
   Dan glanced at his watch and then gave Murphy a warning glance. It had been ten minutes since receiving Murphy’s call. There was no reason for him to think that Dan’s response time was not adequate. Under different circumstances he would have called Murphy on it, but he was more concerned about why they were there.
 
   “Mac said you found some bones,” Dan snapped.
 
   “Yeah, while I was out doing your job.”
 
   Dan raised his hands. “I won’t go into that. Just show me where you found those bones.”
 
   Murphy’s hand shook as he pointed in the direction of the tall pines in the distance.
 
   “I spotted them devils digging near a clearing. Suddenly one pulls out this leg bone from the mud and starts chewing.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “I know animal bones, and that weren’t no animal bone, trust me.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll give you that.” Dan shook his head at Murphy. 
 
   Murphy took a red bandana out of his pocket and wiped his brow. “Nearly crapped in my pants when I saw that thing.”
 
   “Then what?” Dan asked.
 
   “I took aim and shot the son-of-a-bitch.”
 
   “Did you kill it?”
 
   Murphy glanced down. “Wounded him pretty bad.”
 
   Dan turned and walked away, but then turned back to face Murphy. “That’s just great,” he snapped.
 
   “Well what did you want me to do?”
 
   “If you couldn’t take it down, you shouldn’t have taken the shot,” Dan added and then turned to Billy Bob. “Get the rifle out of the trunk. I’m not going anywhere near those woods without something that will take that bastard down in one shot.”
 
   “If you’d been more helpful, none of this would have happened.”
 
   Dan pointed a finger at Murphy. “Don’t turn this around on me. I told you to gather up some of your neighbors. But no! Would you listen?”
 
   “Do you want me to show you the goddamn place or not?”
 
   Dan looked angrily at Billy Bob, who just raised his hands. Billy Bob walked to the back of the squad car and opened up the trunk. He reached in for the rifle.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Murphy led Dan and Billy Bob to the spot where the razorbacks were rutting. The ground was blood-splattered where the animal was hit.
 
   “Hopefully he went someplace to die,” Dan said, looking the area over.
 
   “I didn’t mean to make matters worse.”
 
   The area was secluded. The tall reeds around most of the mud hole made it hard to get near, let alone see the bones up close. Murphy must have been at the rise in the distance where the only clear shot could have been made. Dan walked closer to the bones.
 
   “You’re right about them being human,” Dan turned to Murphy. He glanced over at Billy Bob. “Go back to the squad and call the medical examiner. Tell her we have another body.”
 
   “One week on the job and you give her two bodies. She isn’t going to like it,” Billy Bob mumbled under his breath while turning and walking away. 
 
   “It isn’t like I’m dropping them for her.”
 
   Billy Bob left while Murphy and Dan walked around the area. Given the condition of the bones, Dan was not concerned with contaminating the site.
 
   * * *
 
   Nancy Davie poked around the mud with latex gloves on. She examined one of the bones and then looked over the area. Nancy stepped back and snapped a few pictures. She turned to Dan.
 
   “This isn’t going to be easy.”
 
   “Never said it was,” Dan replied.
 
   Nancy glanced up and smiled at Dan. “You going around digging up old bones just to see me again?”
 
   Dan was taken aback by the remark. “Murphy called me,” he said in his defense and then hesitated a moment. “And I didn’t do this on purpose.”
 
   “Fooled me,” she said with a half-grin on her face.
 
   “Besides, would you see me again if it wasn’t business?”
 
   Nancy looked around for a while and then turned back to Dan and smiled.
 
   “You won’t know until you ask, will you?”
 
   Nancy walked over to the car, leaving Dan to think about what she had said. Billy Bob slowly walked up to Dan. He was curious and knew Mac would ask how things went between the two.
 
   “What did she say?” Billy Bob asked.
 
   Dan looked embarrassed. “About what?”
 
   “The body?”
 
   “Oh, she won’t know anything until she examines the bones in the lab. Hard to tell how old they are right now, I guess.”
 
   Dan walked away from Billy Bob and followed Nancy to her car. She had her trunk open and pulled out some plastic bags.
 
   Dan stammered a moment. “You like doing what you do?”
 
   “What?” she said looking up at him.
 
   “Working on dead people.”
 
   “It beats working on the living.”
 
   “That’s an odd way of looking at it.”
 
   “Dead people don’t talk back for one,” Nancy said with a smirk.
 
   “Yeah, you got a point there.”
 
   Nancy shook her head. “This week has really been strange.”
 
   Dan nervously fidgeted with his gun. “If I can help in any way,” he said.
 
   “I’ll call you, if I need more information.” Nancy said dismissing him.
 
   Dan raised his hand as if in kindergarten and trying to get a teacher’s attention. “Do you think I could get a preliminary report today yet?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” she said, glancing at her watch.
 
   Dan cleared his throat and then quickly leaned over and whispered. “Would you like to have dinner with me?”
 
   Nancy looked up at Dan and chuckled. “That depends.”
 
   “On what?” Dan asked.
 
   Dan nervously fidgeted with his gun belt and then glanced around to make sure Billy Bob was not within hearing distance.
 
   “You aren’t going to make this easy, are you?” Dan quickly added.
 
   “No. I like to see you with your foot in your mouth.” Nancy said and then walked past him.
 
   “How about tonight?” Dan asked, quickly following Nancy closely.
 
   Nancy stopped and turned to Dan, almost bumping into him. “I guess I’m free this evening.”
 
   “I do not like to be kept waiting,” he said.
 
   “Did I say you’d wait?”
 
   Dan frowned at what he had just said. He took a deep breath and then walked back to the squad.
 
   He sat in the squad with the radio receiver in his hand while watching Nancy in the distance.
 
   “There’s been an accident on the bridge over the Arkansas River on Route 79,” Mac relayed.
 
   “Anyone hurt?”
 
   “Don’t know. They just said there’s a car in the ditch.”
 
   “Did anybody bother getting the license plate numbers?” Dan asked.
 
   “Yeah, vehicle belongs to Alan Maxwell. A red Seville.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   Dan glanced at his watch and then talked into the radio.
 
   “I’ll go check it out before I come in.”
 
   Dan set the radio receiver back in the cradle. He stared at Nancy digging in the mud retrieving more bones.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan sped down the road with lights flashing and the siren blaring. He turned onto Route 79 and as the bridge over the Arkansas River came into view, Dan could see the red Seville almost on its side in the ditch.
 
   The squad car pulled up and parked in front of the Seville. Dan got out and walked around the car. He looked in the ditch to see if anyone may have gotten out and collapsed. But there was no indication of that and then he walked around the car. The keys were still in the ignition. Dan took them out and then walked in back and opened the trunk. There were a couple of packages of rope similar to what was used on the Ames boy. One of the packages had been opened.
 
   Dan sat in the squad car with the door open and the radio receiver in hand.
 
   “Yeah, that’s right.” Dan said finally.
 
   “He ain’t going to like it, shouldn’t we call first and check.”
 
   “It was his job to call and report this.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” Mac replied.
 
   “I can’t help it. Have the tow bill sent to Alan.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Just do as I say. And while you’re at it, I want tire impressions made before the car is moved.”
 
   “I’ll set that up. You going to drop off the rope?”
 
   “Yeah, I can do that on my way in town.”
 
   “Won’t be able to use it in court?”
 
   “Who said anything about court,” Dan said, frustration was clearly in his voice. “Mac, either you set it up or tell Ms. Davie to send someone for the impression. I’ll worry about the rest.”
 
   Dan slammed the receiver down and then got out of the squad car and stared at the Seville in the ditch while he shook his head.
 
   Dan looked up suddenly. A pickup truck roared up the road toward Dan. An older Buzz Sheffield stopped and rolled down the window. Buzz hung his head out the window.
 
   “A lot of activity lately.”
 
   “Yeah. Know anything about this?” Dan asked.
 
   “No. It’s been there all day though. That much I know.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem smart of Alan to leave the keys in the ignition,” Dan said.
 
   “He probably had his reasons. It ain’t going anywhere on its own.”
 
   “You’re right there.”
 
   Another squad pulled up just then. Buzz waved goodbye as the squad parked in front of the Seville.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Dan stood on the porch. He looked up at the tall pillars and wondered if they supported anything or if they are just for show. He pressed the doorbell and waited. Mabel Maxwell, Alan’s wife, opened the door. She was in her early fifties, a good fifteen years Alan’s senior. She was a heavy-set woman in dire need of a dye job. The gray roots were clearly visible. Her housedress was badly worn but Dan figured the dustpan in one hand and broom in the other was an indication she was house cleaning, so why would she wear her Sunday best housedress? She definitely was not in the same class as Alan’s stepmother.
 
   “Why, Sheriff Harter, what brings you out this way?”
 
   “Is Alan home?” Dan asked.
 
   Mabel looked puzzled and then responded. “Yes, he’s in the study. Is there something I can help you with?”
 
   “No. I just want a few words with him.”
 
   Mabel set the dustpan and broom down and then turned and motioned for Dan to follow her. They walked through a house that was more like a mansion. And Mabel looked more like the housekeeper than the lady of the manor.
 
   Mable tapped lightly on the door before opening it. Alan sat at the desk looking at his stamp collection.
 
   “I told you I didn’t want to,” Alan snapped but then did not continue when he saw Dan.
 
   Dan was somewhat surprised at the curt response Alan gave his wife. He never would have treated Kay like that. And it bothered him that even in marriage Alan had a way of appearing superior to his wife. He clearly should be thankful she provided him a continuance of his affluent lifestyle.
 
   “Sheriff Harter is here to see you, dear. I didn’t think you’d mind.”
 
   Alan waved his hand, dismissing Mabel as if she were his servant. Dan looked uncomfortable as Mabel turned and walked out of the room. He wondered if the woman was that desperate to have a man in her life that she would put up with such abuse. Alan walked around the desk and took Dan’s hand.
 
   “Long time,” Alan said shaking Dan’s hand profusely.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I was meaning to stop after the funeral.”
 
   Dan was uneasy at the mention of Kay’s name, especially coming from Alan.
 
   Alan would not let go of his hand or his apology and continued. “It was too bad. Did you ever find out what caused the accident?” he asked.
 
   “Faulty brakes,” was all Dan said. The accident happened up in Little Rock and he had to trust that they did their job, but he had his doubts. Always did. He was meticulous in maintaining his vehicles and it bothered him to this day that Kay’s death was the result of faulty equipment.
 
   “What are the odds,” Alan said as he walked back to his desk and then turned back to Dan. “What brings you out?”
 
   “Your car,” Dan said.
 
   Alan rolled his eyes a moment and then with the look of innocence said. “Oh that. I was meaning to call that in.” But the he hesitated for a moment. “Fact of the matter I thought Finnegan would have had it out of the ditch by now.”
 
   “He didn’t get around to it. Too busy at the ranch, I guess.” Dan said as he looked around. “It’s against the law to leave the scene of an accident.”
 
   “What accident? A deer crossed in front of me. I swerved to miss him and landed in the ditch. I didn’t hit anything”
 
   Dan studied Alan for a moment. “Were you alone?” he asked.
 
   Alan swallowed hard. He looked at the door and then turned back to Dan.
 
   “Close the door, will you?”
 
   Dan walked over to the door and then shut it and turned back to Alan.
 
   “You saw Mabel.” Alan paused for a moment. “She spends her days cleaning this place whether it needs it or not.” Alan looked around in disgust. “She’s a freak.”
 
   “You married her.”
 
   “Yeah, the biggest mistake I ever made.”
 
   Dan laughed thinking of Allan washing cars for a living instead of working on a stamp collection. Somehow it would serve him right to do menial labor
 
   “She seems to be taking care of you nicely.”
 
   “Money isn’t everything.”
 
   It was funny listening to Alan talk about money. He was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and never really had to work for anything. Even marrying a woman for her money and then he had the nerve to turn it around and say money was not everything. Dan laughed to himself. 
 
   “Who was with you?” Dan asked.
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “Yeah, it matters.”
 
   Alan wrote down the name on a piece of paper and then handed it to Dan.
 
   “Be discreet, she’s married.”
 
   “Were you drinking?”
 
   “That isn’t what caused the accident if you know what I mean.”
 
   Dan studied the name. He smiled to himself and then glanced up. Alan always had a way of getting what he wanted no matter whose life he ruined in the process.
 
   “Were you at your father’s two days ago?”
 
   “For a little while.”
 
   “Did you see Richie Ames?”
 
   “Isn’t he the boy you found dead?”
 
   “Yes,” Dan said. “He worked for your father.”
 
   “I don’t know their names. They’re just the hired help.”
 
   It angered Dan hearing the words come out of Alan’s mouth because that was something Dan always felt Allan thought about him. It was strange hearing Alan just then. Dan just stared at Alan intently before speaking.
 
   “I thought it odd the amount of rope you carry in the trunk,” Dan added.
 
   “You opened my trunk?” Alan asked with a puzzled look.
 
   “It was the same type used in the murder of the Ames boy.”
 
   “Go to Frank’s Hardware. Half the town buys the same rope. I picked it up for Mabel. You’re welcome to ask her why she needed so much. I opened the one because I was going to try and use it to get out of the ditch but then gave up on that idea. I had more important things to do at the time.”
 
   “I just thought it was odd.”
 
   Dan looked around the room. He stared at the black bear rug in front of the fireplace. Things were not looking good for Alan at that point.
 
   “That’s a big bear,” Dan said as he turned and walked over to it.
 
   Dan bent down and ran his hand across the fur with one hand while pulling out a few hairs with the other. He got up and put his hand in his pants pocket, and then turns to Alan.
 
   “Dad and I each took one down in ’89. You ever go hunting in Jackson Hole?”
 
   “That in Wyoming?” Dan asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “My old man was too busy working,” Dan said curtly.
 
   Alan looked curiously at Dan. “What are you really here for?”
 
   “I just stopped by to make sure you were okay?”
 
   “Thanks for your concern. I’ll see you out,” Alan said in a way that it was a clear invitation for Dan to leave.
 
   Alan walked to the door and motioned to Dan. It was a clear indication for Dan to follow and leave. Dan in turn obliged. He would give Alan this one, but once he had more information and if it pointed to Alan he would definitely be back, and it would be Alan leaving in handcuffs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Dan walked into his living room. He took off his gun belt and put it along with his hat on the hat rack by the door, and quickly slipped off his shoes. Dan walked over to the mantel and stared at the pictures of Kay. He reached up and touched the cool glass that separated him from the one he loved. Kelly walked in from the kitchen.
 
   “You miss her, too.” Kelly said walking up to her father.
 
   “Not a day goes by that I don’t relive that day.”
 
   “I think about all the things I wanted to tell her, but never took the time to.”
 
   Dan turned to Kelly and forced a smile. “If only I could have been there. I should have. She called, but I was too busy,” Dan stopped.
 
   “Don’t go there,” Kelly replied and then tried to change the subject. “I made your favorite dinner.”
 
   “I should have called. I won’t be eating here tonight.”
 
   “But,” she said with a look of disappointment.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.”
 
   Dan glanced over at the pictures of Kay and then he put his arms around Kelly and hugged her. He felt guilty but did not want to cancel his plans just then. For the past eighteen months he had always tried to be there for Kelly when she was having one of those down days. 
 
   “I promise to make it up to you,”
 
   Kelly glanced up at her father. “Who are you having dinner with?” she finally asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s just business,” Dan quipped, trying to make light of the dinner.
 
   Dan let Kelly go and walked into the kitchen. Kelly just stared at her father curiously as she followed him.
 
   Dan walked up to the stove. The odor enticed him but not enough for him to change his mind. He lifted the cover, took the spoon off the plate, and tasted the dish that was cooking. It was Hamburger Helper, but had a good flavor. Dan turned to Kelly.
 
   “You’re a good cook.”
 
   “You didn’t answer me,” she said, not giving up.
 
   “It’s a dinner meeting with the medical examiner,” he finally replied after a long silence.
 
   “That Nancy who called?”
 
   “Yeah, the same one who called yesterday,” he said and then pointed at Kelly. “It isn’t what you think.”
 
   Dan put the cover back on the pan and set the spoon down. He went over to the desk and took out a small envelope. Dan reached in his pocket and pulled the pocket inside out. The dust bunnies and black-bear fur fell onto the desk. Kelly looked at him with disgust.
 
   “Didn’t your mama teach you any manners?”
 
   “Hey, there’s a reason for this,” he said and then pointed. “And Grandma taught me manners.”
 
   “You aren’t going to save that dirt?”
 
   “It isn’t like that,” Dan said in his defense.
 
   Kelly walked up to him and then looked down at the desk. “What are those?”
 
   “Fur from a black bear.”
 
   “What are you going to do with it?”
 
   “Have them checked out,” Dan replied, not really wanting to explain further.
 
   Kelly walked over to the sink. She opened up the cupboard doors under the sink and reached in for the spray cleaner and a roll of paper towel. She walked back over to Dan and handed them to him.
 
   “You can clean the desk off when you’re done.”
 
   Dan put the black-bear fur in the small envelope and then quickly cleaned off the desk. He turned and handed the cleaner and paper towels back to Kelly. 
 
   “Does that meet your satisfaction?” he asked and then laughed. He then turned to walk out.
 
   “I’m going to shower,” he said.
 
   Kelly just stood there, looking at her father with arms crossed and a big grin on her face.
 
   * * *
 
    Dan pulled up to the Medical Examiner’s office. The only car in the parking lot was an Outback with a parking sticker for Little Rock. Dan had been nervous and feared that maybe Nancy only was teasing him when she accepted the invitation. He was relieved now. At least she had not changed her mind. 
 
   He got out of the squad and walked in. Nancy sat at her desk, doing paperwork. Dan was taken aback for a moment when he saw her. She was wearing a red dress, his favorite color, her hair flowing flawlessly over her shoulders. It reminded him of Kay for an instant, but then he tried not to think about that.
 
   Dan glanced at the table at the far end of the room. It was there the bones were assembled in approximation of where they would be in life.
 
   “Must be hard work trying to figure out what happened.”
 
   Nancy got up and walked over to the table. Dan could not take his eyes off the nicely shaped woman in front of him. Nancy finally turned to Dan and caught him looking at her.
 
   She cleared her throat and then quickly added. “The victim was male.”
 
   Dan appeared puzzled. “How can you tell?”
 
   Nancy calmly pointed to some bones in the center of the table. “The pelvic bone. Definitely male.” She points up at the head. “Also on the skull, the ridge on the brow confirms it.”
 
   Dan was curious now. “What else do you know about him,” he asks.
 
   “From the sutures in the skull and the closure in the epiphyses of the shoulder and the basilar synchondrosis of the spheroid, I’d say the victim was about eighteen.”
 
   Dan just stared at Nancy. He was never good in biology and it amazed him she could pronounce those words, and seemed confident in what she was relaying.
 
   “I’d ask you to repeat that, but I still wouldn’t understand what you just said.”
 
   Nancy laughed. “We learn things like that in school, that’s how any medical examiner can determine age when the body is in this condition. The body’s bones are constantly developing.”
 
   “I can tell you he’s been dead nearly twenty years.”
 
   “All that from a pile of bones?” Dan asked.
 
   “That and the class ring we found.”
 
   Nancy turned and walked over to the tray that was covered with a cloth. She lifted the cloth. Nancy picked up the ring and handed it to Dan.
 
   Dan had a cold chill go through him. It was a ring he longed to have in high school, but money was tight. His parents could not afford the extravagance of a class ring for him and his part-time job did not pay enough for such a luxurious item. He put the ring back on the tray.
 
   “Pine Bluff High,” was all Dan could muster up to say.
 
   “I talked to Mac. He told me about a Jason O’Connor, who disappeared some twenty years ago. The J and O on the class ring kind of confirms it’s him, but I still want to examine his dental records so I can do a positive identification before notifying the family.”
 
   The O’Connor family gave up on Jason years ago and had him legally declared dead nearly ten years now. His grave was two sites down from Kay’s so Dan saw it often. 
 
   Dan shook his head, not believing how good Nancy was, and urged her on.
 
   “Do you have a cause of death?” he asked, not expecting an answer.
 
   “Definitely, he was knifed.”
 
   Dan raised his eyebrows. “You are good.”
 
   Nancy reached for the tray and picked up the knife tip. She handed it to Dan.
 
   “Found this lodged in one of his ribs,” she said and then quickly continued. “From it’s location, I’d say it pierced the lung. He probably bled out quickly.”
 
   Dan just stared at the piece of metal in his hand. A cold sweat appeared on his brow but he said nothing.
 
   “You don’t look so good.”
 
   Dan wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “Can we get out of here? This place gives me the willies.”
 
   Dan had a troubled look on his face while Nancy walked over to the coat rack. She grabbed a sweater, but Dan took it from her and put it over her shoulders. He would have to deal with what was bothering him later. Right now he wanted to enjoy the evening.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan leaned back and watched Nancy as she ate her salad. “So what brings you to our little community?” he asked.
 
   “I have relatives living here and it seemed like a nice town. Low crime rate.” Nancy replied and then laughed. “That was before this week.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “Maybe the blue moon rising has something to do with it.”
 
   “There are people who believe in that theory that there are more crimes committed during this moon cycle. But no real study has been able to prove it valid.”
 
   “After today, you have a believer in me.”
 
   “You only found the second victim during the moon cycle. Besides, I usually don’t mix business with pleasure.”
 
   Dan reached over and patted Nancy’s hand. “I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   “Promise?” she asked teasingly.
 
   “That reminds me,” he said, reaching into his inside pocket. He pulled out the envelope and handed it to Nancy. “Can you check this fur against the fur you found on Richie?”
 
   “You found the black-bear rug?”
 
   “You’re not the only working this case. It might not even be the same bear rug, I just thought it was worth checking.”
 
   “You going to tell me whose fireplace it sits in front of?”
 
   “Alan Maxwell,” was all Dan mustered up to say. He could tell by the look on Nancy face that this information did not surprise her.
 
   He was about to pursue his gut feeling, but the waiter was back at the table. All he managed to do was raise his eyebrows. The waiter took the salad plates and set their food on the table. Nancy simply smiled up at Dan.
 
   “So what else can you tell me about the bones?” Dan asked.
 
   “The bones were disturbed, so it’s hard to tell the exact position of the body. I think the hands were tied behind the back,” she said and then hesitated a moment. “Mind you, I’m not positive.”
 
   “You think the same person did this?” Dan asked.
 
   “Not exactly,” she said. But then quickly added, “There are similarities. Maybe it’s just getting the bodies so close together.” She shook her head. “Both victims were found in the same proximity of each other. Both were tied from behind possibly and the same age group. A knife was involved in both killings. You don’t run across something like that very often.”
 
   “You’re talking serial killer, who has been at it,” Dan studied Nancy a moment before continuing, “Twenty years or so?”
 
   “It’s only a theory,” she added.
 
   “What about the rope?”
 
   “There was no trace. You realize it’s hard to determine something after a person has been buried for so long, with basically no protection from the elements.”
 
   Dan looked at his steak a moment then leaned forward. “Jason? I can hardly believe it.”
 
   “You knew him?” Nancy asked.
 
   “It’s a small town. We graduated together. I went into the service, but my mother would send me clippings,” he added and then paused for a moment. “I just figured he ran off to Little Rock like he always talked about. He was supposed to go away to college but his parents didn’t have the money. The way I heard, they worked out some deal with the Senator to pay for his schooling.”
 
   “A lot of people probably figured that. But the fact remains, he never made it out of town.”
 
   Dan sat there, too stunned to eat. It bothered him that at every turn the Senator’s name was coming up, and if not his, then his son’s name. He was sure that somehow they were involved. In all his years as an officer of the Law he never knew a killer personally, so it was hard for him to comprehend that these two men whom he knew could be cold-blooded killers. That thought bothered him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Dan walked into the darkened house. He was careful not to make any noise, not wanting to wake Kelly. He really did not want to talk to his daughter about the date he had just been on. Somehow he just was not ready for that yet.
 
   Dan quickly entered his bedroom and shut the door before turning on the light. Slowly he took off his shirt. He studied his reflection in the mirror. Dan sucked in his stomach. For a middle-aged man he did not look too bad. Dan walked over to the dresser and opened the top drawer. He rummaged through the socks until he pulled out the pocketknife from years earlier. Dan opened it and stared at the broken blade.
 
   Why he kept it all these years, he did not know. It could have been to remember how vulnerable he had felt that night on the dark lonely stretch of road and the fear of the unknown. He had never again felt the kind of fear that was so intense that night.
 
   * * *
 
   The sun shone brightly, the temperature was in the high eighties already. Mac was at his desk operating the radio as he always was in the morning when Dan walked into work. Dan was curious if Mac ever went home at night. He was always the first one in in the morning and the last one to leave at night. If anyone did not have a life, it was Mac.
 
   Dan walked over to his desk and read the log sheet from last nights shift. Once done, he stretched while yawning, as he was still tired from a sleepless night of tossing and turning. He slowly glanced over at Mac.
 
   “Anything I should know about before I make my run?”
 
   “Had some excitement.”
 
   “What, pray tell?” Dan asked. Not really wanting to know because it was sounding like one of Mac’s embellished stories.
 
   “Maria Maxwell stopped by. She had a flat and needed help.”
 
   Dan appeared puzzled when he heard this because he didn’t figure Maria for being an early riser.
 
   “She’d be enough to excite you. Did you call the garage for her?” Dan asked.
 
   “No! I changed it myself,” Mac snapped. It bothered him that Dan didn’t think him capable of doing it himself.
 
   Dan has a concerned look on his face. “Who watched Junior?”
 
   “I was only gone a half-hour.”
 
   “Have you checked on him recently?” Dan asked. Suddenly he had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   “What for? He was okay when I got in this morning,” Mac said, not understanding Dan’s concern.
 
   “Because he’s in protective custody. That’s what for!” Dan said irritably.
 
   Mac jumped to his feet as Dan rushed over for the key for the cellblock.
 
   Dan and Mac hurried into the cellblock and once inside they stood there in silent horror as Junior dangled from the shredded sheet attached to the ceiling light fixture. Dan just shook his head as he grabbed hold of the cell bars and screamed.
 
   “Oh my God,” Mac said, looking up at Junior.
 
   Dan quickly turned to Mac and yelled. “Get me a knife.”
 
   * * *
 
   Dan gently set Junior on the bunk and then turned to Mac. 
 
   “You had better get Ms. Davie over here,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief.
 
   Mac appeared defeated and filled with guilt. “Sheriff, I couldn’t have been gone more than twenty minutes,” he said.
 
   “Did you see anybody on the street?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Dan turned to Mac and snapped. “Think!”
 
   “There was so much going on. When I got back in, there was an accident on Old Mill Road. Conroy was on the other side of the county line. Billy Bob finally took the call. I never thought to check on Junior.”
 
   Mac hung his head and dejectedly walked to the cellblock door. “Maybe I’m too old for this job. Maybe you should…” he said, but then stopped.
 
   Dan looked up at Mac. “No more maybes. Just don’t let it happen again.”
 
   Mac shook his head while looking at the sheet tied to the light fixture. He slowly turned and walked out.
 
   “I better go tell Junior’s father what happened,” Dan said and then turned to the cellblock door as it closed and yelled to Mac. “Don’t mention this on the radio. I don’t want half the county knowing before I get there. And from now on, scramble the calls.”
 
   Mac looked through the door and nodded as he wiped his eyes.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan stood on the Senator’s porch. He rang the doorbell again and lost his patience in that moment. John Youngblood had not taken the news of his son’s death very well. Although John assumed it was suicide, Dan did not volunteer his theory on Junior’s untimely demise. Dan pressed the doorbell again.
 
   The door finally opened. Maria nervously tried to hide the bruise on her cheek, but it was useless. There was not enough makeup in the world to cover a bruise that size.
 
   “Is the Senator in?” Dan asked.
 
   “You just missed him,” Maria said. Gone were her usual flirtatious mannerisms.
 
   “Damn,” Dan said staring at the bruise. “You wouldn’t happen to know if the Senator was in town this morning?”
 
   Maria avoided looking at Dan and finally asked. “Why? What is this about?”
 
   “A simple yes or no will suffice,” Dan snapped. He had lost all patience at that point.
 
   Maria fidgeted a moment and then finally responded. “No.”
 
   But in the way she said it Dan doubted she was being truthful. He also wondered how soon after Maria’s stint in town that the Senator took out his vengeance on her.
 
   “He’ll be back before dark. Should I have him call you?” she quickly added.
 
   Dan nodded. Maria slowly turned and walked back into the house.
 
   “Maria, how did you get the bruise on your face?” Dan asked.
 
   Maria turned to Dan and shrugged while trying to smile. “I guess the Senator isn’t so dumb after all.”
 
   “Do you want to press charges? There are laws against spousal abuse.”
 
   She looked at Dan and sighed as she smirked. “I’ll deny it. Don’t you dare bring this up to him.”
 
   Maria slammed the door shut leaving Dan to ponder what she had just said. If Maria looked like this, he wondered how Jack Finnigan looked this morning or whether Jack still had a job. No one ever crossed the Senator without getting some pay back. He had a way of getting back at you if he ever felt you did him wrong. So in the end it didn’t pay to cross him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Dan drove along a lonely stretch of country road. He had on old-time rock-n-roll blaring from the radio while his finger tapped on the steering wheel to the beat of the song. As he passed farmers in their fields, he waved to them. This was the life, he thought. Through the years in law enforcement in Jefferson County he had come to know just about everyone in the county. And everyone seemed to be related to someone he knew. The radio went off suddenly, interrupting his solitude. Dan reached for the car radio and turned it off and then answered the call.
 
   “What is it?” Dan asked.
 
   “Got a call from Buzz Sheffield.”
 
   “What does he want?”
 
   “Said it was important. Something about the O’Connor boy’s disappearance.”
 
   “How did he know?”
 
   “Small town. Everyone’s talking.”
 
   “You didn’t have anything to do with that, did you?” Dan asked.
 
   There was a long pause. The silence was overwhelming as Dan waited for Mac’s answer. When no answer was given, Dan knew Mac had something to do with the word getting out about who the bones belonged to. Normally Mac’s gossiping ways didn’t bother him. This was different though. For some reason the murderer was keeping tabs on his investigation. He didn’t need Mac divulging pertinent information to anyone who would listen.
 
   “Well…”
 
   Dan cut Mac off. He would have to deal with Mac’s gossiping ways later. “What did Buzz say?”
 
   “Wants you to meet him on the Bayou Drain. Where you guys used to fish.”
 
   Dan suddenly looked at the radio. “Are you scrambling this?”
 
   “Oh,” Mac said and then quickly added. “Sorry.”
 
   “What did I tell you?”
 
   “There’s been so much going on lately I can’t think straight.”
 
   “I’ll swing over and see what Buzz wants.”
 
   Dan was thankful that not everyone in the county knew where he and Buzz used to fish on the Bayou Drain. So he felt confident that although half the county knew he would be meeting Buzz, only a few knew the exact spot. But it still did not set well with Dan at that moment as he put the radio in its cradle and then flipped on the lights and sirens.
 
   The squad car turned off the highway onto a dirt road. The dusty trail followed behind. In the distance Dan saw the sports utility vehicle parked off on the shoulder of the road. He quickly pulled up and parked in back of it. Dan took the radio out of its cradle.
 
   “I’ll be out of radio contact for a little while.”
 
   “You on the Bayou Drain?” Mac asked.
 
   “Yeah. I don’t see Buzz, though. He’s probably down by the water. Did the medical examiner remove Junior?”
 
   “Just left.”
 
   “Maybe Buzz will shed some light on what’s going on.”
 
   “You be careful,” Mac said.
 
   Dan glanced at the radio for a moment and then laughed. “Yes, mother.”
 
   Dan put the radio back in the cradle and then got out. He glanced down the embankment and saw Buzz sitting on a boulder at the water’s edge. Slowly Dan made his way down the steep embankment losing his footing a few times but catching himself quickly.
 
   He did not remember it being as difficult to get to as a youth. Kelly and he usually fished upstream from this spot because of that reason. He always feared her falling and landing in the water.
 
   Buzz turned to Dan when he heard loose rocks announcing Dan’s presence. He was smoking a cigarette and from the pile on the ground he had been waiting for hi for a while.
 
   “Took you long enough,” Buzz snapped.
 
   “A lot has been happening.”
 
   Buzz ran his hand through thinning hair. “Tell me about it. Didn’t sleep at all last night.”
 
   “Does this have anything to do with what happened to Jason?”
 
   Buzz nodded. “Christ, we were friends. And we just left him there.”
 
   “Left him? Where?” Dan asked.
 
   Buzz tossed the cigarette and then broke down. He shook his head, as if not believing what had happened.
 
   “Want to talk about it?”
 
   Buzz looked up at Dan. “I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   Dan studied Buzz for the longest time. “It was that night,” Dan said watching Buzz’s reaction. “Remember, the night you and Alan picked me up before I reported to Little Rock?”
 
   Buzz turned his back on Dan as if to walk away but then turned around to face Dan. The look on his face was that of a man about to confess a great wrongdoing.
 
   “I trusted him.”
 
   “Who?” Dan asked.
 
   “You got to believe me when I say I had nothing to do with it?”
 
   “With what? God damn it, tell me?”
 
   Buzz looked up, he was about to speak when a shot rang out. His head exploded like a watermelon. Buzz fell backward, landing into the water. The water quickly turned red as it flowed downstream.
 
   Dan rushed to Buzz. He knew it was useless. He had seen kill shots like this in Desert Storm. Right now his first instinct was to get Buzz out of the water. Once that was accomplished Dan rushed up the embankment tripping a few times on the way, making it impossible for him to get a glimpse of the car as it sped away. Dan quickly turned to the squad only to see the tires were flat. He turned to Buzz’s SUV but it too had flat tires. Out of frustration Dan kicked the squad. He limped over to the driver’s door and got in.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan sat in the squad, the frustration clearly on his face and in his voice. This used to be a place he came to get away from the ugliness of the world around him. It was a place he took Kelly to, to teach her how to fish. Now he could never come here again without the memory of seeing Buzz in his last moments of life.
 
   “That’s right,” Dan snapped. “Send the medical examiner out here,” He did not want to explain anything to Mac, not right now and not over the radio.
 
   “Are we going for a record?”
 
   “I’m in no mood,” Dan said. Under normal circumstance he might have found humor in Mac’s comment but not now, not after what he just witnessed.
 
   “Are you going to tell me who it is this time?” Mac asked. 
 
   In reality Mac already knew who Dan was meeting. He just wanted confirmation.
 
   “Buzz Sheffield,” Dan finally said and then hesitated. “My list of suspects is narrowing.”
 
   “Yeah, they are all dying.”
 
   “Mac, not now.”
 
   “Want me to do anything?”
 
   Dan thought for a moment. “If any of the boys are near the highway, tell them to take inventory of cars they pass. It might help.”
 
   “Consider it done.”
 
   Dan slammed the radio down and then got out of the squad. His forehead perspired, he was not sure if it was the heat or what had just happened. Life for him would never be the same. Too many of the people he knew were involved in this and he wondered if he was too close to sort it all out now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Dan hurried into the living room. He just tossed the gun and hat on the chair next to the door. He was too anxious to see Kelly to bother taking off his shoes. He walked into the kitchen and when he saw Kelly at the table working on a puzzle, he slowed down. Dan walked over to the pot of coffee, checked to see if it was hot, and then took a mug off the mug tree and poured himself a cup. He turned around and leaned back on the counter and just watched Kelly.
 
   “Rough morning?” Kelly asked, looking up from the puzzle.
 
   “Can you tell?”
 
   Kelly glanced at his shoes. She knew something was bothering him. She also knew it would be difficult getting it out of him.
 
   “I heard all about it on the radio.”
 
   “Half the county heard I was meeting Buzz. Mac was supposed to scramble the calls.”
 
   “Don’t blame him.”
 
   “It was a simple request.”
 
   “Under normal circumstances no one listens.”
 
   “Someone’s been listening now.”
 
   “Did you get a look at who did it?”
 
   “It all happened too fast. By the time I was dragging poor Buzz out of the water, the car was already down the road.”
 
   “Nancy called,” Kelly said, almost forgetting the call. “She wants you to stop by the lab.”
 
   Dan took a sip of coffee and then looked around the room nervously.
 
   “Would you mind if we had company for Sunday’s barbecue?”
 
   “Anybody I know,” Kelly asked, teasing her father.
 
   “No. But you could get to know her,” Dan said looking at Kelly for her reaction.
 
   “It’s about time. I was going to ask you how your date went, but I guess if she’s coming for Sunday dinner, it went well.”
 
   “It’s just awkward talking to you about my date.”
 
   “Why, you always want to know about mine?”
 
   “That’s different,” Dan laughed.
 
   She smiled up at her father. “I’m glad it went well.”
 
   Dan set his coffee down. “If you don’t mind I’m going to take a run up to Little Rock. If Nancy calls again, tell her I’ll stop by the lab when I get back in.”
 
   “You’re bothered by all this, aren’t you?”
 
   Dan shook his head. “Used to be a nice place to live.”
 
   “Still is.”
 
   “Make sure you keep the doors locked after I leave.”
 
   “That bad?” Kelly looked up with concern.
 
   “Four dead bodies in three days aren’t good for the numbers.”
 
   “There’s only one person doing the killing. You get him and it all stops.”
 
   “I wish I had your optimism.” Dan said with a puzzled look. “Things don’t add up. Buzz was going to tell me something about Jason.” Dan hesitated for a moment and then continued. “But how does it figure into the Ames boy? Then Junior killing himself. If that’s what happened.”
 
   Kelly got up from the table and walked over to her father. She wrapped her arms around him. Dan kissed the top of her head. He was thankful he had her to come home to, otherwise he didn’t know how he would survive when things didn’t go right.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan stood outside the Medical Examiner’s lab. The door was locked but Nancy’s Outback was still parked in the lot. He pressed the button again. Finally the familiar voice on the intercom answered his call.
 
   “Who is it?” Nancy asked.
 
   “It’s Sheriff Harter.”
 
   The buzzer going off indicated the door lock had been released. Dan quickly pulled open the door.
 
   Dan walked into the lab as Nancy shoved the slab back in the wall unit. She shut the door and then turned to Dan.
 
   “You’re locking the outside door now?” Dan asked as he watching Nancy closely.
 
   “You bet, at least until all this settles down.”
 
   “That’s a smart move,” Dan added.
 
   “I called you earlier.”
 
   “Yeah. I got your message, but I had to check something out.”
 
   Nancy walked over to the desk. “What do you want first?” she asked.
 
   “At this point, I don’t really care.”
 
   “Got the results from Junior’s shirt. It was the Ames boy’s blood.”
 
   “Figured as much.”
 
   Nancy picked up the clipboard. “You’re not going to like this one though,” she added.
 
   “I’d ask you not to tell me, but I’m afraid you wouldn’t listen.”
 
   Nancy handed Dan the clipboard. “Junior’s neck was broken, but not consistent with a hanging.”
 
   “Shit! I was so hoping it was suicide,” Dan said, thinking for a moment. “No one claims to have seen anyone enter the jail.” Dan shook his head. “With Maria out front everyone was watching her.”
 
   “Maybe you can get her to talk,” Nancy said.
 
   “Judging by the bruise on her face, and her not wanting to press charges, I think she knows enough to keep her mouth shut. At least for now.”
 
   Dan flipped through the pages. “Anything else?”
 
   “All I can do is tell you what I know,” she said.
 
   Nancy shrugged her shoulders. She took the clipboard from Dan and set it back on the desk.
 
   “Who do you think would do such a thing?”
 
   “I’m narrowing the field down.”
 
   Dan walked away, but then turned and looked at Nancy for the longest time before speaking.
 
   “You were going to tell me something the other day,” he said.
 
   “I was?” She asked with a puzzled look.
 
   “About Alan Maxwell.”
 
   Nancy turned away before answering. “It was a long time ago, seven, maybe eight years ago. I said it was nothing.”
 
   “It had to do with the disappearance of that boy up in Little Rock.”
 
   “How did you find out?”
 
   “I got an old Army buddy working for the FBI up in Little Rock. I had him do a little checking for me.”
 
   “I’m impressed,” she said.
 
   “Do you want to tell me about it now?”
 
   “What’s to tell? The cops had Alan Maxwell as a person of interest. The Senator pulled strings. Before I knew it, the Senator whisked his little golden boy out of town,” Nancy remarked and then laughed. “The next thing I heard, Alan married this rich widow and became respectable.”
 
   “How certain were you that Alan was involved?” Dan asked.
 
   “It didn’t matter. Although…”
 
   “Although what?”
 
   Nancy shook her head in frustration. “I don’t know. There was more at stake,” she said while raising her hands. “Politics. What can I say?”
 
   “I remember in high school, Alan always came to school with bruises. He claimed it was from breaking mustangs or a fight with someone. But no one ever was able to substantiate any of it. And I think he had a fear of horses.”
 
   “And no one did anything?”
 
   “It was a different time.”
 
   “Abuse breeds abuse.”
 
   Dan frowned. “He was a kid just like me, I can’t believe he killed Jason. Christ, they were friends.”
 
   “Maybe you can get him to talk to you.”
 
   “Yeah, before more people turn up dead.”
 
   “Did your friend have anything else to say?” Nancy asked.
 
   “No, but I’m having him check a few things out for me.” Dan glanced around and then turned to Nancy. “You about ready to leave?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Dan took Nancy by the arm. “I’ll walk you out,” he said.
 
   Nancy looked up at Dan. There was concern in his voice and on his face so she did not argue. She too had been a little more concerned about her safety in recent days. Hence the locked lab door after everyone else left for the day.
 
   As they left the building Dan walked Nancy over to her Outback. She took out her keyless entry unit and pressed the button to unlock the doors.
 
   “I enjoyed dinner last night,” he said looking down at Nancy.
 
   “So did I.”
 
   “Would you like to come over Sunday for a cookout? You can meet my daughter.”
 
   “Only if you promise to stop drumming up business for me.”
 
   Dan smiled. “I promise.”
 
   Dan opened Nancy’s car door but before she could climb in Dan pulled her into his arms. He cupped the bottom of her chin with his free hand and kissed her gently. He stopped suddenly.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Nancy kissed him back and whispered softly, “Don’t be.”
 
   Dan pulled her closer and kissed her long and hard. He so missed the warmth of a woman’s body. This felt good and natural.
 
   



 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   Dan slept restlessly as he tossed and turned the whole night through.
 
   In his dream, Dan was walking down the dark country road, the full moon shone brightly in the distance. There was movement in the underbrush. Dan ran until he was out of breath. Suddenly there was a flash of light coming at him.
 
   Dan suddenly sat up in bed. Lightning illuminated the room followed by the clamor of thunder, picture frames rattled on the walls. Dan had trouble catching his breath and wondered why that dream always haunted him when things did not go right.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan entered the Sheriff’s office. Mac was sitting at the radio. He turned to Dan and pointed to the cellblock door. Dan looked over in the direction Mac was pointing to. There, standing near the cellblock door with mop and pail in hand, was Ester Cratchet. She turned to Dan.
 
   “Morning, Sheriff,” she greeted Dan with a big grin.
 
   Dan turned to Mac and then glanced back at Ester, who disappeared through the cellblock door and shut it behind her.
 
   “What’s going on?” Dan asked.
 
   “Says you hired her.”
 
   “When?” Dan asked.
 
   Mac raised his hands. “Maybe the other day.”
 
   “But there’s no money in the budget to clean this place.”
 
   “You tell her,” Mac argued.
 
   Dan raised his arms in frustration, and then quickly turned to Mac before Ester came back.
 
   “How much is in petty cash?”
 
   Mac opened the left hand drawer. He took out the old metal box and then opened it. Mac quickly counted the money.
 
   “Fifty-five bucks,” Mac said, looking up at Dan.
 
   Dan quickly reached into his pocket, pulled out a twenty, and tossed it into the open box.
 
   “At noon send her home,” he pointed to the money before continuing. “This is all I can afford to pay her,” he added and then walked to the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” Mac asked.
 
   Dan turned back to Mac. “Remember, I got a murder to solve.”
 
   He stared at Mac a moment and then pointed to the cellblock door, indicating for Mac to take care of the situation.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan parked the squad next to Alan’s car and got out. He walked up to the door and rang the doorbell.
 
   Mabel guided Dan to the study. She tapped lightly on the door and then opened it. Unlike before, she did not announce Dan. Dan just walked in and stared at Alan, who had a magnifying glass in one hand while holding a tweezers with a stamp in the other.
 
   “I’ll shut the door,” Dan said, turning back to the door.
 
   Alan set both stamp and magnifying glass down. “This isn’t social, then?” Alan asked.
 
   Dan shook his head. “Hardly. We have to talk,” he said.
 
   Alan folded his hands and then looked up at Dan. “Should I have an attorney present?”
 
   “Depends if you’re innocent or not.”
 
   “What if I just want one?”
 
   Dan motioned to the phone. “Be my guest,” he said, studying Alan for the longest time. “Is this what you do all day?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “Stamps, nothing. You wanted to become a doctor, to help people.”
 
   “People can’t be helped,” Alan said irritably as he stood and walked over to the fireplace. “Oh sure! You can correct what ails them,” he continued. “But you can’t do anything for what’s wrong up here,” Alan pointed to his head.
 
   “So become a shrink.”
 
   Alan rolled his eyes, realizing Dan did not have a clue. “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “What happened that night twenty years ago?”
 
   Alan waved his hand as if dismissing Dan. “Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “Buzz is dead.”
 
   Alan tried to hide his surprise. “So!”
 
   “Something was bothering him.”
 
   “And you think I have the answers?”
 
   Dan looked hard at Alan. “What happened that night?” Dan asked pointing a finger. “I’ll find out and when I do you’ll be sorry.”
 
   “Can’t be any worse than the hell I’m already in.”
 
   Dan stared at Alan for the longest time and then turned and walked out in disgust. Alan was so unlike the cocky kid he knew in high school. He seemed a broken man now, and Dan wondered how someone who had everything going for him could waste it all away and have nothing to show for his time on Earth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   Dan unlocked the front door and then walked in. He quickly put his gun and hat on the rack at the door. He hurried to the bedroom and once there went to the top dresser drawer. He took out the pocketknife and put it in his back pocket and walked out.
 
   Kelly was standing at the sink washing dishes when Dan walked in. He glanced at the table, where the puzzle was almost complete. Kelly turned to her father.
 
   “Do you want lunch?” she asked.
 
   Dan walked over to the fridge. He opened the door and just stared for a moment. “I’m not hungry.”
 
   “What are you doing home then?”
 
   Dan shut the door and then turned to her. “Can’t I stop in to see my favorite girl?”
 
   “Yeah, right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You’re checking up on me?”
 
   “Not on you in particular.”
 
   “Then what?” she asked looking at him with concern.
 
   “There’s a lot of crap going down lately.”
 
   The front door opened. Dan turned to Kelly as he listened closely.
 
   “Are you expecting someone,” he asked.
 
   Kelly shrugged. “No, maybe it’s Ms. Witherspoon with another tuna casserole?” Kelly mocked.
 
   “So soon after the last one. How can I be so lucky,” he laughed.
 
   Kelly wiped her hands and walked out of the kitchen. Dan leaned on the counter and just watched her disappear around the corner. He did not want to see Ms. Witherspoon and knew Kelly would make sure of that.
 
   * * *
 
   Kelly walked into the living room and froze when she saw Alan Maxwell taking her father’s gun out of the holster.
 
   “Hey!” she yelled.
 
   Alan held up the gun quickly and pointed it at Kelly. “Where is your father?”
 
   “Dad,” Kelly yelled. “Someone is here to see you.” 
 
   Alan quickly grabbed Kelly by the arm and pulled her to him. Dan walked into the living room. He stopped suddenly when he saw Alan, who had the gun in one hand and Kelly pinned with the other.
 
   “Alan, you don’t want to do this,” Dan warned.
 
   “You just wouldn’t leave well enough alone,” Alan replied shaking his head.
 
   “All I wanted to know was what happened to Jason.”
 
   “It was a long time ago. We had no idea, and everything was out of our control.”
 
   “You talking you and Buzz?”
 
   “I’m not saying anything more.” His face turned ugly. “Jason deserved what he got.”
 
   Dan was concerned and feared what Alan might do to Kelly. He wanted to keep Alan talking until he could get the upper hand and somehow get Kelly safe from harm.
 
   “You have to tell me what happened.” Dan kept pressing.
 
   “Wasn’t natural,” he said and then looked at Dan with pleading in his eyes. “All I need is a little time.”
 
   Dan held up both hands. “Leave Kelly out of this.”
 
   “You wouldn’t let it rest. You are just like Kay, you just had to keep digging into the past.”
 
   Alan bringing up Kay puzzled Dan and he wondered what he meant by her digging up the past. She was an investigative reporter and didn’t share a lot of what she was working on with him until she completed the story.
 
   Dan moved slowly toward Alan. “The past and the present are one. There’s been a string of unsolved murders throughout the state. What started twenty years ago didn’t end with Jason. It only got worse.”
 
   “You don’t know that for a fact,” Alan snapped.
 
   “I have proof, so if you know something, talk to me. We can work out a deal.”
 
   “I can’t,” Alan said.
 
   “We’ll work through it.” 
 
   “If you only knew.”
 
   “Knew what?”
 
   “It’s not just the boys, it was Kay too.”
 
   “Why bring up Kay?” Dan asked.
 
   “You really don’t know, do you?” Alan said with a sarcastic look on his face.
 
   Dan’s face flushed at the mention of Kay’s name. It had always bothered him about the brakes, but it was a guilt he had to live with every day. That it was his fault his wife was dead.
 
   “It was an accident.”
 
   “Yeah, right, keep thinking that. I used to think you were smart.”
 
   Dan lost control at that moment and grabbed hold of the gun. But Alan was too quick and hit Dan across the side of the head with the butt end of the gun. Dan went down. Alan kicked Dan in the rib cage while Kelly struggled to free herself, but could not break Alan’s hold on her.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan groaned in pain as he slowly came to. His hands were tied behind his back. He struggled but it was useless. The car engine starting out front and tires squealing caused Dan to sit up. Dan continued to struggle to free himself and finally he managed to get one hand in his back pocket. He pulled out the pocketknife. Opened it quickly and slowly managed to cut the rope.
 
   Once free, he raced out of the house. He glanced down the street and saw Alan’s car turning the corner. He quickly got into the squad. Thankful that Alan did not have the fortitude to disable it as someone did on the Bayou earlier.
 
   Dan sped through city streets and finally gained on Alan’s car. Dan could see Kelly in the passenger seat. She turned around and Dan saw the frantic look on his daughter’s face. He just prayed that Alan wouldn’t harm her.
 
   Alan headed out of town. He took turns too fast, fishtailing almost out of control, but then regained control of his car. When he passed Murphy’s place the squad was bumper to bumper with Alan’s car. Dan was not letting Alan take his daughter anyplace without putting up a fight. The dust seeped into the car. Dan quickly rolled up the window as he coughed almost out of control.
 
   Alan was driving to the tall pines, puzzling Dan, not knowing what Alan had on his mind. Suddenly the brake lights came on Alan’s car. Dan slammed on his brakes too and barely missed hitting the Seville.
 
   Alan grabbed Kelly and dragged her out of the car. He yanked her down the path toward the tall pines. Kelly struggled with Alan while being dragged along the path. 
 
   All Dan could do was watch from a distance. Dan finally got out of the squad. He was not going to let Alan take Kelly anywhere without a fight.
 
   Dan held up his hands showing Alan he was unarmed. “Let her go,” Dan yelled.
 
   Alan dragged Kelly along the path. All the while Kelly struggled to get free of him.
 
   “Stay there. I’ll let her go when I get to the woods.”
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Dan yelled.
 
   Alan shook his head. “Don’t matter. Any place is better than this hell.”
 
   “You aren’t taking Kelly.”
 
   Alan raised the gun at Dan. Kelly grabbed his hand as a shot rang out but it still hit its mark and grazed Dan in the temple. Dan fell to the ground while Kelly screamed and struggled with Alan but to no avail.
 
   Alan turned and hit Kelly with the butt end of the gun. He tossed his keys into the field and then fired a shot at the squad car’s front tire. Alan walked up to the squad and fired a shot at the radio. 
 
   Dan was face down in the tall grass pretending to be dead. He waited a while until he was sure Alan was far enough away so as not to put Kelly in further danger. In the distance Alan turned around and yelled.
 
   “I never meant to hurt anyone,” he said in his defense and then turned around and hurried to the tall pines.
 
   Dan slowly got up while Alan disappeared into the woods. He hurried over to Kelly where she was motionless on the ground. As Dan reached down, she finally started to come to. There was a trickle of blood coming from her forehead where Alan struck her with the gun.
 
   “You okay, honey,” Dan asked.
 
   “What’s the matter with him?”
 
   “He did some bad things.”
 
   Dan helped Kelly up. Kelly looked up at her father and saw the blood dripping down the side of his face. “You’re hurt,” she said.
 
   Dan ignored her concern. He had a job to do, but right then he had to make sure Kelly was safe. 
 
   “You’ll have to go back to Murphy’s place and get help.”
 
   Dan hobbled over to the squad. He glanced inside at the radio and then grabbed his billy club from under the seat. He helped Kelly over to Alan’s car. He looked in and saw the car keys were gone. Dan was thankful it was an older model Seville as he opened the driver’s door and then reached under the dash. Dan quickly hot-wired the car. Kelly just stood by and watched her father.
 
   “You’re bleeding,” she said.
 
   Dan wiped the blood from his forehead. “Murphy’s place is just down the road.” Dan said, while trying to focus his eyes.
 
   “Come with me,” Kelly begged.
 
   “No,” Dan whispered finally. “I have to go after Alan. What I need for you to do is go get help.”
 
   “Daddy, I’m scared.”
 
   Dan got out of the car, he shoved Kelly into the driver’s seat, and then shut the car door. Kelly looked up at him with tears in her eyes as she finally put the car into gear and backed up. She stepped on the gas and spun away.
 
   Dan started walking toward the tall pines. He winced in pain from where Alan kicked him in the ribs earlier. Dan turned to see Kelly driving off down the road. He took a deep breath. The pain in his side caused him to double up for a moment. After he recovered, he quickly hurried in the direction that Alan had run off in.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Dan walked through the thick tree growth. It got denser and denser the further he walked in. Dan stopped and listened. A squirrel chattered in the branches above while birds fluttered about. The thick canopy of trees above barely let the sun shine through.
 
   Dan’s shirt stuck to his back, the sweat and blood ran into his eyes. When Dan came to a fallen tree, he stopped. Brush and vines grew up all around the decaying trunk.
 
   “Alan,” Dan yelled feebly.
 
   Dan’s voice came out a hoarse whisper. He cleared his throat and got a firm grip on the billy club. Just as he rounded the trunk he heard a noise. Thirty feet away rutting in a patch of mud were six razorbacks. One of the boars had blood covering its right shoulder. Dan turned and made a quick retreat behind the trunk when something struck him hard on the back. Dan slid forward onto the ground.
 
   “Why did you come?” Alan demanded.
 
   Dan managed to look up. “Had to,” Dan said finally.
 
   Dan felt around for the billy club. Alan walked toward him. Dan tried to wipe away the sweat and blood. He did not lift his head for fear the razorbacks would see him. The hogs pawed at the earth and rooted up the ground. It was then Alan saw them too.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” was all he managed to say.
 
   While Alan appeared momentarily distracted, Dan grabbed the billy club quickly and swung it at Alan’s shins and connected solidly. Alan yelled out in pain. He stumbled toward the razorbacks, yelling and hopping from one foot to the other. The razorbacks were puzzled at first. A few were frightened and ran off. The two old boars just looked up with a savage gleam in their tiny eyes. The sharp hooves pawed at the soft ground.
 
   Dan tried to get up but had no luck. He got to his knees and saw Alan standing a few feet away. Dan made a turning, clumsy twist toward Alan, sticking out the billy club and managed to grab an ankle. Dan pulled and Alan tumbled down, dropping the pistol. Both men reached for it. Dan’s face was mashed into the forest floor while Alan kneeled on top of him. Dan tried to raise himself and throw Alan off, but he was hurting too bad. Alan’s weight had Dan pinned. 
 
   Alan straightened up and turned. Just then the boar with the wound charged, followed by the other boar. Dan’s eyes were filled with dirt, sweat, and blood but he still managed to see the charge coming.
 
   The two razorbacks crashed into Alan’s back with a thunderous thump. All the air went out of Alan as the razorbacks thrashed him around like a rag doll.
 
   Dan felt around for the gun while the hogs were grunting and slobbering, with no inclination of deserting their prey.
 
   Dan finally had the gun in hand. He used the billy club to push himself into a sitting position. Dan quickly took aim and fired off one round. It hit the one boar in the right eye. The boar went down with a high-pitched squeal. The other boar looked up. All Dan could focus on was the tusk as the boar looked him straight in the eye and then quickly charged. Dan fired off a shot but the bullet struck the razorback in its side. The boar did not even slow down, just lowering his head and came straight on at Dan.
 
   Dan did not have time for another shot. He twisted to the side to avoid the charge and yelled out in pain as the boar sideswiped him. Dan screamed as he was tossed two feet into the air. Quickly he managed to sit up and grip the gun with both hands. The razorback turned. It stopped for a moment before lowering its head again, and charged. When the boar came within four feet, Dan let the last two rounds go. The razorback struck Dan in the chest and then there was only darkness.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan finally regained consciousness and heard Alan moaning in pain. He struggled to shove the razorback off his chest and then crawled over to Alan.
 
   Alan was covered in blood. His breathing was ragged and shallow. Dan twisted himself into a sitting position and slid himself over to Alan.
 
   “Alan, Alan, you there?”
 
   Alan’s eyelids flickered a moment. “I’m not going any place,” he whispered.
 
   “I’ll get you out of here.”
 
   Alan tried to laugh as he looked up at the condition Dan was in.
 
   “I wouldn’t try it if I were you. I think my back is broken.” He hesitated while catching his breath. “Among other things.” He struggled a moment and then coughed up blood. “I didn’t do all those things. I may have stood by and done nothing. But it wasn’t me,” Alan stopped and breathed a deep ragged breath.
 
   “What do you know about Kay’s accident?”
 
   “I can’t,” Alan coughed while shaking his head.
 
   “If you know something you have to tell me.”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “Why did you run?” Dan asked.
 
   “I hate what I’ve become. And I’m not taking the fall.”
 
   “It’s too late for that. Too late,” Dan said.
 
   “Wasn’t me, honestly.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “All this, and it wasn’t you? And now you’re telling me Kay was murdered too. Why?”
 
   Alan tried to laugh. “I’m so sorry.” Alan coughed up more blood. “You were right about Jason. But it was his fault. Doing the things he did. Wasn’t right. He deserved what he got.” 
 
   “He didn’t deserve to die,” Dan snapped. “Kay didn’t deserve to die either.”
 
   Alan started to cry. The pain was too much to endure. All these years he lived with the guilt and now it was all coming out into the open.
 
   Dan turned to the razorback lying a few feet away and then glanced down at Alan.
 
   “What bothers me is you did nothing all these years.”
 
   “Like anyone would have believed me.”
 
   “A jury will have a field day with you.”
 
   “The way I feel, there won’t be a jury. I just wanted you to know.”
 
   Dan glanced around for something to use as a cane. He slid over to the fallen tree and broke off a branch.
 
   “I’ll get you out of here.”
 
   Alan coughed again. “Too late. Time you get to town, too late.”
 
   “Don’t tell me that, damn it.”
 
   Alan did not answer as Dan struggled to get up and then, after getting his bearings he managed to hobble off.
 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   Dan limped out of the woods. In the distance, a caravan of cars raced toward the clearing. Dan collapsed to his knees. The cars came to a screeching halt near where Dan fell. Mac got out of the squad and ran up to Dan.
 
   “You don’t look so good,” Mac said.
 
   “Kelly, where’s Kelly?” Dan asked while trying to get up.
 
   “She’s okay. On the way to the hospital by now, I expect.”
 
   Dan looked up at Mac. “Alan’s in there,” Dan whispered as he turned to the tall pines and then everything went dark.
 
   * * *
 
    Dan was in and out of consciousness. He tried to wake a few times but then stopped trying and let the darkness consume him.
 
   He saw Kay in happy times, laughing while playing with Kelly as an infant. He heard arguing but could not make out the words. Slowly the dreams fade and the hazy hue of the room appeared.
 
   Martha Witherspoon was hovering over his bed like a vulture devouring its prey. She smelt like stale body odor. All Dan wanted was to be left alone.
 
   “Nurse,” Martha screeched.
 
   Dan looked up. “It’s cold,” he whispered.
 
   “Do you want anything?” Martha asked, not hearing what Dan had said.
 
   “What did he say?” The nurse asked turning to Dan.
 
   “Cold. It’s cold in here,” he whispered.
 
   “Get the doctor. He wants the doctor,” Martha yelled out orders.
 
   The nurse turned to her and then Dan, but Dan just shut his eyes and went back into his self-imposed darkness.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan opened his eyes again. The blinds were closed. Nancy had his hand in hers. He felt the warmth it offered and managed a feeble grin. Nancy turned to Dan when she felt his fingers flex. She had a smile on her face as he shut his eyes again.
 
   * * *
 
   Dr. Owens walked into the hospital room. He strolled over to the window and opened the blinds, sending sunbeams streaking across the bed. Dan opened his eyes.
 
   “Kelly?” Dan asked.
 
   The doctor leaned over Dan. “Your daughter is fine. She has a slight concussion. She’ll be in to see you in a little while, if you’re up to it?”
 
   “I’m up to it,” Dan whispered weakly. 
 
   Dan was not taking anyone’s word about Kelly. He had to see her for himself that his daughter was okay.
 
   “You’re lucky to be alive,” the doctor added, and then hesitated. “But I wouldn’t give two nickels for what you’re about to face.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t know, do you?”
 
   The doctor ran his hand over Dan’s heavily bandaged ribs. He pressed down. “Does that hurt?” he asked.
 
   “No, not really.” Dan whispered.
 
   “It will. Four ribs cracked, two of them pretty bad. But you’ll live,” he replied.
 
   “What day is it?” Dan whispered.
 
   “Monday. I’m Dr. Owens. If you need a nurse just push the button. But I’m sure one of your female admirers would be more than happy to get you anything you needed.”
 
   The doctor turned abruptly and walked out. Kelly walked in. She stood looking down at her father. Her forehead was bandaged.
 
   “I didn’t realize police work was so exciting.”
 
   “Not always.”
 
   Dan pressed the control to move the bed into a sitting position. “How’s Alan?” he finally managed to ask.
 
   Kelly shook her head as sadness came over her face. “Took them a while to find him.”
 
   “Figured as much.”
 
   “He was dead when they got to him.”
 
   “I expect there’s been a lot of talk around town.”
 
   “That’s one way to put it. Senator Maxwell has been holding press conferences,” she said, and then paused. “He wants your head on a platter.”
 
   “I’ll bet he does.”
 
   “Why was Mr. Maxwell talking about Mom?”
 
   “I think it had something to do with a story she was working on before the accident.”
 
   “Did someone kill her?”
 
   “I don’t know for sure. There was speculation that it wasn’t the brakes, that maybe she was forced off the road. But the investigation never went anywhere.”
 
   Dan took hold of Kelly’s hand as tears streamed down her cheek. This was something he never shared with Kelly. It would have been hard for a young person to accept. It was bad enough she lost her mother. She didn’t need to know that it was not an accident.
 
   “What did Dr. Owens mean about my ‘female admirers?’”
 
   Kelly took a deep breath and retained control as a slight smile crossed her face. 
 
   “You do have quite a covey of fans,” she laughed. “Nancy Davie has been here four or five times, and so has Ms. Witherspoon.” Kelly frowned a moment. “Then there was this Ms. Wilcox. Who is she?”
 
   “Not her, too. I can’t believe they made such a fuss.”
 
   “Nancy has been just fine, but Martha has been driving everyone absolutely crazy. First she thought you were going to die. If that wasn’t bad enough, then she caught on why Nancy was here. Ms. Wilcox left as soon as she saw the other two. Frankly, I don’t know what any of them see in you.”
 
   Dan shook his head. “Me neither.”
 
   “People are really curious about what happened.”
 
   “I’m still trying to sort it out,” Dan said, shaking his head.
 
   “Why did he want to hurt you?” Kelly asked as her hand reached over and touched her father.
 
   “It has to do with a twenty-year-old murder and I think what happened to Junior and the Ames Boy.”
 
   “You mean he killed them all?” she asked with a puzzled look on her face.
 
   “I thought so at first.”
 
   “But now?” Kelly asked.
 
   “I don’t know. He claimed he had nothing to do with any of it.”
 
   “Maybe he lied.”
 
   “He didn’t have any reason to lie. Those razorbacks worked him over pretty good.”
 
   Kelly shuddered a moment. “He wasn’t the only one they worked over.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I had the gun.”
 
   Kelly laughed mockingly. “A thirty-eight! I’d think you’d have more sense than to go chasing a man into the tall pines knowing those devils were there.”
 
   Kelly looked ready to cry as Dan reached up, took her hand, and then squeezed it reassuringly.
 
   “Everything is okay now,” Dan whispered.
 
   “Nancy’s been coming over to the house. She’s nice.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re getting along and you like her.”
 
   Dan shut his eyes. Kelly reached over and hugged him. The last few days had been nerve-wracking, worrying if she was going to lose her father. She was just thankful he was on the mend now.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Nancy parked her Outback outside Dan’s house. She quickly walked around to the passenger door, where Kelly was already helping her father out of the car.
 
   “Here, let me help,” Nancy said, reaching for Dan.
 
   Dan held up his hands. “I’m not an invalid,” he snapped.
 
   “You’re also not a well man,” Kelly added.
 
   Dan winced in pain. He swayed a moment and then grabbed hold of Nancy’s arm. At that moment he knew he would need their help and arguing about it would get him nowhere fast.
 
   “My head hurts,” he said.
 
   “See! You need us. There’s nothing wrong with letting people help you out until you are better,” Kelly argued.
 
   “Just get me into the house.”
 
   It was slow going and they managed to get him into the house and settled in bed. Although they’d released him from the hospital, there was still a long recuperation period ahead for Dan. 
 
   * * *
 
   Dan sat on a chaise lounge while Nancy stood at the grill turning the chicken. He’d enjoyed the past week doing nothing but letting Nancy and Kelly care of him. It reminded him of another time in his life when things were right with the world. Nancy would not let him see the paper and the local news was never turned on. However, as nice as that was, Dan knew he had work to do and tomorrow it would be back to the salt mines for him. He would eventually have to face the Senator.
 
   Kelly handed Dan the envelope marked “Confidential” that Mac had dropped off earlier.
 
   Dan looked at it and laughed. “This must have killed Mac,” he commented as he glanced at the return address, “FBI.” Dan quickly opened it.
 
   Nancy turned to him. “Is it from your friend?” she asked. 
 
   Dan held up his hand a moment as he read. “Oh, this is just great!”
 
   Nancy walked over to Dan, she read over his shoulder. “Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Why are you checking murders that far north?” she asked with a puzzled look.
 
   “Something Alan said,” Dan relayed and then looked up. “That friend I have in Little Rock. He did a little checking for me. This Jackson Hole murder was in ’89. That was the year Alan and the Senator were up there bear hunting.”
 
    “And?” she asked as she quickly walked over to the grill to turn the chicken.
 
   Dan flipped through the pages. His face turned white suddenly.
 
   “Shit,” he snapped as he turned to Nancy. “There’s a list of unsolved murders that match our MO in Virginia, Maryland, and the Delaware area.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Looks like fifteen at least.”
 
   The phone rang suddenly. Dan picked up the portable phone on the table.
 
   “Yeah, what’s up?” Dan asked and then listened a moment while Nancy watched him intently. “If you can reach Billy Bob, send him out there for backup.”
 
   Dan set the phone down and then struggled to get up off the lawn chair. He stood for a moment before taking a step forward.
 
   “Where do you think you are going?” Kelly asked.
 
   “I have to go to the Senator’s house,” Dan said.
 
   Kelly tried to step in front of him. “The doctor only released you for desk duty. You aren’t well enough yet to go traipsing around the countryside.”
 
   Dan looked down at Kelly. “It’s important. I have to go.”
 
   Nancy quickly stepped closer to Dan. “Why?” she asked.
 
   As much as he appreciated their concern for his well-being, right then he had a job to do.
 
   “It’s Jeffrey Ames. He went out to confront the Senator last night and hasn’t been home since.”
 
   Kelly stared at Dan and then turned to Nancy while shaking her head, wanting Nancy to convince her father not to go.
 
   “Why would he do that?” Nancy asked finally.
 
   “Seems he found a journal in Richie’s room, and wanted to confront the Senator about it.” 
 
   “Let someone else take care of it,” Kelly cried.
 
   “Conroy’s wife is in labor,” Dan said as he reached for the envelope. “Besides, it’s my job and I have to finish what I started.”
 
   Nancy quickly took the chicken off the grill and put the platter on the picnic table.
 
   “I’ll drive you,” she said and then turned to Kelly. “He’ll be okay. I promise you.”
 
   Dan walked slowly into the house while Nancy followed close behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   The squad car quickly came to a skidding halt in front of the Senator’s house narrowly missing Jeffrey’s pick-up truck that was parked near the front entrance. Dan refused to let Nancy drive and only let her come under the condition he drove. That didn’t set well with her but there was nothing she could do to stop him.
 
   The grounds looked deserted. Dan slowly got out of the squad and searched around for signs of life. Given all the activity earlier that week, this troubled Dan now. Nancy hurried around the car and followed Dan up the path. Dan grabbed hold of the railing and steadied himself. He stopped and took a deep breath and then climbed the few steps to the front door.
 
   “Are you okay?” Nancy asked with concern.
 
   “There’s no turning back now.”
 
   “Maybe we should wait for backup?”
 
   “There’s no time.”
 
   Nancy glanced at the front door with concern.
 
   “It’s open,” she said, turning to Dan.
 
   As Don slowly shoved the door wide open, he could hear noise coming from down the hall. After a few moments he realized it was a television coming from down the hall. Dan pulled out his gun. He motioned for Nancy to stay behind him.
 
   “Maria, Senator,” Dan yelled and then hesitated for a moment. “Anyone home?” he asked and then listened for a moment.
 
   Dan entered the foyer and slowly walked down the hall to an open room to the right but saw nothing. He glanced around the room. The television set seemed to be coming from a room at the end of the hall.
 
   Dan peeked around the corner and then glanced into the room. He reached for the television set that sat on the edge of the counter and turned it off. It was then he looked across the room beyond the butcher-block island near the patio doors that he saw the pool of blood on the floor. As he walked around the butcher-block island he could see Maria lying on the floor in one of her scantily clad outfits staring blankly at the ceiling. Her throat had been slit from ear to ear. The bruises on her face and arm contested to the fact she did not go down without a fight.
 
   Nancy rushed over to Maria while Dan winched in pain as he stood hanging onto the counter.
 
   “Even she didn’t deserve that.” Dan said looking away.
 
   No matter how many dead bodies he saw in the line of his work, it still bothered him the senseless way people killed their fellow man.
 
   Dan wished now he had taken a Vicadin before they left, but didn’t dare ask Nancy for something for the pain.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan slowly maneuvered into the Senator’s study. He held the gun ready to fire at a moments notice. Dan heard something and then stopped. Nancy was close behind him and stopped also.
 
   “What is it,” Nancy whispered.
 
   Dan motioned to Nancy to be silent. He glanced around the room and the whimper could be heard again. Dan pointed to the closet door. Slowly Dan edged his way over to the door. He reached for the knob and opened the door slowly. There on the floor Jeffrey sat bound and gagged. Jeffrey’s eyes widened when he saw Dan in the doorway. Nancy quickly bent down and took the gag from Jeffrey’s mouth.
 
   “Where’s the Senator?” Dan asked, hanging onto the doorsill.
 
   “I don’t know. I came out last night and overheard him and his wife arguing. He killed her,” Jeffrey sobbed for a moment as if trying not to think about it. “I tried to leave but he caught me before I could get to my pickup.”
 
   Dan looked down at Nancy. “You take care of Jeffrey. I’m going out to the barn to check things out,” he said and then turned back to Jeffrey.
 
   “Why did you come out here?”
 
   “I found Richie’s journal and I wanted to let the Senator know I dropped a copy off at the newspaper office. The world has to know what a pervert he is.”
 
   “Why did he kill Maria?” Dan asked.
 
   “They were arguing about him killing Junior. I think she wanted money to keep quiet.”
 
   Dan bent over in pain but then recovered himself. Nancy grabbed his arm and helped steady him.
 
   “You aren’t strong enough to go after the Senator,” she said.
 
   “I have no choice.” Dan looked down at Jeffrey and shook his head. “It ends here,” was all he mustered up to say.
 
   Dan knew what he had to do. He only wished Jeffrey would have come to him instead of trying to confront the Senator on his own. It only made matters worse.
 
   * * *
 
   Dan walked slowly through the barn with gun in hand. The sun streaked in through the open side windows. It caused shadows to dance across the floor. Dan walked around a corner and saw Jack Finnegan lying on the barn floor in a pool of blood. He suddenly heard movement from behind. Dan turned quickly.
 
   “You killed my boy?” the Senator snarled.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” Dan said.
 
   “Alan is dead because of you.” The Senator’s jaw muscles tensed as he aimed the gun at Dan.
 
   “It didn’t make sense why he stopped at the tall pines until now. Your property butts up to Murphy’s just beyond the woods. He was trying to lose me in there. Were you going to take him out of the country?”
 
   “Don’t matter now,” the Senator snapped.
 
   “You were going to let him take the blame for all of this,”
 
   “He was weak, he always was.”
 
   “Drop your gun.”
 
   Dan hesitated a moment before tossing his gun. He raised his hands and then continued. 
 
   “You’re sick” Dan said. “Why did you kill Maria?”
 
   “She caught on. Bitch was going to turn me in and take everything,” the Senator snapped.
 
   “That, and screwing the help didn’t set well with you, did it?”
 
   This angered the Senator. He had been to busy with his own sick ways, he hadn’t even realized his wife was sleeping with anyone who would bed down with her. He only married her to give the illusion of normality.
 
   “I made her respectable and how does she repay me?”
 
   “What about the others?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “You’re right. Nothing you’ve done makes any sense to me. Including killing Kay.”
 
   The Senator’s anger was clearly visible on his face and then he snapped. “She was digging into things. She was getting too close. Nosy bitch got what was coming to her.”
 
   “You’re sick, and I’m going to see to it that you pay for your crimes.”
 
   “My old man taught me well. You take what you want in this world because no one will give it to you willingly.”
 
   “That includes killing young boys.”
 
   “They all had it coming to them. Flaunting their innocent youth. They all taunted me, as if they were better than me, me a Senator and all.”
 
   “I’m taking you in,” Dan snapped. 
 
   “You don’t have it in you. You’re just a small town cop, besides, you don’t have proof.”
 
   “I’ve got Jeffrey. And I’ve got Richie’s journal. Maybe I can’t get you for all those other boys you’ve killed but Maria and Junior’s death will be enough to put you away for life.”
 
   “They made me do it,” the Senator whispered, while rubbing his temple as if to ease the pain. “The voices told me to kill them.”
 
   Dan laughed mockingly. “You working on an insanity plea now?” he said and then paused a moment. “Put the gun down and I’ll get help for you.”
 
   “Help!” the Senator yelled. “I don’t need help. People look up to me. I’m a respected leader.”
 
   Dan laughed to himself, thinking about how people looked up to the man in front of him. He slowly moved closer to where the gun lay on the ground.
 
   “Dan, where are you?” Nancy yelled from behind.
 
   As the Senator was distracted by Nancy’s voice, Dan dove for the gun on the ground. It was then the Senator fired off a few rounds. Dan quickly rolled onto the floor while he grabbed for the gun narrowly avoiding being hit by ricocheting bullets. Dan quickly aimed and fired off a few rounds, hitting the Senator in the chest with two of his shots. The Senator collapsed onto the floor.
 
   Nancy rushed over to Dan as he struggled to get up. They stood there in each other’s arms. In the distance, sirens could be heard coming closer.
 
   “It’s over with,” Dan said. “It’s finally over.”
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
   Now that you have finished my book, won’t you please consider writing a review? Reviews are the best way readers discover great new books. I would truly appreciate it.
 
   Here is the Amazon link for Blue Moon Rising:
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Blue-Moon-Rising-suspense-thriller-ebook/dp/B005M6QVA0/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1439248309&sr=1-1&keywords=blue+moon+rising+Lillian+Francken
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