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Chapter 1 - Dana

I had a little more than three weeks to gather the Intel I needed to stop a major shipment of counterfeit goods from entering the country and being distributed unfettered. Everything my crew and I had done so far to solve the case had turned up a big, fat zero. 

I sat with my back against the far wall at 'The Shanty', a hole in the wall pizza joint in the sleepy village of Morelville, Ohio near the Blue Rock State Forest. A TV blared up high in the opposite corner – some ‘true crime’ show. A couple of tables away, an Amish man stared intently at the screen while he sat and ate a sub.

“So, do you have any idea who the new boss is?” I asked the lean and dusty hired farmhand across the table from me.

Brice Buhler signaled the waitress for a refill. His dirty John Deere cap shaded his eyes. He looked bedraggled and tired. Wordlessly, he shook his head. 

I was wearing worn Levi’s and a heavy work shirt too. I had my light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. I was trying for a look that would let me blend in a bit with the locals. Strangers stood out in little towns like this one in Ohio’s Appalachian foothills. Strangers in dark business suits and button down shirts usually looked too ‘Government Issue’ and, caught in the wrong place at the wrong time, were likely to be shot, no questions asked. 

The cutesy blond waitress came over to refill Buhler’s cola. She eyeballed me up and down and smiled but I didn’t flirt back. Out here, that might get me shot too. 

When she left, I picked up where I left off. “It’s really rough, I know. The economy stinks and now even hands are getting laid off. Just what the hell are you supposed to do? Where do you go now?”

“Nobody knows anything and everybody’s lookin’.” Brice drained the glass again and set it down. “I can barely put food on the table for me and my girl, I’m telling you. It’s too cool and wet to plant yet and it’s too early for calving too.” 

I dug my wallet out and slid him a couple of twenties. “I feel your pain. I know what you’re going through.”

Brice quietly tucked the cash away. He looked around nervously but the Amish man was still staring at the screen, paying us no mind. Whispering, he said, “I’m not a snitch, ya know?” 

I nodded toward him. “You have to eat. I’m not going to ask you for anything that would get you in any kind of bind. I just need something to prove to my boss that I’m on this.” I leaned back and tried to appear casual. 

Brice looked around nervously again. Leaning toward my retreat and speaking almost without moving his lips, he admitted, “I’ll brew a little batch of ‘shine from time to time, when the weather breaks.” 

“On your own, or do you pay someone protection?” 

“Nope. It’s just me these days. I bootleg it myself too.” 

“Your secret’s safe with me.” 

I didn’t completely believe him about doing it all on his own but the information wasn’t really helpful to me anyway and pushing him for more would get me exactly nowhere. 

Maintaining Brice as a Customs informant had been a long slog that I hadn’t relished. At least ATF wasn't onto him yet for the ‘shine. I'd had about enough of those guys stepping on my toes.

I nodded my thanks to him, got up from the table and paid the tab at the counter. 

I stepped outside into a sunny late March day in Ohio. I regretted wearing the heavy work shirt but the weather was just so unpredictable this time of year anywhere in the Midwest. I headed up the main road, a state route actually, but I got sidetracked when I spotted an ATM sign in the window of the local everything and more store. I stepped in and drew out the $100.00 maximum the machine would let me have. 

Drinks at the Shanty and my little advance to Brice had cleaned me out of ready cash. The service wasn't paying to grease informants these days. The money had come out of my own pocket. 

Wanting to get the lay of the land, I walked further along, nodding at a couple of locals as I went. Pickup trucks, the occasional car and a few Amish buggies passed by along the road. The buggies tended to stop near the store or the post office but most of the other traffic went right on through the tiny village. 

I ambled into the only gas station in town and grabbed a sweet tea out of the cooler. That ought to help me blend in just a little, I thought to myself. 

As I turned toward the counter to pay for my drink, I all but smacked right into the most stunning butch woman I had ever laid eyes on. She took my breath away. My brain went into overdrive. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Then, my ex flashed into my mind. I shuddered and tried to shake both thoughts away. This trip was all business and neither line of thinking was welcome. 

The object of my attention reached out a hand to steady me. Taking hold of my elbow, she grinned and said, “Hey there. Easy does it.” She had a nice smile but, though she wasn't young, I noticed no smile lines. Smiling obviously wasn't an asset she used often. 

I shook my head again, mumbled my thanks and strode to the counter. I handed the cashier a twenty and waited for my change. She picked up one of those counterfeit detection pens and attempted to mark the bill. Her line turned black. She pushed the bill back toward me. 

“I'm sorry. I can't take this. It's no good. What else 'ya got?” 

“I got that bill out of the ATM in the store not three minutes ago. If it's fake, then they're passing them.” The Customs Agent in me was slipping out, unbidden, as my anger level ratcheted up. 

The cashier leaned right and eyed someone behind me. 

The butch beauty stepped to the counter and asked, “Is everything okay Kris?” 

Her voice was strong and low and smooth like butter. I hadn't noticed before. I didn't turn. I just bristled and dug in my pocket for another twenty. I handed it over. The cashier marked it too and then made change. 

As I turned from the counter, I felt a hand on my elbow again. I looked up into those deep brown eyes asking the obvious question with my own. Not realizing I spoke out loud, I said, “What the hell?” 

“We need to talk about where you really got that bill.” 

Now quite angry, I asked, “And just who are you?” 

Smiling again, the woman that was fast moving from dream to nightmare in my mind took out a badge. 

“I'm Mel Crane, the county Sheriff.” 

Crap! Just what I don't need! I looked her up and down more carefully this time. Tall for a woman at over six feet and broad shouldered, she was quite a specimen. Her jet black hair was cut short but with plenty on top for a good spike or to run your fingers through, if you were so inclined. I wasn’t, just now. That’s what I told myself, anyway. She was in khaki pants and a plaid shirt – the butch uniform anywhere else in the world but in this middle of nowhere, backwater. She absolutely exuded sex appeal. 

“I'm in a hurry. I really need to get moving.” 

“I'll make it quick.” She smiled yet again. My legs became jelly. 

She picked up the rejected twenty gingerly and slid it into her shirt pocket then she nodded to Kris and moved to the door. I really had no choice but to follow. There was only one way out for customers. 

So this is the replacement for the sheriff, eh? The previous County Sheriff, Caden Carter, had been killed in a botched drug raid just prior to the last election. Carter was widely speculated as, at a minimum, being on the take. He was thought to be trying to up his polling numbers with a grandstanding move. What voters in the county didn't know was that he was involved in so much more than taking a little graft. He had been some sort of local key player in the counterfeit goods trafficking ring I was investigating. 

My boss had combed through the Muskingum County Sheriff's Department looking for evidence of corruption or complicity in the conspiracy by other officers on the department in the ring. He'd turned up nothing so far. As his Chief Deputy, the new Sheriff, Melissa “Mel” Crane, had been a squeaky clean and very able replacement for Carter until a new Sheriff could be elected. Word on the street was that she didn't want the job full time. 

I didn't like the way this woman was making me feel but I knew I could use a friend on the department. “Fine. I can give you about five minutes,” I said. 

I noticed as we walked outside that she was carrying. Good girl, prepared on duty and off. 

She stepped over to a somewhat muddy Ford pick-up truck. “If you don't mind, just a short drive? I don't want to have this conversation in this parking lot.” 

I blew out a breath and climbed into the passenger seat. She reversed out of the lot and headed out of the village. A silent eternity seemed to pass but, in reality, we stopped on a field access road just out of town. 

She looked me up and down. I found myself hoping that she liked what she saw and, seconds later, cursing myself for thinking that. Business. It's just business! I told myself. 

She extended her hand. “Sorry. I didn't catch your name?” 

I clasped her hand only briefly. I still felt as though I'd been burned. “Dana Rossi.” 

She continued to inspect me. I took the same time to look at her more closely too because I just couldn't help myself. Her eyes were so dark, they nearly matched the color of her hair. Though she affected a masculine form of dress and demeanor, her soft face and heavy chest gave her womanhood away. Yes, she was full of allure and contradictions all rolled into one. 

“You got any I.D.?” 

Sighing, I pulled out my Customs Agent badge. 

“You could have shown me that a little sooner.” 

I smirked. “I'm undercover.” 

“Are you carrying?” 

“Aren't you?” 

“Touché.”  

“Look, Sheriff, I really only have a few minutes.” I desperately needed to get away from this woman before I said or did something I would regret. 

“Mel, please. Call me Mel.” 

“Okay, look Mel, I got the money out of the ATM machine at the store back there in town. I didn't take a receipt because I didn't think I'd need one but, dammit, I'm sure the guy at the counter saw me get the money. He wasn't even ten feet away. Anyway, aren’t those machines supposed to reject bad bills? Isn’t that one of their purposes? Arrgh!” I groaned my frustration. “I can't tell you any more than that because that's all I've got.” 

I moved to get out of the truck. I'd walk the half mile back to town to get away from her and be on my way. 

She put her hand on my arm again, but more gently this time. “Please? I just have a couple of questions. I really need some insight from someone else in law enforcement.” 

“Thirty seconds ago, you didn't even know I was an agent.” 

She ignored my barbed tone. “What do you do with Customs?” 

“I work in special investigations. 

“Investigating what?” 

“Stuff.” 

“I see. Are you working on any “stuff” now that I should know about?” 

“It's doubtful,” I lied. 

She stared out the windshield a moment, lost in thought and then she flashed those pearly whites again. “Let me get you back to your car. I'm sure you’re eager to get on your way.” 

I was surprised by her rapid willingness to drop the subject but I schooled my face and tried not to let my shock show. “I'll just walk back.” 

“It's no problem. It'll just take a sec.” 

We drove quickly back into the village. I pointed toward the pizza shop. “My car is over there.” 

“Say, you wouldn't mind if I took a look would you?” 

“At what? My car? What for?” 

“With this counterfeiting operation I'm working on, I just can't be too careful.” Her gaze never wavered from my eyes. 

Exasperated, I gave up. “Whatever! Be my guest, but make it quick.” I tossed her the keys and then walked over to a picnic table outside the shop. I sat down heavily. I just couldn't wait to get out of this little hole in the wall town and put some distance between myself and Mel Crane. 

While she went about her search, I sipped my bottle of tea and thought about my mission. My team and I were working on a smuggling operation that was bringing knock-off designer goods into the U.S. by way of the Canadian border or across the Great Lakes. We'd snapped up a couple of low level guys and we'd been watching old Sheriff Carter hoping he'd lead us to the king pin when he'd been killed in the drug raid fiasco. We needed to find the new local boss or the big boss and we needed to find one of them soon. 

“You're under arrest.” 

I looked up from my reverie. “I beg your pardon?” 

“You heard me. Stand up.” 

“Why am I being arrested?” 

“You have some merchandise in your trunk that, though it looks good, is definitely fake.  

“You're making a big mistake!” 

“We can talk about it at the station. Hands behind your back.”

Chapter 2 – Dana in Deep Doo Doo

Stripped of my back up weapon – I don’t carry my service issue when I’m undercover – my badge and my I.D., I felt naked. I didn’t like the feeling and I was fuming. Sheriff “Goody Two Shoes”, since she was off duty, called for a squad to pick me up and then she read me my rights while we waited. Instead of kissing her, I now wanted to kick her. 

“I need to make a call.” 

“Later. You’re going to the station first. Then we’ll see about your call.” 

I rode the 25 minutes to the Sheriff’s Office in Zanesville, the county seat in sullen silence. The officer driving wasn’t the subject of my ire but I wasn’t about to give him anything to tell his boss either. When we got to the station, I was subjected to the indignity of being fingerprinted right away and then being locked in an interview room to wait for my interrogator. 

After cooling my heels but not my temper for half an hour, Sheriff ‘Walks On Water’ herself appeared. She was now in full uniform and she was all business. 

She sat down carefully opposite of me and then sized me up. I looked her square in the eye. I wasn’t about to give an inch. 

“So why are you hanging out in Morelville Ms. Rossi?” 

“I told you. I work special investigations for Customs.” 

“And the designer knock off stuff in your trunk is...” 

“Part of a case.” 

I watched her closely too. The smile was long gone. She now looked stressed beyond anything that I might be doing in her jurisdiction.  Still, I wasn’t inclined to help her and she’d just have to deal with that. 

“How long have you been coming around?” 

“Today was my first and last day in the village.” 

She wasn’t amused. “Not staying around for the Mushroom Festival then?” She got up and leaned against the wall near me. 

I didn’t favor her with a response to her sarcasm. I slumped back in my chair, tilted my chin in what I hoped was a way that signified my boredom with her questions and said again, “You need to let me make a phone call.” 

I never saw her move. She went from ‘good cop’ to ‘bad cop’ in the blink of an eye as she uncoiled and hauled me by the shirt collar out of my chair. She quickly pinned me face first to the wall she'd been leaning against only a split second before. She had me by nearly eight inches of height and a solid 50 pounds at least, as she leaned into me. I was no match for her and she knew it. 

I yelped my surprise at the sudden roughness but, then, my body betrayed me. My pulse quickened, my nipples hardened and my crotch grew moist. I felt the heat of my desire burning my neck and cheeks. She took my embarrassment at my physical reaction to her as rage and she leaned in harder. 

“Whoa! Ease up. We're on the same team here!” I tried to sound like her equal and not the sex starved lunatic I was currently channeling. 

She spun me around to face her. We were so close; I could feel her warm breath on my face as she looked down at me. I was breathing hard but she was the picture of calm resolve. 

“Are you going to cooperate now?” 

I didn't get a chance to answer her. As she stepped back, eyes trained firmly on me, someone rapped on the door. She backed up to it and, still watching me, inquired about the interruption. 

I couldn't hear what was said. Swiftly, she stepped out and closed the door firmly behind her. 

I paced the room for a couple of minutes. I either needed to make a call or I needed a cover story and I needed it now. I couldn’t go into the details of my investigation with her. My mind began to race but, mid-stride in my pacing, she returned. 

Without preamble she said, “You're free to go. I don't know what connections you supposedly have but the Deputy Director of Customs and Border Protection says that I have no jurisdiction to hold you.” 

Great! Just great! Word of my arrest traveled so fast the DD got involved! Now the entire agency will know I got picked up in a backwater, hick town. I'll be a laughingstock. Just what I needed! 

I quickly masked my face and strode by Ms. Mel Crane as though I owned her station. I wasn't letting her know she'd even temporarily gotten the best of me. “I'll need my badge, I.D. and weapon back immediately,” I tossed over my shoulder. “I also need a ride back to my car and not in a squad. You've done enough damage to my cover for one day.” 

I hit the gas and ignored my own dust as I left tiny Morelville in my rear view mirror. I headed north again but, this time, I avoided Zanesville. I didn't intend to visit there again anytime soon either. 

I was assigned to the Chicago field office but I was working this case with a team out of the Cleveland Port of Entry. That's a nice way of saying I had a desk there. 

For now, I was temporarily sharing an apartment in a Cleveland suburb with another agent who was assigned full time to the Ashtabula Port of Entry. The apartment wasn't home for me and it never would be. I didn't have a real home anymore. My job took me wherever a case blew me, in our region or outside of it. I loved the work but I hated life on the road. 

Not relishing a three hour drive back to the city from nowhere Morelville, I opted for a cheap, no tell motel a half hour away from Zanesville, just off the highway. I paid cash. No one checked my twenties there. 

In my room, I dropped my go bag on the floor, took off my boots, splashed my face in the tiny sink and sank down on the bed. It was time to call it a night. 

I slept only fitfully. A certain county sheriff kept invading my dreams. I gave up any thought of real sleep well before dawn and I hit the road. I showered and changed at the apartment and was in the office before 8:00 AM. I was too late though for the pranksters on my team, all male, who had pulled out all the stops to decorate my desk with fuzzy handcuffs and crudely worded fingerprint cards. Obviously, they’d had nothing better to do with their time the evening before. 

I ignored their juvenile humor and stuck my head into the local boss’s office. My team leader, Geno “Gene” Corelli was on the phone, deep in conversation. He was responsible for the day to day function of the port office but, he’d come up through the investigative ranks himself and he managed investigative cases and teams throughout Ohio as well. 

I went back to my desk and booted my computer. Since I couldn't pick Gene’s brain, I needed to look up the current players in Muskingum County myself. Though starting with a more in depth search of my would be informant Brice Buhler crossed my mind, I quickly shifted to a more interesting to me search of the background of one Sheriff Melissa “Mel” Crane. 

A document that I opened provided me with an overview of the background of Crane. She was a twin and shared living arrangements with her sister Karissa Crane in, of all places, Morelville. Could Karissa really be “Kris” from the gas station? I tried to picture the cashier in my mind as she informed me that my bill was supposedly fake. I had been so thrown by Mel that my usual memory skills were all out of whack. I just couldn't quite picture Kris. 

I pulled up a search for Karissa Crane and had my answer. Mel's twin sister was the cashier at the station. She must dye her hair...

The twins, at 35, were slightly older than me. Mel had done well to make Deputy Chief with the Sheriff’s Department so young and even better to accept the temporary appointment to Chief. Maybe there was more there than met the eye. I closed out the file and sat back in my chair, trying to connect the few dots I had. I was drawing a blank. 

I turned to my teammate, Tim Singer, who’d come in while I was scanning online databases. “How's the follow up on Carter coming?” 

“Nothing but dead ends. It seems like he took all his secrets to the grave with him.” 

Prior to Sheriff Carter’s death, we'd gotten a code name for the smuggling op ring leader, ‘Relic’, and a date for a major shipment of knock off couture, handbags and heaven only knew what else, “moving” on or about May 20th. What we didn't know was who Relic was, where the shipment was coming in and where, specifically it was headed to be broken down for distribution. We just didn't have enough information to capture the shipment or to bust the ring wide open. 

“We need to find Relic. To get to him,” Tim continued, “we're just going to have to keep catching these low level guys as they move merchandise.” 

“Tim, we've caught several low level guys. None of them have a clue who Relic is.” 

“Patience Dana. Patience.” 

“Patience be damned. Time isn't on our side my friend.” 

###

On a “good traffic day”, the likes of which were rare in Cleveland, our office was only 30 minutes from the actual Cleveland ‘sea’ port on Lake Erie. Though we felt like the shipment was probably coming overland – air was too risky since 9/11 - we had to cross all the “T's” and dot all the “I's”. Tim and I headed north to the port to do a little recon work. 

The Port of Cleveland is tiny. Between the two of us, it took us less than 15 minutes to talk to most of the grizzled old hands there and realize there was nothing they could tell us. Hoping for something, anything, we set out west along the lake shore to the port at the Avon Lake Basin. A round of 20 questions there and another further up the road at the Loraine Basin docks also yielded zip. 

We continued West on State Route 5 – a long but scenic trip – to the Huron Basin. We spent much of the afternoon talking to anyone there who would talk to us but we got nowhere. We'd spent a full day striking out. We were 0 for 4. 

A long drive back to the office left me in a foul mood. We were no further along than yesterday and a day closer to “the day”. Our options were even more limited than they had been the day before. Beaten, I headed to the apartment with a pounding headache. 

I didn't even remember falling asleep when I woke to the sound of my cell ringing somewhere in the furthest reaches of my brain. I came out of my fog just enough to find it, check the caller's ID and answer Gene's summons before my voice mail kicked on and pissed him off. Patience wasn't one of his virtues either. 

“You had a visitor after you left the office.” 

“Who?”

“Sheriff Melissa Crane.” 

“Why? What did she want?” 

“She wants to be in on our investigation. It seems that she thinks we may be investigating the same thing.” 

“She doesn't have a clue what we're working on. What did she say when you sent her packing back to Zanesville?” 

“I didn't send her packing.” 

“Wait, what?” 

“Before Carter was killed, we know there was a steady flow of goods into or through that county. Somebody there is in charge of that or somebody there knows something. Crane grew up there. She knows everybody and she knows everybody’s business. We don't have a lot of time. She could be the asset we need.” 

“All she is, is a pain in the asset!” 

“It isn't my problem Dana.” 

“What are you saying Gene?” 

“I'm saying, you stirred up that hornet's nest and you've been to the area. You'll be her liaison from our team.” 

“This isn't a good idea.” 

“Then you try to talk her out of it. Something tells me you'll be spinning your wheels.”

Chapter 3 – They Meet Again

Dana

The Border Patrol arm of the agency had caught an illegal selling knock off high end handbags in Texas. He sang a crazy tune and fingered a gang banger in Chicago as his goods connection. I drew the lucky assignment to fly back to the Windy City, track down one Mr. ‘Freestyle’, and try to figure out what he knew. 

I landed at Midway late the next morning. I headed straight to the Chicago Field Office for a brief with the task force boss on what was known about Freestyle. I learned that the word on the street was that he had recently gone underground after a dust up with another member of his own gang. Armed with my sidearm and the names, addresses and phone numbers of his known family members and associates, I hit the pavement. As it turned out, my quarry was hiding in plain sight. 

Freestyle's Grandmother lived in the Englewood neighborhood. Thinking I was the mail carrier, she opened the door to me when I stepped onto her stoop. My luck turned. The former gang banger was sitting in her living room watching afternoon soaps with her when I got there. 

I drew on him in case he had a gun nearby and I flashed my badge. Grandma sank, shaking, into a chair. 

I put the badge away and, still training my pistol at his head, I identified myself as a Customs and Border Protection agent. I quickly glanced sideways at the old woman. She was in a daze but motionless. 

“I want to talk to you about smuggling,” I said. 

He sneered at me and tossed his head. “Nice lookin' white lady like you. You could get hurt real bad comin' round here pointing a piece where you got no business.” 

“I'm just looking for some information. We can do this the easy way or we can do it the hard way; your choice.” I wasn't about to show this guy any fear. 

“Buzz off. I don't talk to no cops, man.” 

“Antoine!” It was the old woman. “Enough. I'll not have violence in this house! We've been through enough!” 

Properly cowed, the sneering look disappeared. He released a loud breath and leaned back on the sofa. After what seemed like an eternity, he asked, “What do you want to know?” 

“I need to find Relic.” 

Freestyle looked away. “I don't know him.” 

“All I need is to find him. Anything that would put me on his trail...” 

He didn't look back at me. After several more long seconds, he shook his head. Then, very faintly, I heard, “What's in it for me?” 

“I'll talk to my command but, for them to do anything; you have to give me something first.” 

“Maybe so, but not here. How do I get you, man?” 

I laid my card on the table in front of him. Looking back at him, I said, “Just call that number, 24/7. Don't make me wait. I found you today. I can find you tomorrow too.” 

I backed out of the house and holstered my gun but didn't fasten it. I wanted fast access. 

I returned to Cleveland and, the next day, I drove to Zanesville. I walked into the Sheriff's Office and announced my presence. I explained that I was a federal agent, that I was armed and that I would not be giving up my weapon. 

Sheriff Crane stepped into the receiving area and said to the Desk Sergeant, “Let her pass.” She looked the part of the lady in charge from head to toe. She eyeballed me with an unreadable expression as I moved toward her. 

“Let's talk in my office.” 

I followed her down a short hallway. She opened a door on the left side and, moving around behind a Government Issue desk, she pointed to the only other chair in the room. The room was sparsely decorated and not at all what I expected of a County Sheriff's own office. 

She moved a stack of mail from the middle of her desk blotter to the corner then leaned forward, hands folded over her desk blotter. She grinned and eyed me casually. It was disconcerting after her attempt at roughing me up in our previous meeting. “So, what can I help you with today?” 

“You tell me. You’re the one who stormed the Cleveland Port Office and demanded to be a part of our investigation.” 

“Look; why don’t you just tell me what you’re really working on?” 

“I’m not going to tell you because that information is on a need to know basis and you don’t need to know.” 

“Then why did you come back down here? This is my turf. I need to know what’s going on here, in my town, in my county. I’m starting to think you came back just because you couldn’t stay away from me.” 

“You don’t have the clearance, Sheriff.” I spat her temporary title out like it was something distasteful in my mouth. She had hit a nerve.  

“Why don’t you just give me the general overview... somewhere for me to start? I have reason to believe that what I’m working on and what you’re working on are linked together.” 

“I assure you, they’re not.” 

“Let’s be clear. If you stir up any trouble here, I’ll be on you like white on rice.” 

“Promise?” I instantly blushed. Uggh! Where the hell did that come from?

She laughed. It was a beautiful, deep sound this time that took my breath away. I caught myself staring at her and quickly turned away. Snap out of it! I shook my head to clear my thoughts. 

“Geno Corelli told me that you’ll be my liaison. Isn’t he the boss?” 

“In a manner of speaking, yes...” I trailed off. 

“He’s in charge of you, isn’t he? 

I was evasive. “Locally.” 

“So, liaise.” She smiled again. She knew it got under my skin when she did that. 

I attempted to draw in a breath and then, inexplicably, I gave in. “We’re working on a knock off goods smuggling operation.” 

“Money laundering or counterfeiting of bills involved?” 

“Not that we’re aware of so far but, I suppose it’s possible.” 

“How is Morelville involved?” 

“It isn’t... that we know of.” I was guessing there. The team had so little to go on but I didn’t want her to know that. I certainly didn’t want her to know Sheriff Carter had been a key player in the whole scheme. I planned to hold that card close for a while longer. 

“Then why were you there the other day?” 

“I was meeting with someone who we thought might have some information. I left with no more than I started with.” 

“So, you have nothing.” It was a statement not a question. 

I bristled. “We have a date when we know a large, high dollar shipment is moving but we don’t know the origin or the final destination.” 

“How can I help you?” 

I shrugged and said, “At this point, I don’t know. If we get some more intel that leads us back to this area, I’ll let you know.” I really didn't think she could help and I didn't want her involved in the case anyway. There were still too many unanswered questions. She or other officers in her department could be involved. We just didn’t know yet. Going with that, I feared I may have already told her too much but Gene seemed to believe that she was one of the good guys. 

She donned a skeptical expression but I wasn't giving her any more. Much to my relief, she stood up, signaling the end of our meeting. 

“Thank you.” 

As I stood too, she extended her hand to me. I leaned in to take it but in my clumsiness at the thought of touching her, I bumped the desk and sent her stack of mail skittering to the floor. 

“I'm so sorry!” I skirted the desk and stooped to pick up the mess I'd created as she did the same. We jostled each other as we reached for the same large envelope. It was full of photographs of her that spilled out of it onto the floor. 

There were dozens of shots taken of her with her sister and a couple of kids. In some, she was in the khakis and the plaid shirt she'd been wearing two days before. In others, obviously shot with a high powered lens, she was in other clothes, both inside and outside of her home, alone and with the others, preparing food, eating, changing... 

“What the hell are these?” I yelled. 

She was snatching up the photos and stuffing them back into the envelope. “Nothing. Don't worry about it.” 

Maybe she didn't want me to worry but she sure was! 

I sat back down. “When were those taken?” 

She blew out a breath. “Over the past two days. That's what I was wearing yesterday”, she said as she held out one of the photos. 

“After you arrested me and after you went to Cleveland and met with Corelli?” 

“That has nothing to do with it!” 

“The hell it doesn't! Smuggling designer knock-offs is big business and some of these people we're dealing with consider killing people that get in their way as all in a day's work.” 

“Gee. I'm such a moron! I must have missed the bad guy class at the academy!” She smiled. I knew now that she smiled at me to mock me. Our short truce was over! 

Without thinking about what I might be revealing, I blurted out, “Look, there are people around here that probably know we're investigating a smuggling operation. Someone saw you visit the Port Office. They didn't 'appreciate' it. From here on, you need to stay out of what we're working on.” 

“I'm a big girl. I can handle the risk.” 

“I'm not asking you to stay out of this. I'm telling you to.” 

“What are you going to do, tell my mommy? Seriously Dana?” She was pissed. “Whatever danger is threatening the peace and quiet in this county, you can be sure I’ll be out there fighting it.” Mel scowled this time, showing her teeth. 

I wondered what she’d do if I tried to kiss her. My heart raced. As volatile and bad-tempered as she was, she might just draw her service weapon and shoot me. Still, kissing those lips would be worth the risk. I resigned not to do it. That wasn’t why I was in town. I had business to take care of and chasing after beautiful butch women was no longer a part of my life anyway. I had too much baggage to carry. Nobody deserved to have to deal with all of my crap just to be in a relationship with me. 

“Stick to catching runaway livestock.” I moved toward the door. “Just forget about me and my crew.” I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be forgetting about Mel anytime soon. 

I walked out of the station and away from Mel Crane. At least I had a potential lead in Chicago. Freestyle would have to figure out how much he could tell me and I needed to figure out how to protect him from his former gang. I needed to talk to Gene about that. I also needed to make sure no one hurt Mel. 

Chapter 4 - Mel

Curse Dana Rossi! “Stick to catching runaway livestock...” Just who the hell does she think she is? I’m not letting a city girl Customs Agent tell me what to do! 

I was in an interrogation room having my fourth confrontation of the year with Eddie Pierce, a twenty-something, unemployed, hill jack who leaned toward shoplifting and petty theft when the work and the unemployment checks ran out. He was small time but I knew that he knew some of the bigger local players. 

Pierce sat across from me in the small room. His clothes were practically threadbare and he looked like he hadn't had a bath or shower in a few days, at least. 

“Have you been branching out these days? The crime rate is on the rise in the county. I have lots of burglary and vandalism cases going on. What else have you been up to lately?” 

He looked scared. “Sheriff, I swear all I done is a little shoplifting and maybe a smash and grab. I got laid off several months back. The checks weren't enough and now they stopped comin' too. My lady is pregnant. She ain't eatin' right cause we ain't got the money and the doc at the clinic is getting on her.” 

“Drop your pride and cut this petty theft crap out. Get her signed up for WIC so you can get food in the house the honest way. Charity is better than jail. She needs to go to their building over on Putnam.” 

“I'll take her to do it tomorrow Sheriff, I swear, if I don't have to go to jail. I can't afford no bail. There ain't nobody else to take her if I ain't there. She don't drive.” 

“How about an exchange? I asked him. “You give me information and I talk to the judge about no jail time and community service.” 

“What kind of information?” 

“What do you know about the mini crime wave we've got going on around here that you say you're not a part of?” 

“I don't know nothin' 'bout that. It's the truth! I don't know what I can tell you.” 

“If you can't tell me anything useful, I'm going to have to take you down to holding for the night.” He hung his head. I had really thought I could get somewhere with him. 

“Come on. Get up. I’ll walk you down there.” 

We walked out of interrogation and headed down the hall to booking. He was shaking visibly. I thought he might be scared but, really, I knew better. He wasn’t a first timer. I looked at his sunken cheeks and his gaunt frame and I realized he must be hungry. He was stealing for his girl and their unborn child but he wasn't eating himself. 

I wheeled him into the break room. “Look. How about a soda? It's on me.” 

“That's kind of you ma'am.” His eyes grew wide as he looked at the vending machines. “If it's all right with you, I see some juice in that machine over there. I'd like to have me one of those.” 

I watched him out of the corner of my eye while I put money in the machine for his juice. He was eying the candy machine hungrily. 

“I've been so busy today, I didn't get to eat lunch,” I told him. “I'm going to grab a Snicker's bar. Do you want one?” 

He lit up at that and nodded. I wasn't sure how it was going to go with his juice but the gesture brought him to my side. 

“Thank you ma'am. I ain't had lunch neither”, he said as he gulped his first bite. “It's sure nice of you to do this.” 

He followed me out of the break room. I played my next card. 

“I know you would prefer to work if you could. I'm not here to torture you and take advantage of you. I have a job to do but that doesn't give me the right to treat people who are just trying to get by like crap.” I was laying it on a little thick and I knew it, but I could see the wheels turning in his head. 

He started to speak and then paused and looked around. I figured that he was about to finger someone for one of my very real burglary or vandalism crimes. Instead, he leaned close to me and he said, “I know something about that funny money they were talkin’ about on TV the other day.” 

Jackpot! I could barely believe my ears. 

“You don't say? Let's take this conversation into my office and keep it between us.” 

I hustled him inside and closed the door. 

He started to pace. 

“Please, sit down.” 

He perched on the edge of his chair. “I probably shouldn't have said anything. If anyone finds out I snitched...” 

“No one will find out from me. You have my word.” 

He looked around like he was trying to make sure we were completely alone. “I was hangin' out with Travis last week, helpin' him work on his truck.” 

“Travis who?” 

“Stearman. Lives over in the Burg” 

I knew Travis Stearman quite well. He has a misdemeanor rap sheet as long as my arm. In our last run in, one of my deputies had busted him for possession with intent to distribute after stopping him for a moving violation. His attorney got him off when we failed to prove probable cause to search his vehicle. He wasn't high on the list of my favorite people. “How do you know he's passing fake money?” 

“I don't know for sure that he is but somethin' ain't right. We was putting a lift kit on his truck. I'd had a few beers and I needed to take a leak. While I was in the bathroom, a guy showed up. I heard them come in the house. They was talkin' real quiet.”

“I couldn't hear what they was sayin’ but then I saw the other guy give Travis a stack of what looked like a hundred brand new twenties. Travis didn't give him nothin' in return.”

“I didn't say nothin' to them and I acted like I didn't see nothin'. I figured if he was still dealin', I didn't want no part of it. I didn't think about it again until I saw the funny money thing on the news. Them looked like brand new twenties...” He trailed off. 

“Did you know the other guy?” 

“Never seen him before.” 

“What did he look like?” 

“Black but real light. Maybe six foot tall. Lots of tattoos. Was wearin' a ball cap and sun glasses.” 

“Let's look at some pictures.” I had him pull his chair around to my side of the desk while I booted up my computer. We looked at hundreds of mug shots but, in the end, we had no luck. We couldn't finger the money man. At least I had a lead. 

I walked Eddie through processing and got him released on his own recognizance for the time being. By the time I wrapped everything up with him, it was late. I wanted to pay a visit to Travis Stearman but I was drained. That would have to wait until morning. 

I headed home. My sister was working second shift at the station. The kids would want dinner. I smiled at the thought of a little domestic bliss after a long day in crime's clutches. 

When I pulled in, Beth, Kris's daughter, hung out over the near side of the back deck rail and waved me over. “Aunt Mel! Come see!” 

###

I've been a cop for 14 years. Nothing, in all that time, prepared me for the things my sister's teenagers could hit me with that I never saw coming. I sucked in a breath, blew it out and walked around to the back of the house. There, I found Cole, my nephew, Kris's oldest, sitting astride an oil drum that he'd rigged up on ropes not meant for the purpose between a tree and one of the decorative side rail spindles on our deck that wasn't made for the abuse it was getting. Two of his friends were jerking the ropes up and down as he “pretended” to be a professional bull rider, his latest obsession. 

Cole was 15 going on five. There was no reasoning with him when he got one of his crazy ideas. He had to learn the hard way, Every. Single. Time. 

The clothesline style rope Cole’s buddy on the tree side, Ben, was jerking was about 3/8ths inch thick woven cotton. Under the weight and stress, it was stretching. The barrel Cole was “riding” plummeted toward the ground. The boy was unceremoniously dumped backwards on his head. To add insult to injury, the force of his fall, loosened the deck railing and it snapped the spindle the rope on the other end was tied to, sending shards of wood flying. 

His buddies both jumped back, stunned. Beth rushed off the deck, to his side. I whipped out my cell phone, completely prepared to call for a squad. 

Beth screamed, “Cole! Cole! Are you okay?” 

I moved fast toward him yelling at her not to touch him. 

He lay stationary on his back on the cool, damp ground for several seconds, eyes closed. As I was kneeling down beside him, he opened his eyes and groaned. 

“Don't move buddy.” 

He ignored me. He lifted his head and then he struggled to sit up. He shook his head like he was shaking out dust and then, despite my efforts to hold him down, he got up. 

“That was so cool!” he crowed, as he staggered to his feet. Only then did he realize that his little stunt had damaged the deck and he got real quiet. 

His two buddies, once seeing that he was okay, split like firewood leaving him hanging in my glare. I ordered both he and Beth into the house and to their rooms. Beth stomped off muttering that she had only been watching and that punishing her wasn’t fair. I hated to be the bad guy at home but it had been a long day, my head was pounding and I was just in no mood for any more of their crazy antics. 

After a few minutes of trying to clear my own head, I realized that Cole might have a concussion, even though he seemed fine. I called him back to the kitchen. Relying on my limited First Aid training and 15 years of his bumps and spills, I was asking him questions and checking his eyes. We were standing near the sink. Through the window over it, movement out in the yard caught my eye. Someone was in the back yard. 

It might be my stalker out there or it might be one of Cole’s buddies coming back to retrieve something. I couldn’t be sure. For the safety of my family, I needed to find out. 

I called out to Beth and she came to the kitchen. “I’m worried that Cole may have a concussion. I think we might need to run him to the ER. I want you to sit with him in the living room for a few minutes while I run up the street to the gas station and tell your mom what’s happened. 

Cole made a face. He knew his mother would be first concerned and then, after that, upset with him. Her displeasure would turn to ire when she saw the damage to the deck. He slumped off to the living room with his sister trailing him. 

Chapter 5 – Mel and Dana Meet a 3rd Time

Mel

I was still in uniform. I unbuttoned my holster and stepped out the side door by the driveway. I moved quickly behind a shrub for cover. I kept low using first the house and shrubs to conceal me. 

We were living in the old family home. God Bless Nana, may she forever rest in peace. She had really loved gardening and landscaping. 

When I reached the back corner where the driveway side of the deck jutted off, I lost my shrubbery cover. I got as low as I could and crawled to the barrel and then to the tree the barrel was still, technically, tied to. I peered around the tree. There was someone standing up against the tool shed and she was looking right at me... Dana Rossi! 

What the f—-? Why is she here?

Dana tapped her index finger against her lip, signaling me not to call out to her. Completely pissed off at her presence on my property, I scooted over to her quickly. 

“What are you doing here?” I shoved her back against the wall. “Do you have a death wish? You could have been shot!” 

She laughed, quietly, but she actually laughed. “You can’t shoot anyone with your gun in your holster Sheriff.” Sarcasm dripped with her words. 

There she went again, making me feel like an incompetent hick town cop. I caught her wrists and pinned her arms over her head. 

“I hate repeating myself. Why are you here?” 

“We're trying to catch whoever sent you those pictures. Someone doesn't want you working with us and we're trying to find out who.” 

“We're?” I asked. “Who else is here?” 

“I have a couple of teammates strategically placed to watch the house and the street.” 

“Look, if you're trying to scare me away from your case, it isn't going to work. Not if it intersects with mine, it isn't.” 

“Yeah, because we all know how easy you scare...” 

“You know, you're pretty sarcastic for a woman who's pinned against a wall. Obviously, you didn't learn your lesson the last time.” 

She was getting on my last nerve and I wanted her off my property but I couldn't bring myself to let go of the annoying woman just yet. There was just something about her that got under my skin. It wasn't just that she annoyed me. I just couldn't put my finger on it. She was small but not fragile, smart but not completely confident in her abilities. She was a mass of contradictions and a major distraction. Being this close to her, touching her, was creating havoc between my brain and my body. 

I need to quit thinking about her! Snap out of it! “You're trespassing, you know.” 

“Where are the pictures?” 

“What?” 

“The pictures the stalker sent you? I want them. Where are they?” 

“Those are evidence. They're in the evidence lock-up.” 

“Yeah, and I'm the Queen of England. You don't strike me as the type to have others take care of something so personal Sheriff. I want to see if we can get prints off of anything.” 

“That won't be necessary.” 

“Why not?” Dana looked puzzled. “Oh, wait. I get it. You think you know who took those, don't you? Are they even related to either of our cases?” 

I started to answer her but then Beth came out on the deck. 

“Aunt Mel!” she yelled. 

I dropped Dana's hands and she sank back into the shadows. I'd forgotten about Cole. Guilt washed over me. 

“Coming sweetie!” 

I used my cell to call the gas station before I re-entered the house. I let Kris know what happened and I told her I was going to take Cole over to the ER at Genesis Medical Center. When I entered the house, Beth was on me immediately. 

“He says his head hurts Aunt Mel and he wanted some ibuprofen but I didn't know if he should have any.” 

“We're going to run over to the ER and get him checked out. We'll let the doc decide what he can and can't have. If you're going with us, let's go.” 

Kris got her backup to come in and close for her and she met us at the hospital. Cole was shaken up but otherwise pronounced healthy. The docs prescribed a couple of days of rest and warned him away from any more crazy stunts they didn't have ICD-9 codes for. He promised to behave but we all knew his promise would be forgotten and he would be on to something else in a few days’ time. That was Cole. 

When we finally got home, Kris and the kids went on to bed. I was mentally drained and I needed to unwind. I grabbed a beer from my small stash at the back of the fridge. I started to close the door but then I paused and reached in for another. 

I hadn't been sitting on the deck contemplating the stars for more than a couple of minutes when my hunch proved right and Dana joined me. 

“How's the boy?” she asked as she pointed at the second beer. 

I handed her the drink. “Cole is fine. He's a little banged up but he didn't get any more sense knocked into him, poor kid.” I changed the subject. “I figured you would be back around. You don't seem to give up easy.” 

“I'm glad to hear that you're starting to see things my way.” 

“Now don't go getting carried away. That was a nice way of saying that you're a very predictable sort of woman.” 

Dana laughed. “And you're just a cranky old broad!” 

“Who are you calling old?” When no answer other than more laughter materialized I turned the conversation back to why she was staking my place out in the first place. “You can go home. I'm safe here.” 

“So you do know who took the photos then?” 

“Same person that always does. My stalker of many years, Sally.” 

“Sally?” 

“Yep. Sally.” 

Dana raised an inquiring eyebrow that I could see even in the darkness that engulfed us. 

“She's probably out there now fuming as she tries to photograph us sitting here, in the dark, drinking  a beer together.” 

Dana's head was on a swivel. 

“Relax. She's harmless. She's been stalking me from afar for several years.” 

“Why, pray tell, or do I even need to ask?” 

“Oh she's not a scorned lover or anything like that. She's a wannabe.” 

“Wannabe what?” 

“Lover, scorned lover. Take your pick.” 

“Did you ever date her?” 

“I was friends with her sister. Didn't know her – she didn't live here. She came around for the holidays one year and never left... moved in with her sister. Deb though she could use a friend, so she had us meet. After meeting her, I asked her out. 

Long story short, it was the worst date of my life and I never asked her out again but she would come looking for me. She followed me around like a puppy for months afterward. She wanted us to be friends and on and on. Then, when she realized I was seeing other women, the stalking started. It was pretty intense for a while but she's toned it down over the last few years. Now she comes and goes.” 

“The pictures you got were of you alone, you with your sister and with your sister’s kids. You weren't with a woman or doing anything out of the ordinary. Don't you think those shots could have been from someone else, trying to send you a message?” 

“No. I really don't. This is the usual M.O. for her.” 

“You're pretty confident about that. You must have made quite an impression on that one date!” 

Her comment lightened the mood and I laughed. It felt good to laugh. “I guess you'll never know, will you?” 

“I'm not in the market for a date or for anything else anyway Ms. Crane. I'm a baggage loaded train wreck waiting to happen over here. Right now, my job is all consuming.” 

“Is that so?” 

“Yes. Now, I hate to keep coming back to beat the same dead horse but, speaking of my job, about those pictures?” 

“I just told you the whole sordid...” 

Dana interrupted. “I just want to send the whole mess to our lab and check for prints. If they all belong to your stalker, I'll be out of your hair. You can handle her as you see fit. If they don't belong to her, we've got a bigger problem on our hands.” 

I drew in a breath and let it out. She wasn’t going to give up. “Come on in. Let’s get this over with.” 

I led her from the deck on through the house to my den. I closed the door once we were in there. “Everyone else is in bed,” I said. “I don’t want to wake them.” 

Dana looked around. “This is quite a bit different from your office at the station.” 

“That’s because this is mine and that isn’t. I’m just occupying that office until a new Sheriff can be elected.” 

She inspected some family pictures on my wall. “Not planning to run for the position yourself?” 

“Nope. I like street work. You know, rounding up stray livestock and such.” 

“Listen, I apologize for that. I...” 

I waved her off. 

“The good old boy voters down here aren’t likely to elect somebody like me even if I did choose to run. I don’t apologize for the way I live my life to anyone.” 

“And you shouldn’t but, I think you’d be surprised at your popularity out there. You have a lot of respect from people in this county.” 

“And you know this how...” 

Arrrgh! What is that thing?” Dana, still looking around my office, had rounded my desk and spotted my full mount piebald deer in a lying position, head up, on the floor. 

“It’s a piebald.” 

“A what? It’s a, what do call them... a baby deer... it’s a fawn. Why do you have a stuffed fawn in here?” 

“It’s not a fawn. It’s a piebald. You’re not a P.E.T.A. freak are you?” 

“Pita freak?” 

“P.E.T.A.” I spelled it. “The organization; not the food.” 

“What does that have to do with anything?” 

“Look, hunting is a way of life around here. I brought a date home one night that freaked out on me when she saw that... Started calling me an animal murderer...” 

“I don’t hunt but my dad and others in my family do. I don’t have a problem with it. I’m a carnivore.” 

“Good to know.” 

She sighed. “We’re getting off track here... again. The pictures?” 

I opened my desk drawer and pulled the envelope out by the edges of the corner. “I don’t know why I’m being careful now. You and I had our hands all over all of this the other day when we were picking everything up off the floor like two rookies.” 

“True that, but don’t think I’m not going to take them and get them checked out anyway.” 

“You know, we do have a perfectly competent lab here.” 

“Which we both know you won’t send them to hence why they’re in a desk drawer in your home.” 

I didn’t reply. She was right again. Damn her!

Dana took the envelope. “It’s getting late. Since it seems you feel you don’t need any surveillance, I’m going to head back to Cleveland. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have results from these.” 

I walked her to the door... the front door this time. And then, just like that, she was gone.

Chapter 6 – Dana

After leaving Mel standing at her front door, I wasn’t in the car two minutes when my cell rang, scaring me out of the reverie, thinking about her, that I found myself in. 

“Hello?” 

“Yo. It’s Antoine.” 

Ah, Freestyle.. He’s using his real name instead of his gang name. Maybe he’s going to give up the goods... 

“Have you decided what you’re going to do?” 

“Yeah. I got something for you but I need protection. I tell you this shit, I got to get out of here man.” 

“Are you in the same place as before?” 

“No man. I hadta git outa there fo’ sure. I’m okay for now but once I start talkin’ I need to be walkin’, you catch me?” 

“Got it. We’re going to have to set up a meet. I’m in the middle of nowhere right now. Can you get somewhere tomorrow night where we can talk?” 

“I’ll work it out. Lem’me buzz you back tomorrow ‘bout the meet.” He hung up. 

I was glad that he called but fearful that his former gang would get to him before I could. I pulled off the road and sent Gene a quick message. I would need a flight to Chicago in the late AM and I would need a contact with the U.S. Marshall’s Service to work out a witness protection deal for Freestyle. First I needed to get back to Cleveland and get whatever sleep I could manage. 

I dreamed I was driving. I dreamt that I drove from Mel’s home, all the way to Chicago. I searched and searched, but I never found Freestyle. I woke up in that state where you’re just not sure what is real and what was just a dream. I shook my head, trying to clear the cobwebs. 

I took a cold shower, dressed and packed a small duffle. I took the envelope with Mel’s pictures out of my go bag and put them in the duffle too. Then, I wrote out a quick check to my roommate Cheryl for my half of the rent. Tomorrow was the 1st. It was roughly two weeks to shipment day. I crossed my fingers that whatever Freestyle knew, it would lead me where I needed to go. 

I left the check on the breakfast bar for Cheryl. I tried to remember the last time she and I had crossed paths. I couldn’t. She worked a traditional day shift in the same place every day. I was on the move at all hours. I had once thought a position like hers would be boring. Now, I wasn’t so sure. 

Ninety minutes later I was winging my way from Hopkins to Midway. I was embarrassed that I was so drained; I fell asleep on an hour long afternoon flight. I really needed to snap out of it and get my wits about me. 

When I reached my desk in my little cubicle at the Chicago field office, I felt like a stranger. I was out in the actual field so much that I didn’t feel any connection to the place at all. Calls forwarded to my cell. Mail went to Cleveland and official messages went through Gene. Being here today – or anywhere – officially wasn’t a necessity. I just needed a place to sit my butt down and wait on Freestyle’s call so I could move into action. 

After a couple of minutes of waiting for my long dormant computer to boot up, I got antsy and decided to take the photos down to the lab. Agents and other co-workers nodded as I passed. I knew a few but not most. Most of the ones I did know, I hadn’t had contact with in so long, I couldn’t fathom what assignments they were working. 

Chicago had been home for a while. I had been living with Terri, when I finally left it. We had a very stormy four year relationship that I only managed to extricate myself completely from after she nearly destroyed me financially and after she’d cost me a job. Our relationship had been a mistake from the start but only a few years of distance and a little hindsight had shown me that. 

I had started out my adult life trying to be straight. It took several years of marriage to a man to show me that I wasn’t fooling anyone, especially myself. My ex-husband and I parted amicably enough but I struggled mightily after that with my sexual orientation. 

Terri was the first woman I had a real – if you could call it that – relationship with. Oh, I’d been on dates and I had other lesbian friends but no one I had connected with romantically until she came into my life. Once we became an “official” couple, she instantly took charge of everything that centered around ‘us’ as a couple and she began to monitor my every move. Terri was the epitome of a control freak. 

Getting away from Terri meant giving up most of my friends and giving up “our” home and all of its contents. I’d fared better in my actual divorce. 

To add insult to injury, I was fired from a security job that I loved because of her venomous attacks to get some sort of revenge on me. Upper management just didn’t want to deal with the antics of a scorned lover gone certifiable and I didn’t blame them. 

I retreated for a while and licked my wounds. During a trip home to see my folks in Western PA, I ran into an old high school friend who was working for Customs. After talking with him, I applied and, after several go rounds of questions about why I was let go from my former employer, I was finally hired. The rest, as they say, is history. 

It was only an ironic twist of fate that got me assigned to the Chicago Field Office but, frankly, I spent little time in the actual office and I didn’t venture into any of my old haunts from life with either of my exes when I did. 

The lab was backlogged but not badly. I was told my print analysis would take a couple of days. It wasn’t ideal but, every case is a “rush” case for the agent that needs something and I was starting to believe Mel that the prints they would find would belong to the mysterious “Sally” and not to a currently unknown suspect. I filled out the required forms and then retreated back to my little cube to wait for word from Freestyle. 

My wait wasn’t too long. By 3:00 I had the meeting site set up with him for 10:30 PM – after dark - at an old warehouse in a west suburb. It was well outside of the area controlled by his former gang. I requested and got back-up assistance from a local team. One agent would go in with me. The others would be nearby and ready to go. 

I set up a teleconference with Gene and a rep from the U.S. Marshall’s service. We got a tentative agreement from the Marshall’s to get Freestyle into the witness protection program based on the validity of the information he gave us. Gene had very little else to report. The team had no new leads. Everyone was pinning their hopes on getting new leads out of my clandestine meeting with the former gang banger tonight. 

My backup for the mission, Lew Conti, and I pulled into a deserted parking lot a couple of minutes before 10:30. We radioed the rest of the team our location. We checked vests and weapons and then dismounted carefully in full view of the few west facing windows there were though they were dark and covered with chain mesh. Someone might be watching our approach. 

We approached the door cautiously but, before we even reached it, a voice that could only belong to Freestyle called out, “Identify yourselves!” 

“Agents Rossi and Conti,” I called back, hoping that my voice would reassure him that it really was me. It must have worked, as the door swung open and Freestyle motioned us inside with a quick wave of his hand. He closed and bolted the door behind us. We were in for a penny or a pound now. 

Freestyle looked me over quickly and then tossed his head toward Conti. “Why he here?” 

“Policy. Agents don’t do night missions alone.” 

The warehouse was a dark and musty smelling cavern. What little I could see appeared to be pretty empty. Freestyle led the way along the entry wall to an office just off the main shop floor on a side wall. A tiny battery powered lamp was the only illumination in the windowless little room. 

“Who else you got out there?” 

“There’s a back-up team that can roll fast.” 

“So you’s are wired?” 

“Mic’d, yes.” 

“I dunno man. I don’t like being played like this here.” 

“Look, we have to do what we have to do. There’s a protection plan in the works for you. You keep your end of the deal and I’ll keep mine.” I paused for a beat and let that sink in. Then I asked, “Are we square?” 

Lew stood strong and silent to my left flank, foot braced against the now closed office door. I stood in front of the makeshift pallet table Freestyle had his little lamp and a couple of crushed Red Bull cans sitting on. He’d been here awhile and he was wired up on energy drinks and who knows what else. 

We played a staring game for what seemed like an eternity but really was probably only a matter of seconds. Finally, he broke the silence. 

“Man, I needs to get outta this town. Tell me what I gotta do.” 

“What do you have for me?” 

“Why are you looking for Relic man? Relic is bad news.” 

“Relic isn’t going to be your problem anymore.” 

He was quiet for several more seconds then he started telling his story. “I spent most of the last two years in the joint. While I was down, J-Dawg took over my crew. We was doin’ mostly meth then.” He eyeballed Lew. Conti didn’t move and I didn’t interrupt. 

“J-Dawg had dollar sign dreams man. He didn’t want to keep pushing five dollar bags to junkies. He wanted cut in on the big money goods ops that some other crews were workin’.” 

“So?” Gangbangers’ wanting more green in their pockets wasn’t news.  

“You just don’t step on the toes of other crews man. You gotta work the system.” 

“Where does Relic enter the picture?” 

“Man in the cell next to mine worked for Relic’s crew doin’ those sorts of runs. Says Relic set him up to take the fall for a hit. He wanted revenge. He said he could pass information to J-Dawg that would help him seize control of part of a big smuggle op from Relic’s crew.” 

“What info did he pass?” 

“Nothin’ man. Got shanked the next day. Bled out in the rec yard.” 

“Who killed him?” 

“Unofficially now; guy name of Vincent on Relic’s order. The warden never fingered anybody for it.” 

“That fast?” I was stunned. 

“Hell yeah, that fast! Why you think I need outta here so quick like? Word gets out...” He trailed off, shook his head and then picked right back up, “I get the same! Damn!” 

“Where can I find Vincent?” 

“No clue man. He went invisible when he got out’ the joint ‘bout a month ago. He might’a been offed too.” 

I’d have to look at the visitor logs and see who might have delivered the hit order to Vincent before the murder of the other prisoner. If I could find the messenger that delivered the order, I had a path to Relic. It was a slim lead but more than I had before. 

“So how you getting’ me outta here?” 

“Marshall’s service will be extracting you. I’m sorry but it won’t be tonight. Give me another day and I’ll be in touch with details. Be prepared to give a pickup location tomorrow.” 

I didn’t make enough to maintain a crash pad in two cities. I checked into an extended stay hotel for the night on the agencies dime. I figured on being in town a couple of days to follow up on my lead and to ensure Freestyle got what I promised him. 

Sleep was slow to come. I kept thinking about finally having a direct link to Relic. Even if I couldn’t find enough evidence to link him to the whole smuggling operation, I had him on murder one for ordering the prison hit. One way or another, a loser would be off the street. I would though do whatever it took to get enough information out of him to bring the whole ring down. 

I thought also about Mel’s stalker. She was a big girl and a seasoned police officer. I knew she could handle her situation but there was her sister and her kids to think about too. She really needed some back up. I desperately wanted to ensure that her stalker was in no way related to my smuggling investigation. 

I had a job to do and Mel was just the sort of distraction that I didn’t need but couldn’t seem to help thinking about. I needed to find the major players in this, shut down the whole shooting match and then get the heck out of Ohio and away from her, for good. 

Chapter 7 – Mel

I planned on starting my day by going out and rousting Travis Stearman to question him about the wad of twenties that Eddie saw him getting from the tattooed guy we couldn’t pinpoint in the mug shots. When I got to the office though, I had a visitor waiting to see me. An agent had arrived on assignment from the Secret Service. He was here to look into the fake twenties that were surfacing around the county. 

He stood when I walked in. I’m a tall woman but he had me by several inches. He was easily 6’6” or more. He was the stereotype of a movie worthy G-man: black suit, perfectly creased, a close cut of his sandy colored hair, squared off jaw and broad shoulders. He had hidden his eyes behind dark aviator sunglasses but he removed and pocketed them when I approached him. 

I may be gay but I sure wasn’t blind. The guy was a looker. My assistant Holly, a sheriff’s deputy herself, and usually a very competent, unflappable one, was swooning visibly. I shot her a look. She just grinned and fanned herself just outside of his line of vision – or so she hoped. 

“Sheriff, I’m Agent Webb.” 

“I wish I could say it’s nice to meet you but understanding the circumstances that bring you here...” I trailed off and gave Holly another teasing look. “Why don’t we talk in my office?” 

He followed me in and took a seat. I spun the combination for my locked files and pulled out the file folder of clear evidence bags with each of the twenties I’d confiscated so far and handed them across the desk to him. “I have the details of where those were last passed and the contact information for those involved in passing them.” 

He looked each bill over; front and back. “These are pretty high quality work. I’ll have to have them examined and compared against stuff we’ve already seized to know if it’s related or if we’re dealing with a new printer.”

I thought about Travis and what Eddie had seen but, really, the twenties could have been from anything and not actually counterfeit. I’d alerted all the merchants in Zanesville when the fake bills started surfacing. Many merchants were checking all of their bills now. Travis hadn’t been caught with any so maybe he wasn’t passing funny money but up to something else that probably wasn’t legal or above board. I decided I really needed to talk to Travis before I said anything to Webb. 

“Do you do a lot of counterfeit money investigations?” 

“Not these days. Since the appearance of most of the bills changed drastically several years back and certain security features were added, it’s a lot less common.” 

“What else can I help you with here?” 

“I’ll need to follow up with the people involved in the passing and receiving of these bills and then with anyone they lead me to. That should keep me busy for a couple of days while our lab analyzes these. Do you have a place where I can conduct private interviews if I need to?” 

“Sure. Feel free to use anything here that you need to. I’ll have Holly show you around.” 

He handed me his card. “Any leads or any more bills surface, please call me. I’m staying here in town for at least a few days.” 

“Absolutely.” 

“Thank you Sheriff. I’ll check in with Holly now.” 

I’ll just bet you will... 

He rose and took his leave. I closed the door behind him. I wanted to get a little paperwork done before I went about running down Travis Stearman. 

There was a manila envelope in my inbox. I sat back and stared at it. My stomach did a flip flop. I shook my head. I shouldn’t be afraid of a damn envelope. It could be anything! 

I pulled out a pair of evidence gloves, put them on then carefully pulled the envelope out of the pile of mail in the box. Other than having my name on it, there was nothing remarkable to identify it. It was a thicker package than the last time but much lighter. 

It was closed with the clasp only. Whoever sent it hadn’t licked the gummed flap to seal the envelope. I opened it very carefully to preserve so much as even a partial print on the clasp. I peered inside. It was a piece of clothing of some kind. 

Holding the envelope by the edges, I turned it upside down letting the cloth slide out onto my desk. It was a pair of my boxer shorts. 

My first reaction was to be stunned. Then, as I realized that Sally had invaded my home – our home – I grew angry. Her stalking was escalating and her boldness was coming at the expense of the privacy of my family and the sanctity of our home. I wasn’t having it. 

The phone rang, jolting my thoughts back to business and away from my personal life. I slid the briefs back into the envelope as I answered, “Sheriff Crane.” 

“It’s Dana. I’m just checking in with you to see if everything is okay.” 

Still a little dazed at what I had lying on the desk in front of me and now equally angry that she was checking up on me, I went off. “I can handle it Agent Rossi! I’m a big girl and an officer of the law. I don’t need your help protecting myself from an idiot that’s gone off halfcocked!” 

“Handle what? Wait a minute... Have you gotten something else from your stalker?” 

Oops! I let my anger get the better of me there! I put my hand over the receiver and took a deep breath. 

Not a patient person, Dana was all over my silence. “You did get something from her, didn’t you?” 

“Sally is my problem and I’ll handle her.” I measured my words and tried to calm down. 

“I’m in Chicago. Our lab here has the envelope you gave me. I should have results back soon. I’ll be back in Ohio within the next day or two to go over them with you so keep the beer cold.” 

She hung up before I could respond. Damn her! I really don’t need these distractions right now. I need to stay focused. I took another deep breath. “Focus!” I said out loud to no one but myself. Then, I stepped out of my office and found Holly sitting at her desk nodding into the phone. She hung up and turned to me. 

“You need to get over to the Shanty in Morelville. They’re reporting a shooting.” 

“That’s a new one! On my way,” I said over my shoulder as I strode out the door. 

On my way to the village, I thought about Sally. She was becoming quite a problem. And then, Dana Rossi’s face clouded my vision. I shook my head to clear all of the unwanted thoughts. I needed to be focused for whatever lay ahead. 

I drew my side arm and walked in cautiously. It wasn’t a big place and there were only a few people inside. I found Mike Cottrell, the local volunteer Fire Chief, standing just inside the door with a loaded shotgun. He was looking a little tired. He usually pulled the night shift on the paid squad in Zanesville. The shots probably woke him and he’d grabbed the gun and went running toward the danger. That was Mike. 

He nodded toward me as I stepped inside. “Sheriff.” 

I nodded back then turned my focus to the center of the room where Travis Stearman and two other men were standing. I’d say my day was starting to look up but the two other gentlemen both had pistols pointed at Stearman. 

I walked over to the group, pointed at Stearman and said, “Just the man I wanted to see.” Then, I looked at both of the other two men and, addressing the group, I asked, “What seems to be the problem here?” 

A young man with gang tattoos I’d never seen was staring daggers at Travis and pointing a 9mm pistol at him. That was a gun the general population around here didn’t carry. Both the gangbanger and Travis were sporting the telltale signs of swelling faces after a couple of thrown punches managed to land. 

Mike’s shotgun was trained on the group of three men. I’d known him a long time. Pulling the trigger is something I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to do if any of the three did anything else that was remotely threatening. 

Addressing the heavily tattooed man with his pistol trained firmly on Travis, I said, “Everyone put your weapons down.” I lowered my own service pistol but I didn’t holster it. 

The tattooed gangbanger swung around and shot wildly at me as he teetered off balance from his sudden movement. Instinct made me duck as he started his motion so his shot missed badly. In the commotion, Mike’s shotgun boomed and Travis grabbed his leg as he crumpled to the floor. He’d taken a hit from some scattering buckshot. The tattooed man regained his balance and scrambled for the door as Mike made a quick decision and retrained the shotgun on the second banger. He dropped his gun on the floor and kicked it to Mike. 

I looked toward the owner, Kasey, who was standing frozen, eyes wide behind her service counter and yelled, “Call 911 for a squad and back-up!” Then, over my shoulder to Nick, “Keep Travis here when they get here and try not to shoot anyone else!” I took off after the escaping shooter. 

He had about a 10 second head start but there aren’t a whole lot of places to go in Morelville and he wasn’t getting anywhere fast with his “jailing” pants down around his ass making it difficult for him to run. The big city fashion trend was certainly working in my favor. 

“Stop! Police!” I was closing fast. 

Droopy Drawers hazarded a look over his shoulder and squeezed off a shot. His round grazed my left shoulder as it whistled by. I felt an immediate sting and simultaneously became annoyed about having a good uniform shirt ruined. 

I stopped, took a stance and fired. The gangbanger hit the ground and summersaulted forward a couple of times from his former momentum. I’d caught him good in the right shoulder. No more shooting at me for him! He tried to push himself up with his gun still in his hand but his arm collapsed and he writhed in obvious pain. 

I was on him within a couple seconds of him hitting the ground. I disarmed him quickly and cuffed his hands behind his back while he screamed about his pain and my brutality. I hauled him off the ground and began reciting his rights to him but he likely never heard them as he continued to swear and carry on. 

We walked back to the Shanty, with me propelling him forward from behind. By the time we reached the porch entry, he was losing the will to fight. Inside, Travis was sitting on the floor looking a little pale and holding a dish towel over his bleeding leg. The other man’s weapon was still on the floor beside Mike who still held a shotgun on both of them. Mike kicked it to me. 

I shoved the banger into a booth unceremoniously then flex cuffed Travis and the third man. Mike lowered the shotgun and handed it to Kasey. He glanced over the flesh wound on Travis’s leg then approached the banger in the booth to look at his shoulder. Kasey moved into action. She handed me the shotgun then grabbed towels and headed toward Mike and the gangbanger. I knew both of the wounded would be okay. Neither was bleeding that badly. 

“Kasey stop; Mike can handle it until the squad gets here. Tell me what the hell happened!” 

She took a deep breath and then sank into a chair. “I was tryin’ to get ready for the lunch crowd. I was rolling out some Stromboli dough in the kitchen so I didn’t see everything. Travis came in first and ordered at the counter. He was sitting back there in the corner, facing the door, drinking a Pepsi and waiting for his food. Those other two came in and sat down with him.” 

“Have you seen them in here before?” 

“Nope. Never, but it seemed like he knew them. I went out to see if they wanted anything. They asked for beer but I don’t sell no beer at 11:00 AM. They didn’t want food, so I went back to the kitchen. Next thing I know, they’re yelling at each other. I come up front and went to dial Junior to tell him I had problems over here. That’s when the smaller guy jumped up, yanked a gun out from under his shirt in front and started waving it around. I ducked behind the counter.”

“I heard them scufflin’ around out here and then a shot went off. Next thing I know, Mike come bursting through the door yelling. They stopped. While he held them in check, I called 911 and now here we all are.” She was still shaking. 

My back-up, Deputy Spence, arrived. I set him about taking a formal statement from Kasey and then I began to search the three men. I seized I.D.’s, money, weapons, bullets and cigarettes. Everything went into evidence bags. 

The heavily tattooed man’s I.D. listed him as DeWayne Dawes. The other unknown man didn’t have I.D. on him. He said his name was Bryant Quinn. 

The squad showed up on the scene. I hustled Stearman and Dawes outside past a small but growing crowd of onlookers and into the bus, leaving the statements from Kasey and Mike up to Spence. 

Both men were triaged at Genesis with non-life threatening injuries. We cooled our heels in small, curtained off ER rooms waiting to see an ER doc to get everyone sewn up. Holly sent over another patrol deputy to help with the babysitting duties. We separated Stearman and Dawes and then I started in questioning Stearman. 

“What was all of that about?” 

Travis shrugged and tried to look like he was playing it cool. 

“Look, Dawes is big time gang and not from around here. That’s bad news for you. What’s worse is, not only did he or his buddy Quinn take a shot at you before I even got there; Dawes took two shots at me. He’s going to jail for that. Do you think he and his gang brothers are going to take that out on the system or on you?” 

Stearman was starting to look worried. I was getting through. “Look, I don’t like outsiders who have no business here coming into my town where they don’t belong and causing trouble.” 

That seemed to strike a nerve and finally he started talking. “They’re sayin’ I owe them money. I don’t owe them nothin’.” 

“Where are they from? Dawes is covered in gang tattoos I haven’t seen around here before and the other guy had a couple of similar ones on him.” 

“Chicago.” 

“They’re coming to the middle of nowhere Ohio from Chicago looking to put a squeeze on you and you don’t know anything? I didn’t just crawl out from under a rock. What are you really into?” 

“I’m in pain. My leg’s hurtin’ bad. When am I gonna see the doc?” 

“It will be your turn soon.” I tried to sound compassionate even though I badly needed information. 

“I’m sorry to be short with you but I really have my hands full. There’s a Secret Service agent in town checking out all the counterfeit bills that keep popping up. He has a pretty tight schedule that has my office hopping. I have too much going on right now so how about we get this all straightened out and then we’ll both be on our way?” 

Travis turned white. His eyes darted about. “The Secret Service in Morelville?” 

“Here in the county, yes. Counterfeiting is a serious, federal offense. They don’t mess around with counterfeiters. Actually, I’ve been looking for you.” 

“Me? Why me?” He looked like a deer caught in the headlights. 

“Because you’ve been named as someone potentially connected to or associated with the counterfeiters. Now we have gangbangers from Chicago down here looking for you. It doesn’t look very good for you, from where I’m sitting.” 

“I don’t have anything to do with counter..., with fake money. I swear I don’t. I don’t know nothin’ about it. Hell no, I don’t.” 

“Good to know. So you’re telling me that all of the money I took from you back at the Shanty will check out when I give it to the agent to run through their labs?” 

What little remaining color Stearman had in his face drained from it. He began to shake. He closed his eyes and rocked back and forth on the gurney he was sitting on. Finally, he began to speak again. 

“It’s all Quinn and Dawes, Sheriff, I swear.” He was whispering but it was pretty quiet in the ER in the middle of the day on a weekday. A throat cleared a couple of curtained rooms down. Travis looked nervously in that direction. 

Now that he was talking, I didn’t want to risk him getting spooked into believing the Chicago gang had more power over him than the Secret Service. 

“You just hold tight over there Mr. Dawes. You’re up next.” 

I continued to question Travis Stearman but he didn’t offer up any more information than that he had gotten all of the counterfeit money he was passing from the gang bangers. I switched places with the patrol deputy watching Dawes and started in on him. 

“You took two shots at me today. Minimum, that’s assaulting a police officer. Ohio usually likes to go for attempted murder. Either way, you’re going up for a long time. It might help you out to be cooperative right now. I get that the money comes from you. Where do you get it?” 

Dawes just stared at me or, rather, he stared through me. He kept his mouth shut. He was a nut for Agent Webb to crack. 

When the doctor showed up to work on Dawes, I went back to the waiting area and called Webb to fill him in. Since I could confirm Stearman’s connection to the counterfeit money, I had something of value to pass along to him. I didn’t have a lot of info but we were inching closer to the source of the funny money. 

Chapter 8 - Dana 

I was back in the Field Office early after my night of little sleep. I followed up with the U.S. Marshall’s Service on the extraction plan for Antoine “Freestyle” Robinson. I left him a basic message about getting in touch with me. When he called, I’d give him the info he needed to arrange a pick up by the Marshall’s. He’d be taken care of and out of my hands.

I called down to the lab. So far they only had a partial print from the envelope I’d gotten from Mel. They were running it through AFIS. No hits yet. I was stuck in a waiting game there. 

Next on my list was research on the murder at Stateville Correctional Center.  It wasn’t hard to find info on the incident and the prisoner that was killed. It was a bit harder getting the prison to open up the visitor log and let me know who’d been in to see “Vincent” the next day.  And, to make it just that much more difficult, Vincent himself was proving even more elusive. 

Once one Vincent Harris had been released from Stateville, he made exactly one visit to his parole officer; the next day. He hadn’t been seen by his P.O. since and he had vacated the halfway house he was supposed to have been staying in. If he was still alive, he was off the radar. His visitors the day before the rec yard murder were going to be my only hope of getting a lead to get to Relic and the shipment that was creeping up on us quickly.

While I waited for a copy of the visitor log to be emailed to me, I looked up his previously known addresses and I searched several databases for his next of kin. I managed to unearth a few living relatives with what I hoped were their current residences. 

Restless, and it still being barely 8:00 AM, I ventured down to the lab to plead my case for a little urgency on Mel’s stalker case. It turns out, I didn’t have to beg or plead at all. AFIS had gotten a quick hit on the partial. The tech informed me it was my lucky day. I wasn’t so sure when I pulled the perps rap sheet a while later.

Tracking down Vincent, my only decent lead to Relic, was difficult. I hit the pavement after my visit to the lab and knocked on the doors of what known family of his that I could find but, since his prison release, most had claimed they either hadn’t seen him or they didn’t know he was out. Some were completely indifferent. They just didn’t care about the whereabouts of the man. 

I was in a bad mood when I rolled back into the field office but, once I booted up my computer and I saw that the visitor logs for Stateville had been emailed to me, a little hope glimmered. Finding Vincent might be a lost cause but figuring out who delivered the hit order to him from Relic could be the key to cracking the whole investigation wide open.

The log, unfortunately, didn’t look very helpful. Vincent had, had only two visitors that day. Neither were members of his gang who might have been carrying a hit order. One visitor was actually his mother. I’d already spoken with her. She’d claimed no knowledge of his current living arrangements and repeatedly said she was praying for his safety. If she was acting, she was convincing. My gut feeling was that her statements to me were genuine. She loved, missed and feared for her son and she did not seem to be putting on an act about any of that. 

Vincent’s other visitor the morning of the prison hit had been an attorney. I’d made the rookie mistake of not looking up his case. The man may have been his attorney of record or he may have been there on a different pre-text. I buckled down and tackled the state’s case file against Mr. Harris.

Harris’s attorney of record on the case that sent him up to Stateville had been a court appointed public defender. Surprisingly, the gang didn’t spring for a high dollar attorney for him which told me a lot about his level in the hierarchy of the gang. He was an expendable foot soldier.

Harris had plea bargained for a lesser sentence and skipped having a trial altogether. His visitor the day of the murder wasn’t the attorney from his original case. It had been a local Chicago area criminal defense attorney in private practice, Jonathan Joseph. I looked him up but didn’t glean a lot other than some case file numbers. I hadn’t personally heard of him and none of the cases I found seemed very high profile. I asked a couple of people around the field office, but since no one in the department really got involved in courtroom work, I got nowhere. 

I called the law offices of Jonathan Joseph, Esq. figuring I might as well just try and get in to see the man. An answering service picked up and informed me that Mr. Joseph was in court. I left a message for him to call me back without referencing anything about the case I was working on. My hope was that a call from “Agent Rossi”, no other I.D. given, might generate enough curiosity to at least get a return call.  

It was late in the day. I didn’t know how long Joseph would be in “court” or when he checked his messages. I tried his number again after 6PM central time. This time, I got voicemail. I left a message with my contact info and a request for a meeting. It was all I could do.

There really wasn’t anything else I could do in Chicago until I could connect with the attorney. Even then, if a face to face was necessary, a teammate in the field office could do it. I picked up my belongings, left the building and took a series of trains to Midway. I intended to get back to Cleveland tonight, come hell or high water. 

Chapter 9 – Motocross & Madness

Mel

Two Saturday’s a month, from spring through fall, I tried to take the day off. There were capable officers under me who could handle most issues. Personally, I was usually just a phone call and a few minutes away if I really was needed. I hoped I wouldn’t be needed today and, especially, tonight. 

Saturday evenings were special. Beth, my 14 year old niece, was into quad racing and after a full and successful season of that last year, this season, she was attempting to go from four wheelers down to two by crossing over into motocross. There was a motocross event at the county fairgrounds late this afternoon that was open entry, rain or shine. There would be a female class if they could get enough participants. Beth was raring to go and Kris and I were both excited for her. It would be a great sanctioned event to give her a real feel for the two wheeled sport and a look ahead to the summer season.

I’d gotten a love of turning wrenches from my grandpa whose family home my sister and I and her kids all now shared. Gramps and Nana were gone, but their memories lived on in our home and, for me in Gramps old garage. I was out there early going over Beth’s KTM dirt bike with a fine tooth comb. 

Kris and I went in together and bought the racing bike from a family friend. His son had outgrown it and moved on to a bigger bike. It was a labor of love for me to fine tune it before Beth’s first really “big” race in front of a large crowd. I was intent on my task when Dana Rossi stepped into my view and shocked me back to reality.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I called the station and got nowhere so I thought I’d swing by and see if you were here.”

“Swing by? So, you just happened to be in Morelville, did you?”

“Mel, you know why I’m here. Yes, as you’ve been saying, the envelope of photos did come from your stalker friend Sally. It took a while to get a final answer because we only had a partial print to work with, but AFIS finally matched her. It would seem that she’s had a few run-ins with the law.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Like what?”

“Public nuisance, trespassing, and breaking and entering, for starters. She did six months for a B&E.”

“Wow.” I rocked back on my heels and shook my head.

“I’m really surprised you didn’t run her yourself.”

“I just always thought of her as a pain in the ass but harmless. Live and learn, I guess!” I thought about the envelope with my boxers in it. At minimum I had trespassing on her.

“You’ve heard from her again, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

“More pictures?”

“Um, no.”

“Something more personal?”

“Yes, unfortunately.”

“Do I have to drag it out of you?”

“As if you could!” I was already exasperated with her. 

“Whatever she’s done, she’s obviously getting bolder. Given her record, I’m not surprised. This isn’t good and we need to do something about it.”

“We?”

“Mel, I’m just trying to help.”

I gave in – again. “She put a pair of my boxer briefs in another manila envelope and, apparently, walked them right into the station. I found the envelope in my inbox.” Answering the obvious next question, I said, “We do our laundry right here at the house and there’s been no sign of forced entry.”

Dana’s eyes grew wide. “Are you sure they’re yours and not just a newer pair similar to ones she’s seen you in when she’s on surveillance? How else would she have gotten them?”

“Yes, and I don’t know. She must have gone in and out somehow when only the kids were here and otherwise occupied.”

“Whoo boy! That’s not cool!”

“Tell me about it.”

“So, what should we do?”

There was that word “we” again. “I appreciate your willingness to help but, at this point, there isn’t much we can do unless we catch her in the act. I’m not doing a restraining order against her because I don’t want the publicity. I don’t think she’s violent, just obsessed. Her record seems to bear that out.”

Dana sighed. “I suppose you’re right but it’s quite a risk.”

Tired of the whole conversation, I changed the subject. “How’s your investigation going?”

“My trip to Chicago was worth my while. I have a new lead. I just hope it pans out. How’s your counterfeiting investigation going?”

“The Secret Service sent an agent in. He’s on the trail now. Can you talk about your lead? Anything I can help with?”

Dana shrugged. “Probably not but I can talk about it. A prisoner was killed at Stateville in Illinois a day after agreeing to give up information that would have helped somebody take gang business from the guy my team is trying to find. We’re pretty sure we know who was responsible for the hit. He was released about a month ago but he disappeared and he’s, so far, untraceable. He actually had two visitors the day of the hit. His mother and a lawyer unrelated to the case that landed him there in the first place.”

“I’ve talked to the guys’ mother. She’s older. Says she hasn’t seen her son since he was sent up even though she knew he’d been released. She seems genuinely fearful for his safety. I believe her story. That leaves me with the lawyer...whom I can’t seem to get a hold of. I’m probably going to have to go back on the road and pay him a visit or have someone in the field office briefed up to do it.”

“A lawyer carrying a hit order?”

“It’s kind of unlikely, huh?”

“It could happen, but yeah, it’s not very likely. Do you think the order might have gone through another inmate who passed it on to the guy who did the hit?”

“It will really suck, if that’s the case. Do you know how many inmates there are at Stateville?”

It was a rhetorical question that I didn’t bother to answer. I just nodded my head. “So this gang related prison hit ties into your smuggling investigation?”

“I’m pretty sure it does. That’s why I’m trying to get in touch with the lawyer who visited the hit man and that’s why I don’t relish reviewing all the visitors to the prison in that time frame and determining the access each of the inmates that had a visitor had to the inmate who did the hit.”

Dana paused and sighed. “There just isn’t enough time to get this all figured out.”

“Look, maybe I really can help you. You seem to think there are connections to your smuggling investigation in this area. I know a lot of the key players around here. I wasn’t born yesterday. I’ve been doing this a little while.” I stood up from my leaning position against my workbench only to realize how close it brought me to her.

She started to speak and then hesitated. Finally, she said, “There may be connections here. We just can’t be sure. We can’t seem to find the key to chain the links together. I don’t know what you could add that would help...” She trailed off and looked at me with sad eyes.

I couldn’t help myself. She was so close and she looked so lost, I forgot all about how much she annoyed me at times. I just wanted her. I leaned in and brushed her lips with mine. I pulled back just a little to look into her eyes but they were closed. I hooked an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into me and then I held her and kissed her again. 

Her lips were so soft and sweet. She molded her smaller frame to mine. Feeling her against me and having her return my kiss was heaven. My fingers tangled themselves in her long, silky brown hair. I nipped at her lower lip with my teeth and then tasted them gently with the tip of my tongue. Dana groaned and let my tongue slip in to seek further pleasure. Any resolve not to get involved with her that I had left just melted away.

###

Dana

I can’t believe this is happening! This...whatever “this” is, can’t happen. It can’t. Wow, it feels so good... What am I going to do?  I was powerless in Mel’s arms. Her kiss was electric. She was making me feel things I hadn’t felt in, well, a long time... things I hadn’t wanted to feel... things that I’d been avoiding. 

The last thing I need is to get tangled up with another woman. My job is crazy and I have a whole cartload of baggage out there but – whoa! I just can’t stop. This kiss, this feeling... it’s amazing.

My knees were weak. I clung to her for support. She felt so strong and yet soft and comforting at the same time. My body was on fire. Parts of it were waking up that had been dormant way too long!

After what seemed like forever, Mel broke our kiss and growled softly. She looked at me intently.

“I want you Dana.”

I ran my hand down her side and then dropped it to my own. “You’ve made that pretty clear.” I took a deep breath and stepped back, putting a little distance between us. I tilted my head and looked up into the rafters of the garage, to avoid looking at her.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let you do that. I can’t do this. I just can’t be involved with anyone right now.”

“No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have been so... I guess I thought you were interested...”

“I was... I am... I just can’t explain. Oh Mel, I’m so sorry. It’s just not the right time. I should go.”

###

Mel

With that, Dana was gone, leaving me wondering if I would ever see her again. My mood, on such an emotional high moments before, came crashing down. She “was” interested. She “can’t”. Is it really “not the right time” or, am I just the wrong person? 

I picked up a wrench but all I wanted to do was throw it. I needed to clear my head and get back in the game. Beth’s bike deserved my full attention. I closed up the garage and decided to go for a walk to relax and clear my head.

###

Beautiful Melissa Crane was in her garage kissing another woman! 

The two women weren’t aware of the woman sitting low in her SUV on a side street in the village watching them from a distance. She’d been taking pictures while Mel worked on a dirt bike. She stopped taking pictures when the other woman came. 

Her little dog yipped from the passenger seat. She glanced over at the mostly Corgi mixed mutt. He was probably getting hungry. 

Melissa was making the woman very angry. Why couldn’t she understand that she didn’t need any other women? Why was she doing this and ignoring her? Wasn’t she good enough?

The new woman was leaving. The woman in the SUV ducked down even lower. Her little dog thought she was playing and jumped in her lap, yipping happily.

She tried to pet the dog to silence it but it wouldn’t be quiet. She peeked outside. The new woman was driving away. Mel was standing in the garage with her back turned. The woman in the SUV started the truck and quickly drove away.

Chapter 10 – Dana’s Dilemma

Mel’s kiss had left me troubled. My body was screaming “YES!” at me but in my head, I knew what had happened could not be repeated. A relationship just wasn’t in the cards for me. Intimacy between Mel and I couldn’t happen again. It wouldn’t happen again. 

The kiss was mind blowing. Ten minutes later and I was still taking deep breaths and trying to shake off the dizzying effects. I really needed to get my head back in the game and put some distance between myself and Melissa Crane.

First, I needed to track down my informant, Brice Buhler. He hadn’t been in touch since my previous visit to Morelville and I was desperate for any leads that might come out of the area. I was still working under the assumption that shipments or, at least, the big shipment in less than two weeks now, came into Muskingum County for breakdown and redistribution somewhere. 

Buhler didn’t answer his cell so I left a basic message. Then I drove by his place; a ramshackle trailer out on a few acres of property on a haphazardly semi-paved road the county must have given up on in the last round of budget cuts. I didn’t spot his pick-up or any other vehicles that looked drivable. Where is he?! Maybe he finally got a job... doesn’t help me but he really did need one. After dawdling around for about an hour hoping for a return call and not getting one, I headed back north.

When I got back into Cleveland, I grabbed a sandwich and went to the apartment. I took a cool shower and then fell into bed. I tried not to think of Mel but, of course, as soon as I fell asleep, my dreams were all about the dark haired, butch beauty. I don’t know how long I was out when I woke in a sweat and a tangle of sheets. Padding out to the kitchen in my bare feet, I found Cheryl on the couch soaking in late night TV. We hadn’t talked in ages.

“Hey roomie!” I said with a little more cheer than I felt even though I was genuinely glad to see her.

“Well, well! Look what the cat dragged in! Literally too! You’re looking a little the worse for wear Dana.” Cheryl wasn’t one to beat around the bush.

“It’s this case I’m on. It has me all tied up in knots.”

“Um hmm. I bet! Since when do your cases involve mad, passionate sex?”

“What?” I was startled by her question. “Where did you get that idea?”

“Girl, you been in that room moaning for the last hour about some “Mel” person. If I didn’t know better, I’d a thought Mel was in there with you. Dish! Who is he?”

Cheryl and I had never had a discussion about my sexuality because I didn’t think it was relevant. I was out of both the dating and relationship markets and, given my job and the hours I kept for it, opportunities for either were usually between slim and none anyway.

“Mel is a police chief that’s sort of involved in my investigation. She’s just kind of pushed her way into it.” I’d dropped the feminine pronouns intentionally to stir the pot. I was in the mood for a good head bashing. It might knock some sense into me.

Cheryl didn’t bat an eye. “Is that right? So it’s just the investigation and some dreams or has it gotten more personal between you two?

“Um, well... There are some feelings there, on both sides it seems. I’m just not ready for and don’t want a relationship right now.”

“Love usually catches us off guard Dana.”

“Love? I’m not in love!”

“So these “feelings” are just lust then?”

“Uggh! No... I suppose not. I don’t know exactly what I feel.” I hung my head. She’s beautiful, smart, annoying and condescending all rolled into one. I la... like her and hate her at the same time!

“Girl, you got it bad! You’ve fallen for this woman. You just don’t want too!”  She chuckled, then said, “Baby, I’ve been in your shoes. You may as well just give in to it and stop fighting it.”

“It won’t work between us Cheryl.”

“Whatever am I going to do with you?”

I just shook my head then got up and headed back to bed. Sleep never came again that night. 

Chapter 11 – Mel & Mayhem

Kris and I had just gotten home with Beth, after her big motocross race, when Holly called me. We were on an emotional high. Beth hadn’t won but she’d held her own and kept up with far more experienced riders. She was even approached about joining a circuit when she had a little more motocross experience and, we had a list of dates and places where she could acquire that experience. 

Holly was picking up extra hours working the patrol desk. She was very apologetic when I answered the phone.

“Sheriff, I know it’s your day off but we have a situation.”

“What’s up?”

“We got a call from the liquor store over on 3rd. A customer tried to pass a counterfeit twenty there. The owner is holding him at gunpoint. A store clerk called us. A patrol deputy is headed to the scene and should be there momentarily.  I called Webb already, let him know and gave him directions. He’s en route also.”

“I’m supposed to be Webb’s liaison. I better go. Let patrol know I’m en route with an ETA of 20 minutes. I’ll call Webb myself.”

“Will do, Sheriff.” She hung up.

I said my apologies to Kris and Beth, and went to jump into my truck. Beth’s dirt bike was still strapped into the bed. I jogged back into the house and let Kris know I’d be taking her car. 

Once I was safely underway, I called Webb. He was just arriving at the scene and he reported that there was a patrol car already parked nearby. He said he’d wait for me since patrol didn’t know him. He didn’t want to chance anyone getting too trigger happy.

I arrived ten minutes later and immediately found Webb. A small crowd had gathered by that time.

“I’m Sheriff Crane. Please disperse. There isn’t anything to see here.” I waited a beat then, when the crowd began to grumble and break up, I turned to Webb. “Follow me”. 

I opened the door very slowly and showed my badge first. “It’s Sheriff Crane and Agent Webb. We’re going to enter the scene.” 

“Come ahead Sheriff. Everything’s under control,” the patrol deputy called back.

I entered the store with Webb following. The store owner was still holding his pistol but it was pointed at the floor. The clerk was just leaning against the counter. My deputy, Treadway, had already corralled the young man accused of passing the bad bill. I didn’t recognize him.

Addressing the owner, I said, “I’m Mel Crane, the Sheriff. It’s okay. You can put your gun away now.” After he placed it somewhere out of sight, he pointed to a bill on the counter.

“That’s the bill he gave me right there.” Webb stepped over to look at it. He pulled on gloves and turned it about and then placed it in an evidence bag.

I turned to the man Treadway was holding. “We’re going to go down to the station and talk about that twenty. Do you have any I.D.?”

The deputy handed me the man’s driver’s license. He was Grady Johnson, age 23 from a little burg in Knox County, about 45 minutes away. 

“Agent Webb, do you want to talk to him?”

“Go ahead and run him into the station. I have to ask a few questions here and then I’ll come in and question him.”

“All right.” I turned back to Treadway and Johnson. “Run him over to the station. I’ll be right behind you.” I knew Webb would be doing the questioning but I definitely wanted to sit in. The Secret Service might handle counterfeiters, but this was still my turf. I needed to know everything that was going on.

###

I never got the chance to sit in on my first Secret Service interrogation. As I pulled up to the station in my sister’s little Ford Focus, Holly called again. 

“What now?” I said with a chuckle.

Her tone was instantly sobering. “Shots fired at your house Sheriff. Patrol is on the way.”

I yelled, “En-route” and then floored the gas. I dodged other cars, blaring Kris’s car horn as I went. It was after 8:00 PM by then and finally getting dark after what had really been a beautiful spring day. I was driving recklessly but the only thing I could think about was my family.

When I arrived at my home, two of our patrol cars and a “Statie” were already on the scene. A department deputy was holding off a crowd of my neighbors who were intent on getting a look at what was going on. I could hear sirens screaming toward us. I charged past my deputy and into the house. 

I entered through the side door off the driveway. I ran through the kitchen and the living room to the crowd gathered in the family room at the very front of the house. My twin sister was lying on the floor looking pale but conscious. The State Patrolman was holding a compress over her chest on the upper right. I went a little woozy at the sight of all of the blood that was visible. 

I shook my head to clear it and looked around the room. The front picture window was shattered. Someone had apparently shot Kris right through it. The kids were in a corner of the room with one of our next door neighbors; “Miss Karen”, as they called her. Both kids were sobbing. I moved toward them. 

As I went to Beth and Cole, an ambulance screamed into the driveway. Beth shrieked. I took a hold of her, held her and tried to calm her. A patrol deputy went to the door to direct the paramedics. They came in and immediately began working on Kris. 

I needed to get the kids out of there. I looked at Karen and caught her gaze. I looked quickly at both of the kids and then tipped my head toward the door. She nodded that she understood. We started moving the kids out together. 

When we were out of the chaos of the family room I stopped for a moment. The waterworks from Beth finally subsided and that’s when the questions began.

“Aunt Mel, who would shoot my mother?” came from Beth. 

“Why did this happen?” came simultaneously from Cole.

“Guys, I don’t know but I’ll get to the bottom of it, I promise. Right now, we need to get your mom to the hospital.” I do know who did this. Sally has escalated out of control! She mistook Kris for me after I left the house in Kris’s car. Damn it! Why didn’t I unload that bike and take the truck? When I find her, she’s going to fry for this!

I turned to Karen, “Can you take them to your house for a bit, while I try to get a hold of our parents?” Our mom and dad, Faye and Jesse, lived a few miles outside of Morelville on our small family farm. The house Kris and I and the kids were living in was the house mom grew up in and lived in until she married our dad. 

Beth cried out, “I’m going to the hospital with mom!” 

Karen jumped in, “Now sweetie, we can decide who all should go over there and when, as soon as your grandpa and grandma get here. It’ll be okay.”

“I’ll go in the squad with your mom. I won’t leave her side.” I turned to Karen. “The officers in there will want a statement from you. They’re not going to let me process a crime scene in my own home.”

“No problem. I’ll talk to them later. I’ll take the kids now and let that officer by the door know where to find me when they need me.”

I smiled weakly at her and croaked out my thanks. She waved me off, corralled the kids and was gone moments after speaking briefly with the deputy. 

I stepped back into the family room and found a corner in my sister’s line of vision. I wanted her to know I was there but I knew better than to be in the way of the paramedics or the officers in charge of the scene. Like me, moments before to Karen, she smiled weakly at me. Her action brought little relief to my sense of guilt over what had happened. 

My duty cell rang. “Sheriff Crane.”

“It’s Holly. What’s happening? I’ve got a security detail on standby. Do you want me to send them over now?” 

“My sister’s been shot. I think someone mistook her for me. They’re getting her stabilized and then she’ll be transported to Genesis. Patrol is over here and a State Cop. I’m assuming State will have to handle the investigation. I’ll get with him once I see to my sister and we’ll figure those details out. The kids will go to the farm so no worries there. No security needed right now but I’m going to need someone to cover a window while I go in the bus with Kris.”

“Gotcha, and done. Keep me posted and be careful Sheriff. We don’t need any more people shooting at you!”

“Aye ma’am!”

Chapter 12 – Cases Collide

Mel

Saturday evening drug out and turned into a very long Sunday. Kris had surgery to remove bullet fragments lodged in her shoulder and neck. She was still in the hospital but she was recovering. 

I made a statement for the state officer when he showed up at Genesis. I gave him what little information I had about Sally. I also sketched the counterfeit investigation out for him but I didn’t have much to go on other than that we had two guys in custody that were obviously from out of town and minimal involvement in the whole mess, so far, by locals.

###

Agent Webb was chatting up Holly when I walked into my office on Monday morning.  He tipped his head toward me. “Sheriff. I missed you Saturday night. Figured you’d want to sit in on that. Holly tells me you had an emergency at home. Anything I can do to help?”

“I really did want to sit in. I appreciate the offer of your help but, so far, everything is under control. Were you able to get anything out of Johnson?” I motioned him into my office.

Following behind me and taking a seat in front of my desk, he said, “Johnson said he got the twenty at a convenience store near his house. I followed up there. It’s likely he got it there. He didn’t have anything else that was counterfeit on him so I didn’t hold him.”

“Now, Stearman, Dawes and Quinn are a different story entirely. Dawes and Quinn are Gangster Demons gang affiliated out of Chicago.” We served warrants on both of their last known addresses and we found stacks of bills at Dawes residence. He’s involved, for sure.”

“Is there a Zanesville or Morelville connection?”

“That’s probably Stearman, at a minimum. The bills you took from him are counterfeits. We’re hoping to use him for leverage against the other two. Quinn works as a truck driver for a company the Gang Task Force in Chicago tells us is a front business for the Demons. Bills have been found in several states that match what we found in Chicago and what has been found here. He may be responsible for moving and passing a lot of the fakes. I’m waiting on back up and then I’m headed back to Washington later today. They’ll all go with me in my custody.”

“Has anyone talked?”

“No, not yet. They will for a deal though. This money is coming out of a high end printing operation. There will be lots of jail time on the table.”

“Dawes took a couple of shots at me. Keep that in mind for your interrogation.”

“Oh, he’s going to do time in Ohio for that if he ever gets out of Federal Prison. I’ll see to the extradition back for that!”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that this is just about all wrapped up. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”

“Will do. I really wish you were in Illinois.”

At my quizzical expression he said, “Dawes has a younger brother that’s an inmate at Stateville. He worked for the same freight company as Quinn. Since he’s already locked up on unrelated charges, he might be motivated to talk to get a reduced sentence.”

“Anyway, it’s worth a shot with the kid brother but I need to get back to D.C. to set up an op to stop the flow of this money. I don’t know when I can get to Stateville but someone should go ASAP. Even if he won’t talk, we might be able to use his sentence as leverage with DeWayne. If the older brother thinks he can make life in prison easier for the younger brother, he may be more forthcoming.”

I thought of Dana and the prison hit she was investigating at Stateville. “I’ve been involved in a case with a Customs Agent that’s working on something that also has to do with inmates at Stateville. I don’t know all of the details but, given events around here, it’s starting to look like we might have two investigations headed in the same direction. It’s almost too eerie to be a coincidence.”

“Weirder things have happened.”

“Let me get in touch with Agent Rossi and touch base. What’s DeWayne’s younger brother’s name?”

“DeShawn Dawes.”

I wrote it down and tried not to smile. Webb stood up and extended his hand. 

“Sheriff, it’s been a pleasure working with such a professional team. I appreciate all your help.”

“I’ll be in touch once I track Rossi down or, I can have her call you?” It was more a question than a statement.

“Either way is fine Sheriff. Hopefully we can all help each out.”

He showed himself out. I intended to keep my promise and call Dana but my first order of business was tracking down Sally. She’d gone too far and couldn’t be allowed to continue. 

I was wrong for not taking Sally seriously. I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. I was going to use every tool and do everything in my power as Sheriff to find her and put her away so she couldn’t hurt me or my family again.  

I booted my computer and started combing databases for information about Sally Loring. Once I had some addresses and a potential vehicle, a white Dodge Durango 4X4, to use as reference points, I put out an APB on her and then I got Holly working on getting an arrest warrant. 

Little did I know that my actions were being followed closely by a certain Federal Agent currently tied to a computer in Cleveland. That is, I didn’t know until my duty cell phone rang as I was getting into a vehicle to go out and run down some of those addresses.

“Sheriff Crane.”

“Mel, it’s Dana.”

Silence hung in the air for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, Dana broke it.

“Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

“No.”

“Let me rephrase the question. What the hell is happening?” Her voice was rising. “Why did you put an APB out on Sally Loring?”

I sighed. “Dana, Sally shot my sister Saturday night at our house in some sort of drive by or she may have even been up close to the house. She wasn’t real close though because she apparently thought Kris was me. I was out on a call.”

“Is your sister...okay?”

“She had surgery late Saturday night. She’s still in the hospital but she’s recovering.”

“You’re sure this was Sally?”

“Who else would it be Dana?”

“You tell me. What’s going on with your counterfeit investigation?”

“We have three guys in custody here. Webb, the Secret Service Agent that’s here, served warrants on their homes and hit the mother lode at one of them. Custody is being transferred to him today and he’s taking them all back to D.C. for interrogation.”

“Wow! Is that all? There has to be more! What aren’t you telling me?”

“Two of the guys in custody here are members of a gang. They’re not local. They’re out of Chicago. Somehow, they’re affiliated with the printing of the counterfeit money and the transport and distribution of it.”

I paused and then I jumped back in. “Dana, there may be ties to your case. I spoke with Webb this morning and started putting two and two together. I didn’t tell him anything concrete but he asked me to get in touch with you. I was going to call but... well, I need to find Sally.”

Dana interrupted. “Mel, do you have a security detail on your house?”

“Why?”

“Really? Mel, think about it! Do you really believe Sally is your shooter? I don’t! I think you’ve become a gang target because of your investigation. And, if your hunch is correct, it may go a hell of a lot deeper than that and really be tied in with mine after all.”

“No one’s there... at the house. The kids are staying with my folks. I’ve spent all my time at the hospital since Kris was shot.”

“Track down Sally and do what you have to do there to prove things one way or another. I’m en route. Put some deputies on stakeout around your place.”

“You don’t need to come down here. I can handle the security...”

“It’s not about that.” Exasperated, Dana hung up.

Chapter 13 – Stalkers and Smugglers, Oh My!

It was shaping up to be a slow duty day for law officers in Muskingum County. There just wasn’t much going on. The Zanesville PD and my sheriff’s deputies were all over the place combing side streets and alleys looking for Sally’s vehicle. Sally could be anywhere in the county or out of it, of course but, from what I knew of her, she tended to stick to a pretty close radius around places she was familiar with. I didn’t think finding her would be difficult. I was right.

Dispatch relayed a radio call from Zanesville PD to me. The Durango had been spotted parked on a residential street on the eastern edge of the city limits. No one was inside. A ZPD officer was keeping an eye on it from a distance.

None of the addresses in the vicinity of the vehicle matched any of the ones I’d found in a database search. We’d be playing a waiting game. I headed in that direction anyway. 

I positioned my County SUV at the opposite end of the street from the cruiser of the Zanesville PD officer. Sally’s Durango was facing my direction. If she pulled out and headed my way, I could cut her off. It was a risk, if she was the shooter who got Kris. She wouldn’t mistake me this time in full uniform and a county vehicle. It was far riskier though to send a deputy to search her vehicle in broad daylight if she was armed, given that we didn’t know her exact location on the street.

We didn’t have to wait long. Twenty minutes after I settled in, Sally emerged from a house across the street from her vehicle. She was carrying a small dog with her. She unlocked the truck and moved to place the dog inside. I radioed patrol and my deputies in the area to move in.

The Zanesville PD officer pulled out from a couple blocks down behind the Durango and moved up the narrow street towards it. I pulled out and drove for it head on, stopping just short of it, positioning my SUV to block her exit.

Sally stepped down from the still open door of her truck and looked straight at me. I drew my service weapon and exited my truck in one smooth, well-practiced motion. The patrol officer did the same from behind her.

“Keep your hands where I can see them. You’re under arrest.”

“Mel, it’s me, Sally. You know me. You’re making some kind of mistake.”

“No mistake. Step away from the vehicle and lay down on the ground.” 

She moved toward me gesturing with her hands. “Mel, it’s meeee!”

I aimed my weapon directly at her. “Stop!”

Sally gave me a puzzled look and continued to come toward me.

The Zanesville patrol officer reached into his car for his mike. His voice boomed over his PA system, “Sally Loring, get on the ground!”

Startled, Sally swung around to find him standing, partially shielded behind the door of his cruiser with his service weapon aimed at her too. She whimpered and dropped to the ground. The little dog yipped from the truck at his now prone owner who was babbling non-stop that she hadn’t done anything. I moved in, reached down and cuffed her and then instructed her to get to her knees. 

The Zanesville PD officer helped me get her up off the ground. I leaned her against the hood of her truck and searched her. One of my deputies moved in and began searching her truck for the weapon she used to shoot Kris. After a thorough search, he came up empty. 

“You can’t do this! I didn’t do anything wrong! I have rights! Why is he searching my truck? That’s unlawful! I’m going to sue all of you for this! Stop! My dog needs me! Can’t you see that?”

Sally went on and on while I read her rights to her and while my deputy loaded her into the back of his cruiser. I instructed him to take her to the station and put her in a holding cell until we could work out jurisdiction for interrogation on the shooting. One of my deputies would probably have to do it because state would ultimately hand it back, rather than take it on. I’d likely be cautioned against doing it myself due to the conflict of interest but you can damn well bet I’d be listening in! 

Once Sally was safely in a cruiser and my officers were clearing her vehicle, a bystander stepped forward and explained that she was Sally’s cousin. She and Sally had been visiting with her ill mother. Sally was leaving but she was staying on for a few days. She asked what the problem was. I explained that Sally was part of an official police investigation and that was all I could release. 

She said to me, “My mother just loves her little dog. Do you think it would be all right if I kept it with us while you hold Sally?”

The dog was a problem and here was a solution. I thanked the woman and then I went and got the pooch out of the vehicle and handed it to her. He seemed happy to see her. I radioed my deputy and advised him to let his passenger know her cousin would care for her dog. Sally was still yelling in the background.

I watched and listened from behind the two-way mirror as deputies Spence and Treadway questioned Sally. She complained and fidgeted non-stop. She was really giving them the run around but they stuck with their questioning, trying to break her down.

Spence was giving Sally the business about my sister’s shooting.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about! I didn’t do that! I wouldn’t shoot Kris!”

Eventually, after relentless questioning, Sally admitted to stalking me, to the photographs and to trespassing to get my boxer briefs. She refused to own up to the shooting though and she never swayed from her story. She couldn’t, however, provide an alibi though for the time of the shooting on Saturday evening. She claimed she was at home, with her little dog, watching television. She also couldn’t name a single witness to corroborate that story.

She’s not as stupid as I thought. She’s not going to admit that she’s so obsessed with me that she was trying to kill me so no one else could have me. We have to find her gun! 

Holly stuck her head in the room. “Sheriff, I hate to interrupt, but you have a visitor who’s insistent on seeing you; an Agent Rossi?”

Dana, damn it! I just don’t need this right now.  “Put her in my office. She can cool her heels in there for a few minutes.”

“Not to get into your business Me... Sheriff, but she’s hopping mad about something. You might not want to keep her waiting too long.”

I shook my head, got up and followed Holly out. She tried to hide a smirk.

Here goes nothing!

I walked into my office and I jumped right in before Dana could speak. “You, you didn’t have to come down here. We can certainly handle security ourselves Dana. It’s not necessary now anyway. We caught Sally. Everything is under control now. She’s admitted to stalking me.”

Dana shook her head and sneered at me. “Did she admit to attempted murder?”

“Not yet, but we’ll get her.”

“Did you find the gun?”

Damn her! “No. Not yet. We executed a vehicle search when we took her into custody. A warrant is being executed on her residence.”

“Mel, listen to me. You’re not going to find anything there but cameras and photographs. Pictures are the only things she’s shooting. She’s not the one you want.”

“You’re awful sure of yourself. What have you got to prove that she isn’t the shooter?”

Dana sighed. “Look, let’s drop the hostilities. I’m very sorry about the other day and, if you like, later we can talk about that. Right now, if we can, I’d like to try and put our personal feelings aside and focus on work.”

I blew out a breath and started at her for several seconds. My gut told me she might be right about Sally. “Okay.”  

“You told me on the phone that your counterfeiting case may be tied to my smuggling case. If that’s true, you may have had a shooter gunning to murder you who is related to our cases. Kris being shot probably has nothing to do with Sally.”  

I shook my head. “You may be right.”

“So, fill me in. What do you have?”

“I’ve already given you the basics.”

“Humor me, please.”

“We arrested three guys here; a local and the two Chicago gangbangers I mentioned on the phone. The local guy was getting counterfeit cash to spread around from the gang. We don’t know how the local; a white, small town, small time dealer is tied to a predominately black, urban gang, the Gangster Demons. Maybe he’s their local connection for everything, but that doesn’t seem very likely.

“I’m not an expert on gang make up and culture but I do know some things about them. They’re one gang that’s a little bit different from what you typically think of as a “street” gang.”

“Well, then maybe our local’s involvement really is possible. Who knows! Anyway, the Secret Service staged raids on the residences of all three men. At the home of one of the Chicago gangbangers, DeWayne Dawes, they found a lot of high print quality, counterfeit money. He’s definitely involved in that whole investigation.”

“The other Chicago man, Bryant Quinn, didn’t have any money or other counterfeiting evidence at his residence. The Service though has been able to establish with the Chicago Gang Task Force that he works as a truck driver for a front company for the Demons.” 

Dana leaned forward, all ears. “I can see where this is going. He could be transporting money, merchandise...” She trailed off. 

“It gets better. Dawes has a younger brother that’s an inmate at Stateville, DeShawn.”

“Lots of Chicago area gangbangers are inmates at Stateville.”

“DeShawn Dawes also drove a truck for the same front company that Quinn does.”

“Oh, wow... Small world...”

“Isn’t it?”

Dana sat back, thinking. “So, DeShawn could be the inmate who passed the hit order to Vincent, who killed the other inmate.”

“It’s possible. Did you ever get a hold of that lawyer?”

“No. He’s not returning my calls. I think it’s time that I pay him a visit and follow that lead wherever it takes me, for one.”

“Well, while you’re in Chicago, what do you say to a chat with a man locked up at Stateville?”

“What, and help the Secret Service with their case? I’m sure that idea is their doing.”

“And possibly help yourself, with yours. Webb thinks DeWayne will talk to help out his baby brother with his time. Maybe little brother will do some talking too if he thinks it will help his big brother.”

It was quiet for a long time as we both sat, lost in thought, pondering the whole mess of this case. Finally, Dana leaned forward in her chair and said, very quietly, “We need to talk, but not here.” She read the expression on my face and, realizing I thought she meant about something personal, she quickly added, “It’s about the case.”

I played dumb to test her. “Which case?”

“Ours. They’re the same Mel. They have to be. Where can we go where we’ll be out of harm’s way?” She was still whispering.

Realizing that she was very serious, I got up and moved around the desk. I crouched beside her chair and whispered, “I know just the place. Let me do a couple of things here. What are you driving?”

“My car. I drove down from Cleveland.”

“Where’s it parked?”

“In a visitor’s spot in your lot.” 

“Go down to your car and hang out, looking busy for a few minutes.  Watch for a small, green Ford Ranger pickup to go by the lot with a man in a ball cap driving. Pull out and follow it. I’ll be along not long after.”

Dana looked skeptical.

“Trust me. I’ll get out of here okay and we’ll be safe to talk where we’re going.”

“Okay.”

Once Dana was out of my office, I called my dad’s cell. As I suspected, he and mom were at the hospital sitting with Kris. The kids were in school.

“Hi dad. How’s she doing?”

“Better.”

My dad was a man of few words. He only had a cell because mom wanted to be able to get a hold of him if she needed to. 

“Has the doctor been in yet?”

“Yup.”

“And?”

“Got a therapist comin’ in, in a little bit.”

“A physical therapist?”

“That’s what I said.”

There wasn’t any point in arguing the point with him. “Any word on her release?”

“Maybe tonight.”

“Dad, I need a small favor.” I already knew he would do it. “Will you go out and get in the Ranger and drive it by the station and then out to the farm? Someone will follow you there from the lot at the station. I’ll be not far behind.”

“You want me to leave now?”

“That would be best dad.”

“Okay.” He didn’t ask any other questions. I knew he wouldn’t. 

“Thanks dad. See you in a bit.”

He hung up. 

Chapter 14 – A Meeting of the Minds

Sometimes I go right from work to a ball game or school event for the kids. I try to keep a couple of changes of clothes in my closet at work. The practice served me well now as I quickly changed out of my uniform and put on jeans and a T-shirt. I added a ball cap that was in there gathering dust since I rarely wear a hat when I’m off duty.

I told Holly I needed to do some undercover recon work and I borrowed her truck. She knew I’d take good care of it and, like my dad, she didn’t ask questions either.

I knew the route my unassuming father would take to lead Dana to get back to the farm from Zanesville; the most direct one. That was fine with me. Dana didn’t seem to be a target... so far. On the other hand, I was beginning to believe I really was. To keep suspicion off of dad and Dana, in case my “disguise” and vehicle switch didn’t fool anyone, I decided to go a different, slightly longer route than dad would take, cross country. 

It was overcast by the time I walked back out of the station. We needed a little rain but wishing for that in Ohio was like dancing with the devil. The usual torrential rains of spring would begin soon enough. There wasn’t any need to hurry them along. 

I guided Holly’s truck out of the staff lot. I was careful to not even go by the other lot or to look in that direction. Genesis Medical Center is about 10 minutes away from the station. Dad would be getting close to his drive by swing. I picked my own way through town and then took a series of twisting, turning, rolling back country roads to the farm. I looped around a couple of times to make sure I wasn’t followed. Any Chicago gangbangers trying to follow me were sure to be lost or ill or both by now. If they had a local watching me, my disguise must have worked. The last few miles, there wasn’t another vehicle anywhere in sight.

The farm house was set back from the road. Once I got up the drive, I could see that the ranger and Dana’s little Chevy were sitting out in front of the house. Dad and Dana were nowhere in sight. I hustled inside through the kitchen door. I could hear voices from what my mom still called the “front room.” Dad was always unfailingly polite and chatty with strangers and he was being nice to Dana, as a result. He just didn’t have much to say otherwise. 

I put a smile on my face and stepped into the room. “Thanks so much for your help dad. I appreciate it.” 

“I best be getting back to your mother and sister so I’ll leave you and the Agent here to talk.” He paused and thought for a second. “Beth and Cole will be along soon.” 

“Right. Thanks for reminding me. I’m sure they’ll be hungry. Dana and I can have our chat in the kitchen while I fix them something.”

“Okay then.” He left.

“Your dad is so sweet.”

We walked back through to the kitchen. “He’s a good man. He’s not usually so talkative. How did he know you’re an agent?”

“I didn’t know what you’d told him so I just introduced myself and told the truth; I’m a federal agent working on a case that ties into a case you’re working on and we needed a more private place to talk than the sheriff’s office. He didn’t ask any questions.”

“He wouldn’t.” I opened the fridge and dug around for sandwich fixings. “Are you hungry?”

“I could eat. Would you like some help?”

“No, I’ve got it. The kids are staying here while Kris is laid up and... well, you know. They’re at school. The bus should be dropping them off any minute.  They’re teenagers so they’re always hungry.”

Dana laughed. “I remember those days! Actually, I don’t think I really outgrew them.” 

I grinned back at her. “You wear your lust for food well Ms. Rossi!”

“That’s because I’m always on the move.”

“I hear that. I also hear the school bus or, rather, I hear our old farm dog, Bear, barking because she hears the bus. Would you look in that cupboard over there and see if there are any chips?”

“Gotcha.” Dana moved to the cupboard where mom stocked the snacks. While she was digging in there, Cole and Beth tumbled through the door, fighting to be first. Cole screamed, “Hands in the air!” but neither Dana or I moved. We were expecting them.

Realizing it was me and someone that I must know in their grandparents’ house, rather than someone out to do them harm, they settled down pretty quickly.

Beth came over and hugged me. “Aunt Mel, I’m so glad you’re here. When we saw that strange truck and the strange car, we didn’t know who was here.”

“I wasn’t scared,” Cole said, “but Beth was. Bear wasn’t barking at anything but the bus, like usual.”

“I was not!” Beth smacked his shoulder.

“Were too!”

“Whatever.”

“Okay, that’s enough! I made you two some sandwiches and there’s chips. That ought to hold you over till grandma gets back.”

Cole asked, “Is mom still in the hospital?” while Beth eyeballed Dana. 

“Yes, but she’s doing a lot better. Grandpa said they might let her come home tonight. We’ll have to wait and see.”

“I don’t want her to come home,” Beth said. “Not until you catch whoever did this to her.” 

“She’ll come and stay here with you guys and grandma and grandpa. You’re all safe here. Agent Rossi here and I are working on catching the person who did this. We need to talk. We’ll be in the front room. You guys go up to do your homework after you eat.”

Both kids grumbled but lost their attitudes when I set their food down in front of them. We picked up our own plates and headed back into the front room. 

The room had originally been intended as a more formal parlor in the old farm house my parents owned. It had a door to close it off like the den in a more modern home with an open floor plan would have. I closed it now to give us some privacy from curious young ears. 

Dana looked around again and then chose a seat on the sofa, placing her plate on the coffee table in front of her. “Should we be eating in here?”

“We’re grown women... just don’t spill!”

She laughed. Her laugh was contagious and I caught it too. It felt good to relieve the tension that had been building inside me since she asked back at the station to talk somewhere privately. Dana, on the other hand, looked pensive. She took a bite of her food and then stared off into space while she chewed. I started to eat my sandwich.

In between bites, Dana asked, “Mel, how well did you know Sheriff Carter?” 

“Sheriff’ is usually an elected position around here. He was elected a few years before I got on the force and then re-elected every election cycle after that. He was a politician more than he was a lawman.”

“In what ways?”

“He was always campaigning or making moves that made him look good politically even if they weren’t the best moves for the department. He was all about Caden Carter, not about what was best for Muskingum County.”

“Couldn’t people see that?”

“He was a “good” politician Dana. He had the ultra-conservative community around here eating out of the palm of his hand.”

“Were you two friends or did you socialize with him?”

“I went to official functions out of a sense of duty but I never socialized with him off duty. We’re from completely different backgrounds. I was raised in the country life in this county and I enjoy it. He was raised here in the county too but he’s from one of our more, shall I say, prominent families. He and people like him didn’t mingle with the rank and file much. Why all the questions about him?”  

“I need to know what you really know about him because something you might be able to put your finger on could be the key that unlocks this case.”

I sat back in my arm chair and stared at her for a minute. “Tell me what’s really going on.” 

“I’ll get to that, I promise. Just a few more questions?”

I drew in a deep breath. I was getting nervous for reasons I couldn’t explain. If what she was about to tell me involved my department, I didn’t know what I would do. I blew the breath out. “Okay. Go on.”

“Did it seem like Sheriff Carter lived above his means?”

I thought about that for a minute. “I mean, don’t we all, to some extent?” 

Dana shrugged.

“Sheriffs don’t make a fortune but he was from a, quote, “good” family. They had a little money. It’s always been a mystery to me why he chose law enforcement over practicing law or over going into politics, outright. I’ve wondered what his family thought about his choice.”

“Did they financially back his political campaigns for Sheriff?”

“I can’t answer that with anything but speculation. I’m just not into local politics. Too much backstabbing. I’m sorry.”

“Mel, do you think he was corrupt?”

That question didn’t surprise me. There’d been rumors for a few years. “I don’t honestly know. I’m aware that there were rumors that he was on the take, that he was being paid off to turn a blind eye to certain things, but I never saw evidence of that and I was never a party to anything underhanded.”

“Please don’t get defensive.”

“I’m not. I’m trying to objectively answer your questions but you’re not telling me the whole story here. So, let me just ask; are you trying to say that Sheriff Carter was involved in the smuggling operation you’re investigating?” 

Dana’s eyes met mine. “He was. We’re always intercepting shipments of things coming across our borders that are illegal or illegal to ship, distribute or sell here in the states even though they might be legal elsewhere. We seize a lot of things on the spot. Other times, with shipments which aren’t harmful, when we have prior intelligence...” She trailed off.

“You let them pass through and you follow them.”

“Exactly. We want to find out where they’re going and who’s paying the freight. We want to find all the connections and stem the tide between those players whenever we can.”

“So you think he was giving goods safe passage through Muskingum County for a payoff? It’s not like we’re on the border here...” 

“You’re right. There wouldn’t be any reason for him to stop trucks for anything on a normal basis. We think it’s more involved than that. We watched him for a while. Stuff would come into this county and disappear. It’s not being sold here but it’s not leaving the county on the same trucks it entered on, either. It’s getting split for distribution here somewhere that we weren’t able to pinpoint and then it’s leaving somehow.”

“How was Carter involved in that?”

“There’s nothing that was overtly obvious but we had informants that fingered him early on. We know he was a local boss or an area boss in the smuggling ring. When we started looking at him, a lot of things came to light.”

“Wow. I had no idea.”

“I know. I didn’t confide this information after you spoke with my area supervisor, Gene, because I...we... couldn’t be sure if you or anyone else in the department was complicit in the operation of the ring.” 

“I understand.” I got up and walked to the window. I stared out at the vehicles in the drive but I didn’t really see them. 

I’d worked for Caden Carter for a dozen or so years. We’d never been friends but I certainly didn’t hate the man. I’d chosen to ignore the rumors about him over the last couple of years. Now it was all coming back to bite me in the butt.

“Are you okay?”

I turned and looked at Dana. “Yes... no... I don’t know. I guess what I need to know is what happens now?”

“I don’t believe there’s anything that involves your department, Mel. What I do completely believe is that our two investigations are related somehow.”

I walked over and took a seat near her on the couch so we could speak more quietly. “Little ears.”

She nodded. “We have intel that says a major goods shipment is moving in about two weeks of very high quality, high end designer knock-offs which will have at least one major European designer screaming bloody murder if the stuff hits the street.  We know it’s made in China. We’re pretty sure it gets passed through Canada and we have reason to believe it’s either crossing the border into Wisconsin somewhere in trucks or it’s coming across the Great Lakes and entering somewhere. We’ve been working both approaches. We have to pick it up when it enters to have any hope of following it, stopping it and making any arrests.

“What does this particular shipment have to do with Carter or Muskingum County, or my counterfeiters”...

“We got our intel from an informant in the local area. He did dirty work for Carter, from time to time. Says Carter had something to do with the organization of this one. He told our informant that he was taking in a load of goods that was going to make him rich.”

“So it’s coming through here?”

“We don’t know. With Carter gone, our source has lost his information source. He’s digging around but he hasn’t turned up anything.”

“How do you think this all ties together?”

“Well, let’s see; the counterfeit money and the knock off goods could all be coming courtesy of the same organization, the Gangster Demons. They’re passing bad bills around here and they own a trucking company that does long haul shipping using gang members as at least some of their drivers. A driver that’s in jail and a gangbanger that’s been passing bad bills and shooting up your county are related. An inmate, at the same jail as the driver, got killed after volunteering to pass information on about the workings of a smuggling ring for revenge to another one of our informants, a rival gangbanger, who was down with him at the time who would, in turn, pass it on to one of his lieutenants.”

Dana paused and thought for a minute. “All of that is a pretty clear indication that this is somehow all tied together. Makes me wish your Secret Service friend didn’t have those other two in custody. We might have to work a deal to loosen up on the driver until we can solve the smuggling case.”

She took a deep breath. “Mel, I hate to say this but something else comes to mind.”

“What?” I waited a beat or two but Dana seemed hesitant to say what she was thinking. “Dana, please, just tell me.”

“The night Sheriff Carter was killed”... She paused, looked at me and then looked away again. Finally she said what she was thinking. “My gut feeling is the whole drug raid might have been setup to take him out of the picture. Someone yanked on his chain a little bit to get him to go out there in harm’s way. I mean, really, what’s the Sheriff doing going out on an actual drug raid?”

I mentally kicked myself for not putting that together. “And now, because I’ve been doing my job, chasing down counterfeit bills they’re after me...”

Dana just looked at me. I just seethed. I wanted to take these bastards down but I couldn’t take down a whole gang. Realizing that brought another thought to mind. “Dana, why is Muskingum County involved in the first place? How does a Sheriff here get mixed up with a Chicago street gang? You’re still holding something back! What is it?”

Chapter 15 – Relic

Dana sighed and shook her head. “Can we take a walk? I need some air.” She looked at me with deep, pleading, brown eyes.

I stared back at her for a minute, taking her in completely. I was a mix of emotions. One minute, I wanted her, really felt connected to her and the next... well, I just wanted to knock some sense into her. I broke my reverie and stood up. I offered my hand to her and pulled her up when she took it. We were standing inches apart. Despite myself, I could feel the heat of attraction between us. 

The sound of kids arguing snapped me back to reality. I dropped Dana’s hand. “Let’s see what they’ve gotten themselves into and then I’ll take you for a ride.” I picked up our sandwich plates and turned for the door.

“A ride? Like, on a horse?”

I laughed. When I looked back at her though, she had a look of pure terror on her face. “No! Not a horse. You’ll see, city girl!”

Her slap to the back of my shoulder as I headed for the stairs released light years of tension in my still tightly coiled body and my conflicted brain.

Kris’s kids were upstairs arguing over something. They should have been doing homework. “What’s going on?” I yelled, from the foot of the stairs. 

“Nothing!” came the tandem reply.

“That’s what I thought!”

Dana shot me a quizzical look. “Shouldn’t you go up there and check on them?”

“It’s better not to.” I headed back into the kitchen. Dana hesitated and then followed. “Just let me rinse these and then I’ll show you some of the farm and get you that air that you’re asking for.” I grinned my most devious grin. I looked at her shoes. She had on a calf high boots. At least she dresses sensibly! 

I led her out to the barn where I pulled out my dad’s Polaris quad and fired it up. “Hop on!”

She backed up a couple of feet from me and yelled – louder than she needed to, “Is that thing even safe?”

I grinned. “Just get on! I promise I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

“First dirt bikes, now this!” 

“The dirt bike is Beth’s. This is my dad’s.” I didn’t see any point in telling her right now that I was a real quad enthusiast with racing quads in a shed behind the barn. My niece got her love of racing from me.

She tried to climb on without grabbing hold of me to do it and almost toppled off as she attempted to get a leg over the big machine. I reached behind me and hooked her around the waist and then pushed her across the seat. 

“Put your arms around my waist. I won’t go real fast but it could get bumpy in spots.”

Dana gingerly placed her hands at my sides. I pulled her arms firmly around me. I didn’t want her learning the hard way and hating quads and me forever. I pulled out slowly and gave it just enough gas that I had to shift into second gear. I figured that wouldn’t scare her and the bike would be quiet enough that we could talk a bit. As we rolled across the yard toward the upper pasture gate, mom’s fancy chickens skittered this way and that. We rolled by the hen house where we kept laying hens and I pointed it out.

“Are those colorful ones running around the roosters, then?”

I did my best not to laugh out loud. “No. Those are called fancies. They’re sort of pet chickens. Mom likes them.” I could feel Dana shaking her head behind me. 

I stopped the bike and hopped off to open the pasture gate. Someday maybe Dana would know how to move the bike through but today wasn’t that day. I got back on, drove it through and then got off and reclosed the gate. When I remounted, she rewrapped her arms around my waist without any prodding from me.  We headed across the low part of the upper pasture to the fence at the property boundary. The hill going further up into the pasture wasn’t as steep on that side. I shifted and turned the bike up it. 

When I’m alone, on one of my own bikes, I like to stand on the pegs and race up the hill to the top. I don’t do that with a passenger and, besides, I was looking for the longhorns. They weren’t in the lower pasture that I could see, so they had to be in the upper pasture somewhere.  

We crested the hill, going north. I could see far out in front of me. There were no cows around. I angled the bike northwest and shifted through the gears going that direction. 

The family land consisted of about 5 acres immediately around the house and barn. There was about a 40 acre lower east pasture that was situated out in front of and along one side of the house and yard. It was the reason the house wasn’t visible from the road. The rest of our land consisted of just over 200 acres of upper pasture with a small part of that wrapping down around the west side of the house and yard. The upper pasture was a steep climb to either side of the family homestead. It leveled out for long expanses broken up with a few lesser rolling hills. It was fun to ride on and it gave our small herd of longhorn cattle plenty of grazing room.

After a few minutes cruising along, getting a feel for the bike, Dana relaxed her hold a bit. She leaned in and started to say something when we came over a small rise and spotted a large group of the longhorns about 100 yards ahead. I slowed down and turned the bike up a little knoll then shut it down facing them.

I turned to Dana. Her eyes were wide brown circles as she gaped out at about 40 head of cattle of a type most people in Ohio have never seen other than on television or in movies.

“Those are longhorns...” She stated the obvious.

“Yep.”

“Why do you have those? I thought those were a Texas thing?” 

“Texas made them famous. You can raise them anywhere. My niece and my nephew have always raised dairy feeders and steers for FFA and for 4H to show at the county fair. Cole’s a big fan of Texas Longhorns football. He thought raising a few longhorns would be fun and talked dad into it.”

“That’s more than a few!”

“Yeah, the project grew a little.”

“A little! Can you at least eat them?”

“Of course you can eat them, but not these ones.”

“Oh. So these are like pets then?”

“No, they’re not pets. They’re cows!”

“Clearly. I can see that!”

“Clearly, you can’t. A cow is a breeding female.” 

“Your mom keeps chicken as pets, besides, cows are cows.”

“No, they really aren’t, city girl.” I was exasperated with the whole failed conversation.

“Quit calling me that!”

Okay, this isn’t the way I planned this. I shifted on the seat a little and I turned toward her. “I’m sorry. I grew up here. It’s a way of life for me. Sometimes I forget myself and I say things without thinking.”

A few moments passed and then I saw the sliver of a smile. “I’m sorry too for being so sensitive. Everything’s just getting to me with this case. I need to get this thing figured out.”

“Dana. I don’t want to pry but, well, there just seems to be something else...”

“You’re not prying. There is. I just don’t know how it fits.”

“Maybe it will mean something to me.”

Dana looked at the sky and blew out a breath then she looked back at me, our faces only inches apart. “Early on, in our investigation, our informant told us that Sheriff Carter was the local boss for the smuggling ring but that he wasn’t the “big” boss. Carter answered to someone that he only referred to as Relic. We – the team -  figured Relic was a code name but now I realize it’s probably a gang name. We thought the ring was likely gang affiliated but, because we don’t have anyone inside either the ring or the gang, obviously, and because Carter was killed, we’ve never been able to get close enough to figure out what gang or who Relic is or where he is.”

“So what are you thinking now?”

“It has to be someone in the gang hierarchy who has control of the smuggling op and, possibly, the counterfeiting op.”

“Looks like you’re going to have to go back to Chicago.”

“Yes, I do, but that’s not the reason why. We’ll liaise with the gang task force there and see what they know about the gang hierarchy. I need to go back to Chicago again because I need to talk to that lawyer and rule him out. I also need to talk to that prisoner, though I don’t think I’ll get as far with him as Secret Service probably thinks I will.” 

She sighed. “Freakin’ Relic could be anywhere. The Demons have reach far into Ohio, among many other places. Given what’s gone on in Morelville, he might very well be in this area. He may have been tied to Carter somehow. We’re going to have to have the GTF and local officers hit the streets in Chicago and here in Ohio and roust GD members with warrants to see if anyone can finger Relic and is willing to for some sort of a deal.”

“Maybe the truck driver at Stateville will give him up.”

“I’m not getting my hopes up at all on any of this. This guy’s reach goes far into Stateville. One inmate is already dead. Guys already inside that do know anything are probably going to keep their mouths shut and guys outside might prefer going inside over talking to get a deal and winding up iced too.”

“When you put it that way, I suppose you’re right.”

“So, let me ask, does the code name or gang name Relic mean anything at all to you?”

“Naw, not off the top of my head, unfortunately. Do you want me to poke around – discreetly, of course – and see if I can come up with anything?”

“Really, what I want is for you to take a vacation for about two more weeks and stay as far away from this case and out of personal danger as possible. I know you won’t do that though and that you’re in it to win it.”

“Ah, the lady begins to catch on!”

“Right. Just be careful. Please?”

“Madame, I didn’t know you cared.”

“You know I do Mel but that’s a conversation for another time.” 

“Okay.” I leaned forward and pecked a kiss onto the tip of her nose. Before she could say a word of protest, I turned around and fired the quad back up.

Chapter 16 – Mel: Death Defying

Tuesday started for me with the realization that Sally was still in a holding cell. I was pretty sure now that she didn’t take a shot at my sister but she was still going to get her day in court. I resisted the temptation to go down and try and talk to her. I just didn’t want to hear her crap or mess up any chance of getting convictions for her for stalking and trespassing. Not today. I needed to do what I could to help Dana find Relic. Sally was on her own.

I had a few local informants of my own. I decided to go out and round a couple of them up and see what I could find out. First though, I called my mom.

“Hey mom, it’s Mel.”

“Of course it is, sweetie.”

“Are you at the hospital?”

“Yes dear.”

“How’s Kris?”

“The doctor was just in. They’re saying they’re going to release her in the next hour.”

“Are you taking her to the farm?”

“Yes. We came over in the Ranger. Your dad’s about to go back and get the car.”

“Mom, I can come over there in my truck and get her and drive her out there so he doesn’t have to do that.”

“Honey, you have to work. I couldn’t put you to that kind of trouble.”

“Ma, she’s my sister and I feel responsible for her. It’s no trouble.”

“Why do you feel responsible for her?”

Oops! “It’s a figure of speech ma. I’ll be right over there.” I hung up before she could protest again. I knew though that I’d stuck my foot in my mouth and that I’d hear again about feeling responsible for what happened to Kris. My mom wasn’t the strong silent type like my dad. In fact, Faye Crane was the polar opposite of Junior Crane. I often wondered how they’d stayed together all these years!

###

We got Kris situated as comfortably as she could be on the sofa in the front room at the farm. She was scheduled to start physical therapy the following week. For now, she was still on some pretty heavy pain killers that left her groggy. While she was still awake and somewhat lucid, I tried to talk with her about what happened.

“Kris, what do you remember about what happened Saturday night?”

“Not much. I remember you leaving. I was in the kitchen scrounging up snacks for the kids. I had just told Beth to get out of her riding pants when Cole yelled something from the living room. I couldn’t hear him. I stepped in there to ask him to repeat himself. He started to tell me about something that was coming on television when everything seemed like it exploded. The window burst and I felt a searing pain in my shoulder. I don’t remember very much of anything after that.”

“Did you see anyone outside the window or did you see a car leaving?”

“No. I honestly don’t remember anything sis. I’m sorry.”

“You’re not the one who should be sorry. That’s me! I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Why are you sorry? You didn’t shoot me!”

“I should never have left that night.”

“And how would that have stopped what happened?” She searched my face. I couldn’t hold her gaze and looked away toward moms’ family photo wall. 

“Kris, that bullet was meant for me.”

“Well, I kind of figured it had something to do with your work but you couldn’t have known it was coming, Mel.”

“My family shouldn’t have to suffer for my work.”

“There’s nothing you could have done to stop it.”

“What’s all this about?” Mom came into the room.

I shot my sister a look but she had her eyes squeezed closed in either pain or concentration. I couldn’t be sure which.

“Mel thinks she’s to blame for what happened to me.”

“Is that true Melissa Raye?”

Uh oh! She’s using my middle name. This isn’t going to be good... “Yes ma’am.”

“And just why do you think that?” Her face reddened.

“I think it’s related to a case I’m working on.”

“Someone shot your sister to send you a warning?”

I didn’t think of that... “I don’t think it happened like that. I think someone was trying to get me and thought Kris was me.”

“Hogwash! Everyone around here can tell you two apart!”

“Mom, whoever shot Kris probably isn’t from around here.” I was trying to be gentle but I could see that my mother was getting pretty agitated.

“Just what have you gotten yourself mixed up in?”

“Ma, I’m the Sheriff.” I looked toward Kris. She had nodded off. I put my hand on my mother’s shoulder and guided her out of the room. “We can talk in the kitchen.” We walked through the house in an uncomfortable silence. She turned from me at the doorway into the kitchen, what was really the heart of the old farmhouse. 

“Your father went out to check the horses and the herd. He’ll want coffee when he comes in.” She busied herself making a pot. I took a seat at the scrubbed little table they’d had for years. I was sitting where Dana had been sitting only yesterday while I made sandwiches.

She pointed at me. “You start talking. Tell me what’s going on.”

“There isn’t a whole lot to tell. I’ve been working on a counterfeiting investigation. There are two guys that aren’t from around here that are in custody.” I decided it wasn’t in my best interest to mention our local bad bill passer just yet. “It seems they’re mixed up in some other stuff that crosses into a federal investigation. The agent working on that has been in town, poking around too. Someone’s ticked off about it all.” I didn’t want to say a whole lot. Giving my mother the down and dirty details wasn’t going to help anyone.

Dad came in and nodded to us both. Mom took him down a coffee cup from the cupboard and handed it to him. 

“If you have two guys already in custody from your investigation, why are you involved in the federal investigation and putting yourself and your family in danger?” She paused for a moment and then glared at me. “I’ll tell you what, I knew we would rue the day you went into police work!”

“Now Faye simmer down.” My dad seldom stepped into any conversation he hadn’t been a party to in the first place but he could usually be counted on to claim his spot as the traditional man of the house and to ride herd over my mother. “What’s this all about?”

Mom started to speak but dad shot her a look. 

“Kris was shot because someone mistook her for me due to an investigation I’m working and a federal one it ties into.” I paused and waited to see if he would require more information.

“I see.” He nodded. He looked at me and motioned for me to continue.

“We’re working as hard as we can to round up the people responsible and close out both investigations. Two men are now in custody as a result of my investigation and we’re hoping they lead us to what we need to close mine out completely and also to close out the investigation of the federal agent I’m working with.”

“Dana Rossi?”

“Yes.”

Mom had been silent long enough. “How do you know who she’s working with?”

“Met her,” dad said. Mom started to say something else but dad waved his hand and cut her off. 

I continued; “Kris and the kids are safe here. I have security watching the house in town. If someone tries anything there again, we’ll nail them. Dana has leads she’s following up on and I have a couple of people I can talk to, to try and follow one that may lead me to someone in this area.”

Mom just couldn’t stay silent. “You be careful Melissa Raye! I hate you getting’ all mixed up in such things!”

“I’ll be careful ma. I promise. My end from here on is easy. I just have to talk to a couple of guys and see if they can point me to anyone who might be involved in some shady activities who goes by the nickname, Relic. Dana can take it...”

“Relic?” What would you be wanting with Delores?” dad asked?

“Pardon?”

Mom jumped in again. “Delores Chappell. She’s been known as Relic for years Mel. I know you know her. She lives right there in town a couple of blocks from you, Kris and the kids. Sweet woman but a little eccentric, if you ask me.”

“I know Ms. Chappell mom. She’s got to be 70. It’s not very likely that she’s who I’m looking for.”

Dad spoke again. “She isn’t quite that old Mel.” He looked thoughtful for a moment and then he continued, “Her nickname doesn’t have anything to do with her age. She came by it because of her past work as the county historian and because of doing ancestry research for people.” He sighed. Our conversation had already gone on far too long for him.

I’d never heard Delores Chappell called anything but Ms. Chappell by anyone. She was “Ms.” because, as far as my peers and I knew at least, she’d never married and never had children. Personally, I often thought she might be “family”; stuck in a time warp closet in our little town. She had also never owned a computer – flat out refused to have one in her home - so hearing that she’d been the county historian and that she dabbled in genealogy was a real surprise to me. And, despite what my dad said, the woman wasn’t a day younger than 60 years old.

I got up and hugged my mother then clasped dads shoulder. “I have to get going. Duty calls. I love you both. Give my love to Kris when she wakes up and to the kids.”

“We will Mel. We love you too and, again, please be careful.”

“I will ma.” It was pointless to get frustrated with her. She really did mean well. 

I took my leave and walked out to my truck. I was in uniform but I was driving my own vehicle given my mission to transport my sister from the hospital to the farm. I tugged at my vest. It had ridden up a little. I didn’t always put the heavy Kevlar protective piece on for my usual duties behind a desk but I always lugged it with me in case I got called out on the road. Today, because I was intending to go poking around among known criminals, I had thought it wise to wear it. Now, in the heat of an unseasonably warm spring day, I was thinking I might regret that decision. 

I left the farm and drove into Morelville so I could cruise by the house. An unmarked county vehicle was sitting in the drive that ran behind an empty rental house two houses up from mine. I couldn’t see an officer around but then, that was the point. He would be low in the car or nearby keeping an eye on my house. 

It was a relief knowing my guys were on the job. I continued through the village and turned off the state highway in favor of some back country roads that were a quicker route back to Zanesville than heading southwest to catch Route 60 and take it north along the Muskingum River.  Thoughts of Dana flooded my mind as I drove. 

I worried about her meeting with that lawyer. I worried even more about her meeting with DeShawn Dawes at Stateville. I knew she was a trained, competent professional but she had her vulnerable points and I didn’t want to see her hurt. I was so wrapped up in my thoughts about her, I didn’t notice the white, ¾ ton van that was gaining on me rapidly on the curvy road.

Out here, roads skirted around property lines and over hills. Everything was either rolling farm fields or dense forest. There wasn’t any reason for the county or the state to purchase any right of way rights. Everyone with un-forested land farmed and no one was in a hurry to get anywhere. Locals knew the twists and turns of all the back roads and where a hill fell away to the right or to the left as you crested it anyway and they drove everywhere in comfortable familiarity. 

I picked up the van when it topped a hill about 100 yards behind me that fell away left. The driver was going too fast but he managed to slow down and correct before ditching the whole shooting match to the right in a heavily wooded area. I kept my eye on him. He no sooner had the vehicle righted then he began to pick up speed again and gain on me. 

This guy is crazy! I wish I was in my county vehicle now. He wouldn’t be driving like a maniac if I was driving a truck with markings and a light bar! 

I tapped my brakes a couple of times to try and make the driver aware that he was closing too fast. I realized my mistake and the amount of trouble I was in way too late. The van had an Illinois front license plate. The driver must have been lying in wait for me in Morelville. My deputies hadn’t spotted the van!

I had no radio, just my department cell. I fumbled trying to dial 911 and dropped the phone on the floor of the cab.  

“Fuck! I am so screwed!” I screamed out loud. I tried to watch the road while reaching around frantically for my phone.

I was on Cutler Lake Road headed toward the turn off at Mannsfork Road, just before Salt Creek, when the van rammed me with force from behind. My F-150 went fishtailing.  I did my best to steer through it as I had been taught at the Academy all those years before. The van caught me again on the left rear quarter panel, turned me and railroaded me into the “Y” intersection of Cutler Lake and Mannsfork. I went sailing through the intersection sideways and toward the creek embankment. There was nowhere to go. I was headed for a splashdown in Salt Creek just off the Muskingum River. Drowning is not the way I want to die! 

Chapter 17 – Waterlogged 

I hit the electronic window release and the window started coming down. At least I had an escape route. I braced for impact. There was a nice but thin tree line dotting the narrow, high banks of the creek. My big truck would give me some protection but I had no idea if my pursuers would stay around to finish the job they started.

My truck skittered through the trees and slowed a little but then it ran out of terra firma and was sailing sideways through the air and into the creek, passenger side first. I looked to my left to see that my attacker had run up over the berm of the road and stopped just before the tree line. He sat staring at me from behind dark sunglasses. He had a gun raised in his left hand. It was pointed out the window toward me. That was the last thing I saw before my truck hit the lower part of the bank, rolled and then hit the water, passenger side down.

It had been a fairly dry spring so far. The creek was a bit deeper than it would be at the peak of summer and moving pretty good but not enough to suck the truck completely under – even on its side – or to move it along in the current. 

The steering wheel airbag deployed at impact stunning me. I hung sideways in my seatbelt. After a few seconds - that seemed like an eternity - the bag began to deflate and I started to breathe again. The truck rested on its side, passenger side down. The driver’s side, with the open driver’s side window was up out of the water. For the moment, I was protected from the view of my attacker by the undercarriage of the truck. I shut the still running engine off and looked around. My phone was resting against the opposite door. Creek water was coming in through cracks in the windshield. In moments it would likely shatter and I’d be both soaked and without any working form of communication. Hurriedly, I unlatched my belt and reached for the phone. I grabbed it and then tried to reposition myself standing upright on the interior of the passenger door. The rushing creek likely wouldn’t reach the top of my gun belt when the windshield finally went.  

As I dialed 911, a gunshot pierced the air followed very quickly by a ping somewhere off of metal just over my head. He had a good enough angle to shoot into my door! I prayed more traffic would come along and he’d get in his van and leave before he was spotted. I’m a sitting duck! 

I crouched low and prayed the windshield held a little longer. I was already ankle deep in water. I didn’t relish the soaking or the cuts I was likely to get when the whole thing came crashing in.

“911 Dispatch. What’s your emergency?”

Another shot rang out. I started choking out words to the dispatcher. “It’s Sherriff Crane. I’ve been run off the road into Salt Creek at the intersection of Cutler and Mannsfork roads by a White, ¾ ton van with Illinois license plates. One assailant is armed and dangerous. Unknown number of assailants. Dispatch any PD or County units in the vicinity. Advise they proceed with extreme caution.”

By the time I’d identified myself, I could hear other dispatchers broadcasting my distress call out. At least it was my county issued cell phone I had been carrying and my identity wasn’t questioned! 

“Shots fired” was a phrase that was repeated several times. The first dispatcher had to have heard the shot as she came on the line...

I blew out a breath and prayed that units were in the area.

Over the deafening sounds of my own breathing and the flowing creek, I picked up the sound of an emergency siren. Then, seconds later, I heard tires squeal. I hoped it was my attacker leaving the scene. 

My elation was short lived. As I stood back up from my crouched position, the windshield gave way. Safety glass chunks scattered everywhere and cold, muddy creek water poured into my sideways cab. Life sucks but at least I’m alive to tell about it!

After a minute or so, the sound of sirens filled the air. I hazarded a peek up through my open window. I could only see the edge of the steep bank from my vantage point and there was no way to leverage myself out of the truck. It was going to be difficult to get out of both the truck and the creek.

Dispatch was still on the line. “I believe the van has left the scene. I can see out of the truck but I can’t see much from where I am. There isn’t anyone shooting anymore.”

“A city unit is in pursuit of a white van with Illinois plates Sheriff. A unit should be on the scene with you momentarily and rescue units are being dispatched.  We’ll get you out of there!”

An hour later, I was sitting on the back bumper of a rescue squad, soaked, muddy and with a few cuts and a pounding headache but thankfully alive and free of major injuries. My truck was in much worse shape. The city PD had a recovery vehicle and crew out trying to right it and pull it out of the creek. There was even talk of bringing a crane in to hoist it. I just wanted to cry. The truck was my baby! I held back my tears and tried to regroup.

As I was exiting the creek, a deputy had handed me a radio. I was still hearing traffic chatter as the chase of the white van continued. Various officers in pursuit were reporting two assailants visible and multiple shots fired. Dana had been right all along. This is a dangerous game, played for keeps!

I needed to call her and tell her what was happening here and warn her to be extremely cautious. In my currently backwards state of mind, I felt responsible for putting her in extreme danger too. 

I pulled up Dana’s number and dialed. My call went right to her voicemail. I left an urgent message to call me. There wasn’t anything else I could do. Here I was, a Sheriff, but I’d never felt so powerless.

Chapter 18 –  Dana: Attorneys and Gangbangers

Traveling was really starting to wear on me. I had spent more than six hours yesterday on the road between Cleveland, Zanesville and the Crane farm way out in BFE, Ohio. During the drive from the farm to Cleveland, I had a long telephone conversation with agent Webb about the Dawes brothers and the Gangster Demons and our two cases.

I didn’t get back into Cleveland until late and I didn’t sleep well. I was whipped and now I was on an early AM plane to Chicago – again! A desk job like my roommate Cheryl had was starting to look better and better.

I still hadn’t had any luck reaching the criminal attorney, Jonathan Joseph. I was just going to have to pay him a visit. Meanwhile, Gene in the Cleveland Port Office was going to try to work his magic to get me into Stateville to see DeShawn Dawes this afternoon. I was hoping for some breadcrumbs there but holding my breath wasn’t in my plans. 

Once my flight landed, I was off and running. No rest for the weary! I picked up a rental car and sped off. I needed to get to Joseph before he went to court or made up some other such excuse not to talk with me. I did do him the courtesy of leaving a message saying I was on my way.

Joseph’s office was a couple of blocks from Douglas Park, west of downtown. It wasn’t in a swanky neighborhood but it certainly wasn’t in the ghetto either. It was close to the Cook County Criminal Court building and that’s probably why he chose that location for his offices. He wouldn’t have far to go to defend his clients involved in preliminary criminal proceedings. It was also close to the freeway and an hour drive to Stateville Correctional, in good traffic – if there was such a thing in Chicago. Anyway, if he picked his prison visit times carefully, he could avoid most of the rush hour crush either way.

I circled his block and then the next before I finally found a parking spot. I got out and hoofed it back to the law office on foot. 

Jonathan Joseph’s space wasn’t large or even particularly impressive. His was a one man show. Really, since he wasn’t dealing with high profile, white collar crime, these offices probably fit just fine with his clientele. 

I’d done a little research on Joseph when I first got the visitor logs from Stateville. I knew that he was 53 and I had a basic idea of what he looked like if he or anyone else tried to play dumb with me. The photos on his website and in the bar review showed him to be about 6 feet tall, thin, with thinning gray or silver hair and glasses. He wasn’t a snazzy dresser, judging by his photos. He’d blend into any crowd in the city and be invisible to most people. He seemed to be alone in the world; no spouse, no children, no siblings and both his parents had passed away.

I have no idea what this guy’s story is! He isn’t living “high” but he’s visiting known gangbangers in jail that were not ones he defended in court. There’s something awfully fishy here. 

I let myself into his outer office. The lights were on but there were no other signs of life in the tiny area. A copy machine stood silent, not even turned on. There was a reception desk but no one was sitting there and, judging by the layer of dust, it looked as if no one had used it in quite some time. The offices were eerily quiet.

“Hello?” I called out. There was no immediate response. I peeked around but there wasn’t much to see up front. After waiting a couple of minutes, I called out again, “Is anyone here?”

After several seconds had passed with no response, I took out my badge and I ventured down the tiny hallway that opened off to one side of the reception desk. The first room I came to was a dark, very empty conference room. There was a table and several chairs and a single wall of law books but not much else. Across the hallway was a small restroom, also dark. A few more steps down and I was standing at a door that stood just slightly ajar. Behind it was presumably Jonathan Joseph’s office. 

“Mr. Joseph? Are you here?” Again, there was no response. I put my badge away and put my hand on my gun as I moved against the door frame. Slowly I pushed open the door with my foot and I peered around the frame into the room. The lights were on but there was no movement from inside. I drew my pistol and stepped around the door frame, gun at the ready, and quickly found myself facing into a room that was not only empty of its usual occupant, but one that had been left in a hurry. 

The room wasn’t tossed but it was in serious disarray. File drawers were open and files were missing in chunks. Storage boxes were scattered on the floor, some full, some still flat, ready to be put together for use. A small coat closet door stood open to one side of the room. I crossed to the closet and peered in. It was empty except for an old umbrella and a pair of men’s dress shoes that had seen better days. There were a few bookshelves in the room. The held some books but little else. The office was completely devoid of personal items.

I suspected Jonathan Joseph had left his office in quite a hurry – he hadn’t turned off lights or locked the front door. I thought though that he left voluntarily given the obvious signs that he’d been packing and that he’d already taken anything of sentimental or personal value. 

I crossed to his desk. His phone answering system was flashing bright red digits. The attorney had multiple messages he hadn’t listened to. I’m sure that my call from this morning was among them and possibly some others I’d made too. On a whim, I took out my cell phone and dialed his office number, hoping to get his answering service. No such luck. It rang right back to his office. Wherever he was, he hadn’t let them know to service his calls. 

I left the office without touching anything other than the front door handle that I’d touched when I came in. The place might be a crime scene, but I doubted it. It was more likely that Joseph was running to keep from being a gang hit statistic.

I walked back to my car and, once safely inside, I called Gene in the Cleveland Port Office.

“Gene it’s Dana.”

“Hey Rossi, I was about to call you. You’re a go for Stateville.”

“I’ll head that way now. I just left Jonathan Joseph’s office.”

“What did you find out there?”

“It’s unlocked but deserted Gene. Someone’s been packing. It doesn’t look like there was any sort of a struggle but it sure doesn’t look like Joseph intends to return either.”

Gene let out a low whistle. “We just can’t catch a break on this case!”

“Tell me about it. Anyway, can you start some of the team working on finding him? Check his home, his bank accounts, properties he might own, whether he’s bought airline tickets...” I trailed off.

“We’ll get on it Dana. If he’s not at home, do you want a missing persons report filed?”

“Not yet. He has no family that I could find when I did my initial screen. This may be a somewhat voluntary disappearance. If he’s running, we don’t want to tip anyone.”

“Gotcha. You be careful Rossi!”

“Always.” I hung up and clipped my cell back to my side. My mind skipped ahead to the meeting with DeShawn Dawes at Stateville. I never noticed the blinking message light on the phone indicating I had a voicemail.

###

Stateville Correctional Center is a maximum security facility about an hour west of Chicago. It houses some of Illinois’ worst male offenders; the majority of whom are locked up gangbangers from multiple, rival gangs that run rampant in Chicago and environs. 

It seems that it’s only slightly easier to process into the facility as a visitor than it is as a prisoner. At least, since I’m a Federal Agent, I was afforded professional courtesies. Still, it isn’t a place I wanted to visit often. 

As a law enforcement officer, I was shown into a private conference area where I could meet with Dawes like other law enforcement officials, lawyers and prosecutors would. I cooled my heels for about a half hour before he was led in, in cuffs, and placed in a chair opposite me by a corrections officer who then went and stood by the door but didn’t leave the room. That practice has to make the process of passing gang information difficult if it’s coming through a lawyer... bet it didn’t happen that way!

I looked DeShawn Dawes over. Really, he was just a boy. I knew from my talk with Agent Webb that he was 20 years old and a convicted rapist and batterer, but he still had a baby face without even a hint of a sign that he’d ever had to shave it. He was thin and wiry and not all beefed up like so many males with nothing to do in prison but work out. Life inside had to be tough for a guy like him, even with gang protection. I wondered if he even had protection. No gang tattoos were visible in areas left uncovered by his prison issue.

“Mr. Dawes, I’m Agent Rossi with Customs and Border Protection.” He just stared at me. “I’m here to ask you some questions. I think we can help each other out.”

“I don’t need no help agent.” He spat the word out as if it were distasteful for him to even talk to me and then he sunk low in his chair and looked at the floor.

I decided to lay my cards on the table early. I leaned across the surface toward him and added a little concern to my voice. “Ok, maybe you don’t, but your brother DeWayne needs all the help he can get right now and you might be able to provide that.”

His head shot up. “What’ Wayne got to do with this?”

“DeWayne was picked up on Federal charges in Ohio a couple of days ago.” I didn’t tell him why because I wanted to see what he would give up. “In the process, he took a couple of shots at a police officer. He’ll be charged in Ohio with attempted murder of a law enforcement officer for that, as well. He’s looking at a lot of time unless we can get some answers.” I sat back and let that sink in.

Dawes stared through me for what seemed like several minutes. While I waited, I thought about how to frame my next questions. I hadn’t dealt with a lot of gang members in my line of work. I didn’t know if he’d cooperate and, if he was willing, what he’d actually say with the C.O. standing there by the door, pretending to look bored but, in reality, listening in. I looked at Dawes and then, when I caught his eyes, I shifted mine quickly to the C.O. and back without moving my head.

DeShawn shifted his gaze down and nodded almost imperceptibly. He sat back up in his chair, looked straight at me and asked, “Do I need a lawyer?”

Sensing where he was going, I responded, “That’s up to you. Time’s short for me and my colleagues. We can chat and you can decide how much you want to say, off the record. If you want to go ‘on record’, we’ll have to wait until we can get your lawyer in here.”

Dawes turned his gaze to the C.O. and cleared his throat. I stepped in.

“Officer, I need to speak with Mr. Dawes privately about a matter unrelated to the crimes he’s serving time for.”

The officer stepped forward. “Give me a moment ma’am.” He keyed his radio mike and gave a coded request involving our interview room. Minutes later, two additional officers entered the room. Dawes was forced to stand while he was placed in leg irons and then shackled to a ring cemented into the floor. He was then allowed to reseat himself. He remained handcuffed. Once he was secured in place, all three officers retreated from the room. One remained visible just outside the door.

I decided to take a more familiar approach with him for now. He was an already hardened criminal at his young age but, he was really young. A friendly tone would go further than an authoritative one. I clasped my hands on the table and leaned forward a bit. “Who did you work for on the outside, DeShawn?”

“I was a truck driver.”

“Did you do that long?”

“I did a training school and then drove maybe 6 months.”

“All for the same company?”

“Yeah.”

“What company?”

“Just a freight company that hired new drivers.”

“How’d you hear about the job?”

“Wayne set it up. He paid for me to go to the school and I started as soon as I finished school.”

I smiled. “He was trying to help you out...”

“I guess.”

“Who was your boss at the freight company?”

“It was a company man. We had a dispatcher. He’d assign the loads. I’d just drive it where it needed to go.”

“Did you help to load the trucks?”

“Nah. It was just a terminal. Trailer would come in, get dropped. I’d hook up and take it, like I said.”

“Where were the trailers that were getting dropped coming from?”

“All over man. Local, Michigan, Canada, Mexico.” He shrugged. 

“Did you have any regular runs?”

“A couple.”

“Where did you go on your regular runs?”

He was getting restless. He started trying to shift around in his seat. “What’ this got to do with Wayne?”

“Honestly? I don’t know for sure. You might know something that could help him out, you might not. I’m just trying to figure out what all you know.”

“What was your question again?”

“Where did you go on your regular runs?”

“Atlanta, mostly.”

“What did you haul to Atlanta?”

“I dunno.”

“You don’t unload or stand by while it’s unloaded either? You don’t get a manifest for your load?”

“Look lady...”

“It’s ‘Agent’ Mr. Dawes.” I was being formal now. He was stonewalling and I needed answers.

“Agent, I don’t know! I pick up a sealed trailer. The seal don’t get broke till I get it where it’s going. Sometimes they don’t unload me right away. I drop the trailer, hook onto another empty one or a full one and haul it somewhere else or back to Chicago. That’s all I know.”

“Ever been stopped by the highway patrol anywhere while you’re driving a load Mr. Dawes?”

He laughed. “Oh yeah.”

“Don’t you have to show them your logs and manifest?” I had him!

“Yeah...” He knows I have him!

“So what does the manifest say you’re hauling?”

“To Atlanta?”

“That’s what we’re talking about right now, yes.”

“Mostly clothes. It’s boxes stacked on pallets that are all wrapped up usually. No labels on the boxes.”

I changed gears. “Do you know Bryant Quinn?” His eyes flashed. He was at least familiar with the name.

“He’ a driver too.”

“You ever run with him?”

“Nah, he mostly run’ to Ohio and back, short haul. Sometimes picks up a load in Detroit and runs it to Ohio.”

Interesting! I tried not to show that anything he was telling me had wheels turning in my head. “Where in Ohio?”

“East of Columbus.”

“Zanesville?”

“Nah, near some little town. Don’t remember the name.”

“You’ve been there yourself?”

“Only four, five times, with a load. Not my route.”

“Do you drop your trailer at a terminal?”

“Nah, some big farm.”

“Isn’t that unusual?”

“Depends on the load agent and I don’t ask no kinda questions. Stuff’s usually in crates strapped on pallets.” 

“So the manifest is different for those loads?”

“Sometimes, yeah. Usually says ‘machinery’ or ‘equipment’ but sometimes ‘clothes’.”

“Does it show what company it’s coming from?” I knew it did but, of course it could be falsified. Still, there would at least be a fake paper trail to follow somewhere!

“Different companies.”

“When you get to the farm with these loads, what happens? Who’s in charge?

“They got some big ass barns out there. One’s got a bay. I back into that and drop the trailer. The foreman starts unloading it with a skid loader. I pick up an empty if there is one or I wait for them to unload me and then I head back to Chicago.”

“Do you know the foreman’s name?”

“Hell no!” 

I couldn’t tell if he was being truthful or protective. “What about the name of the farm?” 

“No clue.”

“Isn’t it on the manifest?”

“Yeah, but I don’t remember it.” Okay, he’s definitely being evasive.

“Where’s it located?” 

“Off 44.”

“State Route 44 or Interstate 44?”

“Back road, it’s a state route, I think. Are we done here agent?”

“Almost. Just a few more questions.” I’ll take a shot, “Have you ever heard the name Relic?”

DeShawn Dawes hadn’t been around the block as many times as a guy like his brother ‘Wayne’, as he called him, had been. His face gave him away when I said the name Relic. He’d not just heard it before, but judging by the way he swallowed hard, he wasn’t too fond of him. 

He shook his head ‘no’ but his eyes and his shaking hands said yes. Whoever Relic is, he has the power to scare men locked up behind prison walls.

“You’re sure you haven’t heard of him?”

“I’m done answering questions agent. Call the C. O. back in here.”

I went back to being his friend. “DeShawn, do you want to help Wayne?”

Chapter 19 – A Plan Forms

Deshawn Dawes hung his head and stared at the interview room floor. I knew that he was probably torn between his own fear of gang repercussions and the family loyalty that gave him the desire to help the older brother, a member of the gang, who helped him. I waited patiently for his response. It finally came.

“I don’t know what I can do. I don’t know what kind of charges you have other than shooting at the officer.”

“DeShawn, what’s Wayne involved in?” I looked at him intently and felt like I was looking at a small child and not a man. He just seemed to sink into his chair. It was obvious that he didn’t want to answer me but he did want to try and help his brother. 

“I can’t talk about that stuff man!” He was trembling visibly.

“Okay, okay... It’s all right. Let’s talk about you some more.” I paused and took a deep breath. I gave him a minute to try and compose himself.

Were you involved in the same stuff?”

“I just drove a truck man! Wayne thought keeping me out of Chicago most of the time was the best way to keep me out of trouble. Brother’s is dyin’ over turf wars!” 

“Were you aware some of the things you were hauling might be illegal or counterfeit?”

“If it was, it was all set up legit like,” he answered. “It was a real job, with a real company and I kept real logs and turned in all my papers and got my checks.” 

He didn’t really answer my question. I went a different route. “Where is Relic? Is he in Chicago or is he in Ohio?”

“I don’t want to talk about Relic. Guys dyin’ in here too within hours just for opening they’ mouths. It ain’t worth it!”

I leaned in, steepled my hands over my mouth and then whispered, “I need you to give me something. At least tell me, Chicago or Ohio?” 

Dawes looked at me and shook his head. He pursed his lips and said nothing.

I waited a minute or so but it was obvious that he was done talking. I got up and singled for the guard to come in. He called for assistance and then he and another C. O. came in to unchain Dawes leg irons from the floor and take him back to his cell.

As soon as the corrections officers entered the room, Dawes started complaining about letting “stupid agents” come in and hit him up. As he was being led away he turned his head back toward me and said, “Go back to Ohio and your suck ass ball teams. Bet you’re a Browns fan. Buncha’ losers!”

Relic is in Ohio!

###

Once I’d cleared the prison walls and I was back in my rental car, I ran everything through my head over and over again. I certainly had information that would help my case. I wasn’t so sure that anything I had would be useful for the agent working the counterfeiting case. I had nothing new to add to what they already knew except the hint of a possible staging and distribution location in Ohio for the smuggling and possibly counterfeiting operations. A large farm operation would be a good cover for the occasional truck going in and out.

As I drove northeast, back toward Midway Airport, I pondered what I should and shouldn’t tell Webb. I didn’t want the Secret Service to step into my case. I was still undecided about what to do when I dropped my day rental back at Midway and prepared to go in and do battle with the airlines to get on an earlier flight back to Cleveland. Man, am I ever beginning to hate traveling!

The best Southwest could do was to put me on standby on a flight that left Chicago about 2 hours earlier than my original flight. I still had a few hours to kill. I went off in search of food. 

As I settled at a table with my tray, I pulled out my cell, intending to call Webb and get it over with. He’d be waiting on some sort of word about my meeting with DeShawn Dawes. The blinking message light caught my attention. I dialed my voicemail up and was shocked to hear the voice of a very distraught sounding Mel asking me to call her back ASAP. 

Wow, she sounds very upset! Concern cancelled out hunger. I put my as yet unwrapped sandwich in my go bag, dumped my fries in the trash and then took my bag, drink and phone off to find a more private place to give her a call back. The Transportation and Safety Administration came to my rescue. A polite, bubbly young woman, as yet unjaded by the rigors of working for the TSA, showed me to one of their tiny interview offices after I showed her my badge and ID. It was sparse but it would do.

“Mel? It’s Dana. Is everything okay? What’s going on?”

“Where are you Dana?”

“I’m in Chicago like we talked about. Why?” 

“I know that! I mean, where are you, exactly?”

“I’m at Midway waiting for a flight back to Cleveland.”

“You need to get to the safest location possible and we need to talk... and not on cell phones!” 

“Yes we do need to talk. I’m in the TSA offices here right now so I’m perfectly safe. Let me go borrow a landline though and I’ll call you back from that. Where are you?”

“My office at the department.”

“Okay. Sit tight. I’ll call right back.” I hung up and stepped out into the hallway. There hadn’t been anyone in the front area when I first came in with the TSA officer. I stepped toward the back and found someone who directed me to another office with a phone. I took a deep breath and dialed the Muskingum County Sheriff’s Office. Holly put me through to Mel.

“I’m back. What’s so secretive that I had to call you from a landline?”

“Dana, two guys in a vehicle with Illinois plates tried to kill me today.”

“What!”

“They ran me off the road into a stream and then they started shooting.” 

“Are you all right?” My heart felt like it was about to beat right out of my chest.

“I’m just a little banged up but I’m fine. The Zanesville P. D. caught the van and took two men into custody. I don’t have any information about them yet. There were witnesses but I don’t have any details from them either. The county prosecutor is already involved so I’ll be kept out of the official investigation. I’m pissed off, stuck in my office for the time being and mega frustrated right now and I’m worried sick about you!”

“Mel, I’m fine. I’m in a safe place.”

“Good to know but you can’t stay there forever.” 

“I’ll have a TSA agent escort me to my gate. Security is tight here. I’ll be fine... at least, until I land. I don’t know that anyone knows my flight arrangements but Gene but I’ll make sure I have an escort when I land in Cleveland too.” I better have someone check out my car in the long term garage too...  

“You might be safer to hide out in Chicago than to come back here!”

“Be serious! Mel, I can’t hide! I’m a federal agent!”

“I know, I know. I just don’t want to see you hurt.”

“I learned some things here that could break my case wide open. They involve some people and places that may be in your jurisdiction.”

“May?”

“Yes, may. I don’t have names or exact locations but I do have far more to work with than I had before.”

“Like what? Give me something to work with myself here!”

“Well, for one, I know that the ringleader of this operation, Relic, is in Ohio. I don’t know if he’s in your area exactly, but he’s Ohio based which narrows down the scope of the hunt quite a bit.”

Mel whistled low but didn’t say anything.

“I also have a line on how the trucks are getting unloaded there and then disseminated from the county and the same location probably ties into the counterfeiting ring as well. The problem there is, I don’t have a pinpoint location and our previous surveillance wasn’t tight enough to get that info but I do know where to start looking.”

“Well, if your surveillance had been a little tighter, this probably all would have been a done deal by now. We’ll just have to put our heads together and figure it out.”

“We? Mel, you’ve done enough. There’s a bounty on your head! You just keep laying low. My team and I will take it from here.”

“You know as well as I do, that I have more knowledge of this area than any ten men on your ‘team’ will ever have. If you want that big shipment, your time is running out. I’m willing to help, so let me help. Besides, I may have some information myself.”

“What do you know?”

“It may be nothing or it may be something. I can’t be sure until I do some digging. Just answer me one question?”

“What’s that?”

“Could Relic be a woman?”

I was totally taken aback by her question. I’d never thought about it. “I don’t think... maybe... I honestly don’t know.”

“Does the gang have female members with responsibilities beyond standing by the male members?”

“Yes. This gang does. The GD are run very much like a business operation. A woman could be in charge of a crew, a gang branch, an operation... I’m just racking my brain trying to remember if I’ve ever heard Relic specifically referred to as a ‘she’.

“Does it really matter? I mean, aren’t you just assuming it was a male?”

She has me there. “Yes, you’re right.” God, I hate admitting that!

“Look Dana, if you come blazing in here with gang task force officers rousting gang members like you were planning, trying to get to this man or this woman – whoever – you’re going to stir up an even bigger hornets’ nest than we already have and the actual operation you’re trying to find and shut down will just go silent for a while. Meanwhile, we’ll have nothing but a gang war against the establishment on our hands.”

“If we play this low key, we may catch them thinking they scared me off after my dunk in the creek.” She sighed. “Of course, we don’t know how much they know about you and your team but, if you talked to that lawyer and to the younger Dawes, then it’s likely too late. You’ve probably been made.”

“The lawyer bolted Mel. We’re looking for him. DeShawn Dawes is a different story. He’s really just a kid they’ve used. If he’s pressed, he’ll spill the beans, but I don’t think he’s gang himself or that he has full gang status in the joint.”

Mel jumped back in, “Dana, what do you make of the lawyer disappearing?”

“It appears voluntary but I just don’t know. It implies that he may be in over his head with this gang but it may be completely unrelated. So far, nothing is as it appears”...

“Tell me about it! Uggh!”

“What are you suggesting we do? How do we play this “low key”?”

“You find that lawyer or you have someone there track him down. He may really have carried that hit order. At minimum, he probably knows something about where this stuff comes in and gets transported from.” Mel paused for a minute.

“Mel?”  

“I was just thinking; you guys know most of the route, right?”

“Yes.”

“You know the shipment’s moving on or around the 21st. You use agency assets in the states on the route on and around that date to watch for trucks from the Demons run trucking company. Keep local cops out of it. You don’t want a show of force spooking these guys and blowing your case.”

“No show of force my ass! Mel think about it. That could take a hell of a lot of manpower! That’s probably not going to happen!”

“Then find the lawyer ASAP or let’s get to Relic first!”

“Arrg!” She thinks this stuff is simple... “Let me just run right out and corral them both!” I was being sarcastic but I just didn’t care.

“I’m being serious Dana. Look, let’s regroup. Let someone else find the lawyer. For your part, you think about this: When you get back to Cleveland, put a small team together for an op here. Come down to the county and quietly set up a task force HQ based out of our offices here. We can provide security for you and an intimate knowledge of the area. You can do ground or aerial surveillance – whatever it is that you do. We’ll nail the distribution point. For my part, I’ll work on figuring out if Relic is who I’ve stumbled upon hearing that she may be. If it is the person my intel gave me, a soft approach may net her fairly easily.”

“Nothing about this case has been easy Mel.”

“True. I guess nothing worth doing ever is, Dana.”

“Also very true.” My mind wandered and I thought about Mel, the woman, rather than about the job at hand. I physically shook my head to clear it. I seemed to be doing that a lot lately but I really needed to focus fully right now. I knew I couldn’t avoid Mel’s obvious feelings for me forever or my own growing ones for her despite all my attempts to squash them but I had to back burner them for a while longer.

Mel was silent for a beat herself and then she asked, “So when’s your flight?”

“I’m on standby for one in about an hour and a half. If I can’t get on that, I’ll be on one that leaves two hours after that. Either way, I’ll be in late tonight. If I get the earlier flight, I’m going by the office first to get started strategizing with the team.”

“Watch your back Dana, please?”

“I will. You do likewise.”

“Mel I don’t know what time...”

“I don’t care what time it is. You call me!”

“Is that an order?”

“It’s concern. Please, call me tonight.”

“Yes ma’am!”

Chapter 20 – Finding Relic

Mel

I paced my office, thinking, for several minutes. There was plenty of spare room in this building to let a small task force work out of here. Some offices in the facility where my office is have been empty for years. Budget cutbacks had eliminated jobs and left parts of the building to be taken over by dust mites with some areas used only for storage. Housing and hiding the existence of Dana’s team shouldn’t be a problem.

My mind skipped ahead to other things. Still pacing, I began to think more closely about Delores Chappell. She lives literally around the corner from Kris and I and the kids. We’ve known her, forever and a day, as my mom likes to say. She’s an eccentric older lady who has her good days and her bad days. One day, she’ll be pleasant enough but, the next, get her on the subject of local property taxes or some such thing, and it’s off to the races. She isn’t a fan of anything that costs her money that she doesn’t want to spend!

When I think of her as eccentric, I mean it in an affectionate way. She’s very well known as one of the towns several packrats. These days, they call them hoarders, but the newfangled term doesn’t fit Delores. She’s a highly organized pack rat. Everything has a place and everything in its place. She buys out clear plastic container sales at Wally World in Zanesville.

Given my current status as persona non-grata due to this case, if Delores is in fact tied into this whole mess, I couldn’t very well go marching over to her house and pay her a visit; though I’d done it many times in the past. I had to figure something else out. I honestly doubt she’s running any sort of operation out of her tiny little house right in Morelville! If she’s got anything going on that’s off kilter, it’s happening on one of the family farms or on other family property out around the area. Dana didn’t give me any details about the “line” she had on where these trucks might be going. Damn it all! What a mess!

The more I pondered it, the harder it really was to believe that Delores or the Chappell family businesses might be involved in something illicit. The family was very well known in the area and squeaky clean. Still, they did have a lot of land and some commercial holdings and they really kept to themselves. Could there really be something going on that I just don’t want to believe?

As for Delores herself, well, her home is ideally located to have at least a partial view of mine and of the state route going past my home. The two hoods driving the van could have staked out my place from hers and kept an eye on the main road too. My deputy never would have known they were there. People do talk and gossip in town but it’s likely no one paid any attention to a non-descript white work van, even with the Illinois plates. They look similar enough to plates available in Ohio that it’s likely few of my fellow denizens of the little village – if anyone – noticed. If they did, no one had, as yet, commented. Word spread so fast about my adventure in the creek that you would have thought someone would have already called the department and blabbed about anything else that was unusual that wasn’t part of what was reported by witnesses right there at the scene of my near demise! 

I heard a tap on the door and then Holly popped her head in. “It’s almost dinner time Sheriff. I’m running out. Do you want me to bring you back something?”

“Aren’t you working a little late today? Or, maybe you just think I need a baby sitter?”

A guilty look crossed her face. “It’s not that Sheriff but I am worried about you... as your assistant and as your friend. Is there anything at all I can do to help?”

A thought occurred to me. “Have you ever met my neighbor Delores Chappell?”

“Chappell? I can’t say that I have. You know that other than to visit with you once in a while, I don’t hang around in your little, happening village over there very much!” She grinned.

I chuckled. Morelville was usually, certainly anything but “happening” until lately. A little of my tension was released in the exchange.

“Thanks, I needed the laugh. Actually, I may be able to use your help for something. Let’s talk about in just a bit, if you don’t mind. Why don’t you go ahead and run out and grab us some sandwiches. While you’re gone, I’ll work out a few details. I promise not to keep you here late and to be on my best behavior and stay in hiding once you’re gone.”

“Roger, Sheriff!” With that, Holly smiled again and then turned smartly on the heels of her uniform issued shoes and strode out of my office. I just laughed. It really did feel good to do that.

I sat down at my desk and pulled the county auditor’s website up on my computer. I started researching properties owned by Delores Chappell and the Chappell family. Delores owned her little house in Morelville outright. A family trust held most of the rest of the Chappell properties which were spread out around the area near the village. They consisted of the family homestead and horse farm, a feed corn and soybean production farm, a dairy farming and milk hauling operation, and several adjacent parcels consisting of hundreds of acres of undeveloped land. Parceled out from some of that same land were a few homes that were deeded out to Chappel descendants. 

Address information for the family trust went to trustees Delores Chappell and her younger brother, Heath Chappell Jr. I was personally aware that Heath Jr. lived at the homestead and that he managed the small horse farm there and the crop and dairy farming operations at the ground level. I was quite surprised to find that he and his sister were in charge of the entire family trust. 

Though Gramps Chappell, as everyone in the area had called him, and his wife June had long since passed on, a daughter and two of his sons were still living but they were well up in years. Delores and Heath were the children of his eldest son Heath Sr. who was also no longer living. I would have thought estate management would have passed on to Gramps and June’s surviving children but it didn’t in this case. The family dynamics completely escaped me. At least though, I had a starting point.

I pulled up the auditor’s aerial maps and Google Earth for all three of the main properties. The county did an aerial survey ever couple of years so the maps tended to be a bit more updated than Google and Google Earth in some instances and not in others. I usually cross referenced both to get as close as possible to current realities. I zoomed in and out on each property to see what I could see.  

Nothing that I was looking at struck me as odd in any way. The farms had the expected farm buildings and the dairy farm had a few milk trucks in the most recent aerial view. I started checking the other properties too. They had a home or two scattered here and there and the usual assortment of out buildings for the area like sheds, horse stables, small barns and the like. Nothing was jumping up though to bite me and say “look at me!” This little adventure is going nowhere fast!

###

Delores Chappell is a notary public. She advertises her services by putting up business cards on the bulletin boards of the businesses around the village. Everyone in the area uses her to notarize things because she does it for nothing and she has better hours than any bank. 

Holly and I created a ruse where she absolutely had to get something notarized and, as she was happening through the village and stopped to buy some snacks, she spied a business card Delores had placed at the store. That would be her ticket into ‘Relic’s Lair’, as we had laughingly dubbed it. It was such a simple plan, it would probably work. She would stop by – undercover – in the morning.

Once Holly left for the evening, I locked myself into my office then I changed out of my uniform into some sweats and sat down to do more research. By 9:00 PM I still hadn’t heard from Dana and I was getting very tired. My body ached from my vehicular tumble into the creek. My office, unfortunately, offered me little in the way of creature comforts. Since it was temporary, I’d left it pretty spartan. I’d never intended to live out of it. I was regretting not doing more with it now.

An hour later, I gave up on accomplishing anything else. I curled up, aches and all, on the floor and I was attempting to use my gun belt for a pillow when my cell phone rang. It was Dana.

“Finally!”

“I’m in Cleveland Mel, on the way to my apartment now. Where are you?”

“Still in my office at the station.”

“I’ll bet that’s comfy!”

I wasn’t about to let her know the extent of my pain. “What’s the scoop?”

“We’ll have a small team on site there tomorrow afternoon to work out of your location...”

I interrupted. “Define small.”

“Me and three others. There will be an aerial recon component to the op but the pilot will locate elsewhere most of the time. How did your research go?”

“Honestly? Not well. I’ve pulled up some possible target areas. Maybe something will jump out for one of you. I do have one more trick up my sleeve though. I’ll know more by the time your team is on site tomorrow.”

“Until tomorrow then. ‘Hate to cut this short but I’ve got to get some sleep, Mel.”

You’re telling me! “Good night Dana. See you tomorrow.”

Chapter 21 – Ops

Mel

Somewhere around 1:00 AM I remembered we had holding cells in the building. Though we don’t give our temporary ‘guests’ much to snuggle with, they at least get a blanket and a pillow. After smacking myself in the forehead for not thinking of it before, I had the graveyard shift desk sergeant round up a few pillows and blankets for me. I don’t remember much after that until my cell phone alarm went off at 5:00 AM. I wanted to get showered and changed into a fresh uniform in the locker room, before the morning shift change.

Though I really didn’t want to, at 7:00 AM I called out to the farm. I’d talked to my folks the day before to let them know I was all right before they heard about my misfortune from someone else. My mother had subjected me to another tirade then about the dangers of my work. That wasn’t something I needed again just now but there was personal stuff I did need and it made sense to have someone gather it up and then have Holly pick it up as she went through the area on her way to see Delores.

“Mom? It’s Mel.” 

“Where are you? Are you okay? What’s going on? Melissa, I swear...”

I cut her off. “Mom! Mom! I’m fine. I’m at the station. I’ll be staying here today. Nothing’s going to happen to me here.”

“We’re just so worried about you honey!” She let out a sob. 

“Mom, please don’t cry. I’m fine. Everything is going to be fine. Now please; I need a little help.”

She sniffled. “What could I do? I don’t know anything about what you do!”

“There’s a patrol officer that’s still watching my house. I need a couple more uniforms, and some other clothes. Please ask dad to run your key for the place to the officer and have him go in and get me some things.”

“I’ll just go myself. Those men won’t know what to get Melissa!”

“Mom, I don’t want you going into town and I don’t want anyone going into or anywhere near the house but the officer. I’ll call him and let him know what to get. It will be fine!”

“I’ll just get your father on the phone. Just hang on a minute.”

“Just let him know mom. I have what I need for now. I love you. Bye.” I hung up before she could say anything else then I called my deputy on the scene and gave him my list. I instructed him to run the items out to the farm after he’d collected them then I called dispatch to have another officer replace him. Once that little chore was crossed off my mental checklist, I called Holly and asked her to swing by the farm first, before her covert mission, to pick up my uniforms then I was off and running to get a room set up for Dana’s team.

Holly arrived at the station just after 10:00 AM. She came bearing clothes, extra toiletries and, courtesy of both my mom and her planned stop at the Morelville General Store, food. My mind was swirling but I was also famished. We both tucked in hungrily while Holly gave her report of her morning recon.

“Your mom’s really worried about you Sheriff.”

“I know but there’s really nothing I can do about that. She’s just going to have to find a way to cope with the dangers of my job.”

“Please take this in the spirit that it’s meant... I’m speaking as your friend...”

I glared at her.

“Mel, we’re friends, right?”

I sighed. “Yes. Of course we are.” I knew I was about to get a lecture. 

“I don’t know about your dad but this is definitely hard for your mom. Hell, it’s hard for my mom to deal with me being a deputy even though, since I started working up here for you, I’m usually well out of harm’s way. You’re out there on the front line. Bad, stupid shit happens to you. 

“She loves you Mel. She worries. Any mother would. I don’t mean to tell you what to do, but I think you should try and cut her just a little bit of slack, hon. Show a bit of understanding for her position.”

“Okay! Okay! I get it. I’ll try. For right now though, I need as much intel as I can get because there’s a Customs investigative team on the way here to set up operations and I’ve got next to nothin’ to give them.”

“I don’t know how much help what I have for you is going to be. I went to the store like we talked about and checked out the bulletin board. Sure enough, her business card was posted. I called her, told her I was standing at the store and asked her if she was available to do notary service right then. She said yes, ‘come ahead’ and she directed me to her house.”

“Her place is just like you said it would be. She’s a packrat but she’s a neat and organized one. She had everything she was hoarding sorted into clear plastic boxes. You could see exactly what was in everything. In the room she does her notary stuff in, the kitchen and her apparent lounge area as well, what I could see was mostly office supplies in the totes.” There was absolutely no computer in evidence and, in fact, I noticed an IBM style electric typewriter on a stand and one tote with several bottles of white out in it.”

“Did you ask her about using computers like we talked about?”

“Yes, of course. That set her off on a tirade. She talked to me like she’d always known me. Said that she’d had a computer back in such and such day and it got a virus and caused her nothing but grief, blah, blah, blah, and that she would never have one again. You owe me for that one! She’s a feisty old broad!” 

“That she is. Did you see anything that piqued your suspicions at all?” 

“Nothing suspicious, per se; just things that seemed a bit odd given her dislike of computers and her personality.”

“Like what?”

“She had stacks of new books laying around...neatly, but still all around the room. Mostly non-fiction stuff like genealogy and biography. There are no bookstores around so where’s she getting all the books? Is she ordering them? If so, how? Also, she had a cell phone; not a touch screen smart phone mind you, but more like a knock off Blackberry. Maybe it was a Blackberry. I couldn’t get a good look. For someone that doesn’t like computers, what’s she doing with more than a basic ‘old person’ phone? Wouldn’t she be happier with a Jitterbug or something similar?”

“You’re right; that’s a little out of character for her but, she’s pretty tight with a dollar. Maybe she got a deal for the phone. That’s not enough for me to say there’s anything there. Anything else?”

Holly kept to the same track. “We could subpoena her phone records.”

“Based on what? We have nothing to give a judge to warrant one. What else do you have? Think!”

She leaned back and stared at the ceiling for several seconds. “She has a massive flat screen TV and it’s hooked to cable. It was playing a FOX News cast while I was there.” Holly paused.  “Which could mean her old TV finally took a crap,” I said.

“Or it could mean she has money to burn. Think about it; she’s retired on a small pension and social security. She despises computers and yet she has a Blackberry and an expensive, high tech TV.”

“That’s a reach Holly and we both know it.” I thought about Dana’s case. “Was there anything that looked designer or designer knock off?”

“Nope, not unless the TV and the phone were. No purses or other accessories in view and she was in basic old woman clothes...”

“Define “old woman clothes.” I was mystified at that one.

“Mel, you know what I’m talking about; knit pants with a stretch waist and a pullover top. Functional and a step up from jeans and a tee but nothing special.”

“We still got nothin’.”

Holly raised her eyebrows. “Sheriff, my gut tells me there’s something there. I just can’t put my finger on it yet.”

“Could your gut be telling you that because you want to believe there’s really something there?” I was frustrated and I was letting it show.

“Look, maybe. But, I really don’t think so. Let me mull it all a bit longer. What time’s the team coming in from Customs?”

“Dana Rossi, the Agent that was here before, is the agent leading this case. She said they’d be here in the afternoon. My guess is they’re all coming from the Cleveland or Columbus areas and they’ll be here any time now. They have a short time window to wrap this all up.” 

“Okay. I’ll head to my desk and catch up on email and stuff... let my subconscious work on it for a while.”

I just nodded. Another dead end. 

###

Starvation, at least, wasn’t in the plans for me during my self-imposed confinement to the station. Dana and one of her teammates, Special Agent Tim Singer, arrived shortly after noon with enough subs to feed my whole department. Introductions were made all around then I showed them to the conference room that we’d set up for them. Two more men arrived minutes later and were introduced as Jason and Phil. 

Dana, though dressed very casually, was the picture of professionalism with her team. It was hard, but I kept my smile to myself. The girl really can hold her own! My admiration for her grew.

We all chit-chatted a bit as we sat and ate, but lunch was polished off quickly and we got down to business. Laptops started appearing on the table and a mini LCD projector was hooked up and aimed at one white wall. Holly produced a large paper map of the area as well for our use as the discussion progressed.

“Sheriff, would you please fill the team in on your counterfeit investigation and where it stands?”

I nodded to Dana then I turned and spoke to the team. “Mel is fine or however you all are accustomed to addressing each other.” The guys all chuckled. “Okay, then Mel or Sheriff.” I grinned as there were smiles all around. This would be an easy bunch to work with.

“About a month ago, counterfeit bills started showing up in the county. We made a concerted effort to alert the local media and all of the merchants but there was little payoff as far as intel from bills that were collected. It seems they got into general circulation around here and most of the people passing them didn’t realize they had fake bills. We even got one that was so good, an ATM machine didn’t reject it as phony and passed it along.” I shifted my eyes toward Dana but didn’t turn. Holly didn’t know what was going on but the guys on the team all laughed. 

Tim elbowed Holly. “I’ll fill you in later.”

Dana jumped in. “Very funny Sheriff. If you’re done with your little dig, please continue.” She was smiling though so I knew I hadn’t offended her, just maybe wounded her pride a little.

After the first few bills had appeared, I was in touch with the Secret Service. They sent an agent to investigate. About the same time, I got a local tip about a potential bill passer. One thing led to another and, currently that man, a local by the name of Travis Stearman, and two other men DeWayne Dawes and Bryant Quinn out of Chicago, are being held in federal custody for questioning.”

Jason cleared his throat. “If I understand correctly, you were run off the road by one of them, weren’t you Mel?”

“Not quite. They were already in custody here awaiting transfer to the feds when that incident occurred. I’m told the two men in the vehicle that ran me off the road and took shots at me and at other local law enforcement officers were apprehended. They’re also out of Chicago. They’re currently being held by the Zanesville PD and due to be indicted today. Other than giving my statement and explaining what I’m personally working on, I’ve been kept out of that investigation.”

Dana turned to Tim. “We’ll need to question them.” He wrote something on a notepad and then nodded toward me to continue.

“That’s all I have with regards to that particular investigation. There are certainly crossovers into your smuggling investigation but I’m sure you’re all already up to speed on all of that.”

Dana got to her feet and took the floor. “Actually, we’re going to go over all of it from top to bottom. Everybody has bits and pieces, including you and your department. When we lay out everything we have, we may see connections we couldn’t see before. Let’s take a few minutes to gather our thoughts and collect up our notes and let’s pick this back up. Mel, I believe we should talk first about an inquiry you were doing, am I right?”

“Uh, yeah. True. Holly, you need to be a part of this too.” The three of us quickly adjourned to my office. 

As soon as the door closed, I began to speak; “Dana, I’m afraid we probably don’t have a lead for you...”

Holly interrupted. “Hold on Mel. I’ve been mulling things since you and I talked a couple of hours ago. We may be able to connect some dots.”

Dana looked back and forth between us. “One of you please tell me what’s going on!”

“Patience isn’t her strong suit,” I informed Holly.

She laughed. “I see. Let me get right to it then. Mel got a tip that there’s a local Morelville woman who’s in her late sixties, whose nickname is ‘Relic’. She’s a character in the village and she knows Mel well.”

“I checked her out online,” I supplied, “and found some interesting things out about her as far as the machinations of her family and its holdings go. They own a few farms and quite a bit of land but nothing that appears out of the ordinary.”

Dana leaned forward. “Farms?” Her heightened interest was very evident. 

“Er, yes. They have a small family farm where they focus on horses, a crop production farm and a large dairy farming operation. Delores... Relic, and her brother are the trustees that operate all of the family farms. Heath is the day to day operator though. Their parents, though still alive and living on family lands, don’t seem to be in the operational picture. Delores herself doesn’t live on any of the family land. She lives near me in the village. The whole arrangement all seems a bit odd.”

Holly nodded toward me. “She didn’t think Delores was really the person you’re looking for but we devised a little mission for me to get into her home and check things out.”

“She didn’t find much that’s of any value to your team, unfortunately.”

“On the contrary! You may have just blown our case wide open.” Dana’s excitement was obvious. “A farm, I’m told, is where all of the action is happening.”

Holly spoke up again. “Mel, does Delores keep the books for the farms?”

“Why do you ask?”

“I remembered something else. She had a stack of old fashioned style but pretty new looking financial ledger books in the house and she has office supplies out the wazoo in her totes.”

Dana gave me a quizzical look.

“Delores is a highly organized hoarder.” I eyed Holly. “She’s also a retired bookkeeper. She spent 30 some years with some firm.”

Dana asked, “Is she an accountant or CPA; someone we could trace?”

“Unfortunately, not that I’m aware of. She’s up there in years. Women just didn’t get into those sorts of positions back in her day. It’s possible she could be doing the books for the farms but two of those operations are huge and complicated...”

“Or she could be keeping the books for something else entirely not farm related. Let’s all head back to the conference room and put our heads together on this. I think our puzzle is starting to form.”

Chapter 22 – Dana’s Game

“Gentleman, would one of you be so kind as to pin up that map Holly brought in?” 

Jason jumped up and tacked the county map to the wall. 

“Thanks Jay. I’m sorry if I’m repeating myself on some of this information but, in the interest of getting everyone on the same page, I’m going to put everything we know so far out there.” There were nods all around. 

“I had a conversation with an inmate at Stateville in Illinois, DeShawn Dawes. Dawes was a truck driver for a company that’s owned through a holding company by the Chicago based street gang, the Gangster Demons. DeWayne Dawes, one of the men the Secret Service is holding for questioning in Mel’s counterfeiting case, is DeShawn’s older brother and a known member of the Demons. The other man in Service custody, Bryant Quinn, is also a known Gangster Demon and he drives for the same gang owned trucking company that DeShawn drove for before his incarceration.”

I paused and looked at each face in the room. “Here’s where the two cases collide, folks. Quinn has a regular run delivering to a farm off of State Route 44 here in the county. Dawes has run it several times too. Mel, can you point out where 44 runs?” I waited while Mel got up and pointed the route out on the map. 

“Mel and Holly are telling me that a woman in this area, Delores Chappell, who is also known as “Relic”, is a trustee for her family’s farms. Where are those farms located Mel?”

The room was quiet. All eyes were on Mel as everyone waited for her to move the finger that was pointing to State Route 44 somewhere else. She didn’t move it. 

“They’re all along SR 44...”

“Relic is a woman?” Tim interrupted.

“We believe so. All indications seem to point that way.” 

Phil whistled low. “I didn’t see that coming!” The other men nodded.

I turned back to Mel. “We’re going to have to find out a lot more about her, but my gut says she and the family businesses are where we need to focus. Phil, pull up satellite please and give us the bird’s eye view of that area.”

Phil tapped a few keys on his laptop and pulled up Google maps. He focused the projector toward the wall beside the map and then quickly zoomed in on the area. 

“Sheriff, show us the three farms in question, please.”

“The crop farm takes up a lot of acres, and it’s along here,” Mel motioned, “going mostly away from the road. The horse farm is in the middle surrounding the homestead. It’s pretty small except for some pasture area. The dairy farm is further along.” She moved her hand further northeast on the road. “It’s got several hundred acres of pasture, and several barns and other buildings to facilitate the milking and hauling operation.”

“Dawes said he delivered to a very large barn. Phil, zoom in on the buildings on the dairy farm please.” 

“Well, I see that there are several large barns on the property. Mel?”

“These two have been around a long time,” she said as she pointed. “Then this one is the one they run the cows through to milk them.” Running her hand slightly away from those buildings she landed on a big one. “This one is newer. I’m not sure what its function is.” 

“It has a loading bay which appears to have a dock seal that would seal off the back end of a freight truck while it’s being loaded or unloaded,” Tim said. “What would a dairy farm need with a freight loading dock?”  

Dana stood. “Bingo! That’s what we need to find out. That said, Dawes told me that the times that he has hauled there he’s had freight marked equipment or machinery which could very well be for a dairy operation but that other times the load is marked clothing or it’s not specified on the manifest.”

Jay smirked. “There’s no need for a truck load of clothing at a dairy farm unless cows are into high fashion now.” 

“If that’s even what’s in the load. We have no way of really knowing for sure but I think we’ve figured out where the smuggled goods are getting broken down for distribution. We need surveillance on that farm.” Tim made some notes.

“Holly and Mel have brought it to my attention that “Relic” is a retired bookkeeper who may be doing the books for the family businesses or who may be keeping the books only for the illicit gang businesses the family appears to be involved in. She’s a trustee for the entire estate but she doesn’t live on any of the properties. She appears to be maintaining un-computerized financial records for something in her home, well away from the action, so to speak. We need to get those ledgers but we can’t subpoena them or get a search warrant at this stage of the game and tip our hand. Let’s get that drawn up to use for the end game.”

“Getting a peek at them sure would be nice Dana; let us know if we’re on the right track,” Jason said. 

“We can’t do it legally...” I looked at Mel and Holly and they looked at each other.

“We’ll see what we can do but, no promises. I’m trying to run a clean department here.”

“Roger that, Sheriff. Okay everyone; we have our work cut out for us. We need to get a hold of the chopper pilot, get him up and get an aerial recon done of that farm then we need to set up surveillance. We need to follow up with Gene and see if he has a line on the lawyer that skipped, Jonathan Joseph, yet. I have an informant in the area I need to track down to find out what he knows and maybe see if I can get him inside that farming op. Mel, we’re going to need a little surveillance support from your department and we also need you to find out everything you can about the Chappell’s, especially Delores. We have to figure out the gang connection and her role.”

“On it.”

“One more thing, Mel.”

“Yes?”

“We need to know where the Secret Service is on the counterfeiting case. This has the potential to get really ugly if it becomes an interagency case.” 

Tim nodded. Jason and Phil both winced. 

“I think it would be better,” I continued, “if, at this point, you contacted Agent Webb to see what he knows. He may be more forthcoming with you than he would be with me.”

“I’ll give it a shot but I don’t expect much.”

“Duly noted. All right everyone, noses to the grindstone!”

###

I needed to get right on tracking down Brice Buhler to see what he knew about operations at the Chappell farms. He’d been a hand most of his adult life, as he’d once told me. Chances had to be pretty good he’d run across the Chappell’s, at one point or another. I called his cell but my call rolled right to voice mail. I decided to drive over to his place and see if I could catch him at home. I hadn’t even started my car to head out on my search when my cell rang. 

“Hi Gene. Please tell me you have some good info for me!”

“Well, Jonathan Joseph isn’t lying at the bottom of Lake Calumet. How about that?” He only paused for a breath. “He was, as we hoped, on the run. We picked him up our damn selves trying to cross into Canada with an expired passport.”

“I love it when a plan comes together! Where’s he at right now?”

“He’s being detained there pending transport to Chicago. We’re working on charges so we can extradite him back.”

“Charge him with conspiracy to commit murder for the prison hit. That ought to fly! Does he have to go there? Any chance you can move him to Ohio?”

“Sorry Dana. Everything’s already in motion for extradition back into the city once the charges are filed. You don’t need to go up there though. I can go and do the questioning myself. We need to attack this from all fronts. That shipment moves in less than two weeks.”

“We’ve already gotten some great info out of Sheriff Crane and her team Gene.” I quickly filled him in. 

“I’m impressed. An hour on the ground there and you already know more than we found in weeks of investigating. See; I knew it would pay to bring Crane into the loop.”

I winced at that but then I realized Gene wasn’t taking a dig at my abilities. He was just excited that we might be able to nail this one shut after all. “We’ll see about that.”

“Be careful Rossi. I’ll be back in touch once Joseph is in our local custody.”

“Okay Gene, thanks.”

I called Tim and let him know about the capture and extradition of Joseph and then I rolled out. 

I cruised past Buhler’s trailer first. There were no vehicles parked outside and no signs of life on the premises. Not wanting to draw attention to myself, I maintained my speed and kept going on down the road. Luck, for once, was on my side. Buhler passed me coming the other direction. I caught his eye and held up my cell.

My wait was short. Just after his rattle trap truck passed out of my sight, my cell rang. 

“Is there somewhere we can meet to chat for a few minutes?”

“Keep heading in the direction you’re going. Pull off at the Pilot Station about 10 miles on out and meet me in the Hardee’s there. Just let me pull in at the trailer and go in for a few minutes...”

“Gotcha.”

After another couple of miles, I crossed a State Route. It was smooth sailing from that point as I actually entered another county that had bothered to maintain their portion of the road. Ten minutes later, I pulled into an oversized Pilot Station and truck stop just off the interstate. Our meeting here wouldn’t be private but I doubted Buhler would have suggested it if he felt like there would be trouble here. 

I went in and waited in a short line for coffee. I’m not a big coffee drinker and I’d just had lunch but I was trying not to look out of place. I picked a table in an el where I could keep an eye on the door but where we would have semi privacy and not be in full view of the large front windows. 

Brice Buhler walked in five minutes after I sat down. I caught his eye as he went to wait in line. He was dressed much the same as the last time I’d seen him, it seemed forever ago, but in reality had been less than two weeks. He had a little bounce in his step though where, before, it seemed as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders. I bet he got a job!

My suspicion was somewhat confirmed when he turned from the counter carrying a tray piled with food and approached my table. I motioned for him to sit. 

“A little hungry, are you?”

“I’m a workin’ man now. I gotta eat. Want some? I’ll share.”

I smiled, genuinely happy for him. “No thanks. I ate. That’s great about the job. What kind of work are you doing?”

“Farmin’ same as always. Got on with a big dairy outfit out in the county. Buddy of mine work’s for ‘em and hooked me up.”

Dairy, eh... My ears were pricked but I tried not to look overly interested. I need to find out who he’s working for... “Good deal! Big milk producer or what?” I just didn’t know how to frame my question on the fly.

Buhler eyeballed me as he downed a burger. “Yeah... dairy, like I said. They do mostly milk for commercial uses though. Cheese making... you know, that sort of thing.” 

“I see. I guess I never really thought about it. Kind of like that Micelli’s operation that does cottage cheese and sour cream and stuff?”

“Sort of but this is Chappell’s. They sell to national brands though so their name doesn’t go on the stuff ‘what gets made.”

She shoots, she scores! Now, how do I play this? While I was thinking about it, Buhler continued to talk. He was a real chatterbox, for once.

“Right now, I’m workin’ as a general hand and getting a little time in the milkin’ operation learning the systems. I’ll be dealing with calving a lot when that time comes. Got a lot of cows with calf, in such a big outfit.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve had time then to do much poking around, since you’re a working man now and all?” I purposely kept my tone friendly. 

“I did some but didn’t find nothin’. Here’s the thing though, and it might be somethin’... I just don’t want to mess up my job. I’ve been hurtin’ a while and this is a good deal for me.”

So, he sees something at the farm... “What does it have to do with your job?”

Buhler was quite for a minute while he chewed his food and let his mind run. Finally, he started speaking again.  “I was mendin’ fence the other day with another hand and he told me that there’s sometimes easy extra work, under the table, for good pay, if I know how to stay low and keep my mouth shut.”

“What kind of work?”

“Didn’t say and I didn’t push, like. I just said I’d be interested in that.”

“And?”

“And, he said he’d put in word with the foreman. We left it there.”

“Who’s the foreman?”

“Dunno his name. Just do what he tells me. One of the Chappell grandkids, Heath Jr., is the man though. The foremen all answer to him.”

I just wasn’t sure where to take the conversation because I wasn’t sure Buhler really didn’t know the foreman’s name and because I didn’t want to tip my hand just yet. Suddenly, a thought popped into my head. I leaned toward Buhler and asked quietly, “Do you think Carter had any connection to this Chappell family or to whatever is going on there, “under the table”, as you put it?”

He looked thoughtful, then spoke; “Could be. His family ran in the same circles as the Chappell’s. He would have been ‘bout the same age as Jr.”

“Is there a Heath Sr.?” I played dumb.

“Yeah.”

“Is he involved in the farm operations?”

“Naw, don’t seem to be. ‘He’s really up there in years. Besides, them people got money. They’re always off at horse jumpin’ shows and this country or that country. They don’t hang around the county much. Junior actually runs the whole show.”

That explains Mel’s confusion about why the younger generation was more involved over the older family hierarchy. It also tells me that there may be stuff going on there the older generations know nothing about or that they’re turning a blind eye to.

“Well, like you said, it could be something but we really don’t know anything. Might be another dead end too.” I leaned back and played it cool.

Buhler shrugged. “I suppose I’ll find out eventually.”

I tipped my head toward him and then nodded. “Keep me in the loop. If it is something after all, rest assured the farm isn’t going anywhere if senior isn’t involved. I’ll see to it that you don’t get made.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

Chapter 23 – Teamwork

“I’m going stir crazy. I have to get out of here!” 

Holly made soothing sounds in my direction. I wasn’t amused or soothed.

“I’m serious. I’m the damn Sheriff! It’s crazy that I’m holed up here like some scared little school girl!”

“Sheriff, no one thinks you’re scared. We just can’t afford to lose you. What’s crazy are the lunatics out there gunning for you, literally.”

I blew out a breath and sank down in the chair beside Holly’s desk. “I know. It’s just so frustrating being stuck here when I should be out there.” I leaned forward and whispered, “especially now that the customs team is here. I just know, at some point, all hell is going to break loose and I should be out there helping.”

“What’s all of this about?” Dana stepped into the room.

“Rossi, I want to help. I can’t just sit here. I won’t just sit here. This is my county!”

“Whoa there Nellie!”

“Don’t you “whoa” me!”

Dana held up her hands in protest.

Holly jumped to her feet, “Do I have to get between you two?” 

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m just not meant to be the one caged up. My job is to do the caging.”

“Sheriff... Mel, you’ve already been a huge help. Both of you have. We’re convening a team meeting at 5:30 if you two want to sit in. Any further information like we talked about is certainly welcome.”

“I’d love to sit in,” Holly began, “but it’s almost five now and I really have something I need to do that I can’t put off any longer... I can come back later tonight, if that helps?”

“Go Holly. Do what you need to do. No need to come back tonight. I’ll figure out a way to entertain myself.”

“I’ll be back bright and early Mel, I promise. What would you like me to bring you for breakfast?”

“No need for that either Holly.” Dana waved her off. “I think the team and I can help the Sheriff out of her predicament, at least for a little while.”

“Awesome. I’ll just be off then.” With that, Holly strode out the door. 

Dana and I just stood and stared at each other. Finally, she broke the silence. “Let’s go into the conference room and get set up for the meeting.” She turned and headed out the door and down the hall. I followed her like a lost puppy. I hated myself for the way I was feeling.

###

Dana

“Okay, everyone. Busy day!” I stood and looked around the room. “First of all; thanks Ron for joining us.” I addressed the chopper pilot who would be responsible for doing our aerial recon. Then, I introduced Mel to him, the only person in the room he didn’t already know. 

“Now, moving on, checklist from this morning; Tim?”

I took my seat as Tim Singer started speaking. “First, I’m still working on getting access to those two who ran Mel off the road and were shooting at her. They’ve lawyered up and they’re not talking.”

I shook my head. “Figures. I’m really not surprised. Go on.”

“We’ve briefed Ron up and he’s taken a look at the aerial maps.” Singer looked at the pilot.

“Right. I’ve gotten a good overview. I’ll head out with one of you when we’re done here and we’ll get up tonight for a quick look around, scout for some potential vantage points for ground surveillance. We’ll do a bit more overhead watching in the early A.M. when I expect things will be a little busier on a dairy farm.” 

“I’ll go up with him tonight and tomorrow,” Phil spoke up.

Phil was a former Army Ranger and a great asset in recon and surveillance operations. “Great. Thanks Phil. If you see anything out of the ordinary tonight, I want a full report ASAP. We’re not playing with a lot of time here.”

“What else, Tim?” I looked back at my right hand man for the op.

“Do you want to talk about Jonathan Joseph, Dana?”

“Oh, right. Thanks. For those of you that don’t know, Joseph was stopped by Canadian Border Patrol and then remanded into the custody of our guys. Gene is working on extradition back to Chicago on conspiracy to commit murder charges. Once he’s in custody there, Gene will fly up and do the interrogation.” There were nods all around. “We’re making progress gentlemen...er...team!”

“That brings us to your informant...”

“Yes it does. I was able to make contact with him today. Turns out, he’s recently become employed as a farmhand by our suspected targets and put his name in for some “special work”. Without tipping our hand, I let him know I had an interest in what’s going on and to keep me posted.”

“Was that luck or are you just that good?” Jason asked. Everyone laughed.

“It was sheer, dumb luck, my friend. That’s the best kind, isn’t it?” Everyone shook their head or nodded. “Anyway, he was able, unwittingly, to give me some background information that’s helpful to our case and I’ll get to that another time, but he’s holding out on some other info. I’ll be working on him a bit harder.” 

I sat back and looked around the table. “So, what else do we have?” 

“I tried to ring Webb twice,” Mel spoke up. “I couldn’t get through the gatekeeper there. She would only tell me he’s unavailable. I only left one message to return my call since we’re trying to play this low key.”

I nodded. “I just hate that we have another agency tied up in this case. What a friggin’ mess! Let’s hope no one in their custody is talking about anything; counterfeiting, smuggling or otherwise. Unfortunately, one or more of our three they’re holding is probably singing like a damn canary.”

Mel hung her head. I jumped back in, “Sheriff, that isn’t your fault. You were doing your job and, by doing so, you’ve helped break our case open for us.”

“Sorry. I’m just frustrated all the way around, with the whole situation.” She let out a long sigh and then continued, “Anyway, Holly and I have been working on looking into Chappell affairs. If our combined knowledge is enough,” she gestured around the room, “and I think it is, we can subpoena the farm financials and Delores’ personal financials. A phone wiretap on both Delores and on Heath Jr. would be helpful too.” 

“We wouldn’t want a local judge – even a federally appointed one – to order those. We don’t want their lawyers getting wind of anything or of anyone in their pocket, so to speak, tipping them off.” I turned to Tim. “Contact Gene and see if we can get the subpoenas for financials and the wiretap ordered under RICO.”

“Roger, boss!”

“I could do so much more if I could get back to Morellville and just talk to people casually, even to her. She doesn’t know we’re onto her. She surely doesn’t know your team is here.”

“Hmm. While that may be true in normal circumstances, don’t you think you’ll draw a lot of attention since the shooting incident – people asking questions...?” I trailed off.

“People around here are nosey no matter what. Everybody knows everybody’s business. I’m probably more conspicuous by my absence. Besides, Dawes took two shots at me the other day right there in town. Already, no one’s talking about that anymore and...well, I would think...”

I waved my hand at her. “Okay, Sorry. Look, I don’t mean to cut you off. You’ve made a good point. Let’s talk about it offline and see what we can work out.” Mel sank back in her chair but she nodded her assent. 

“Ron, Phil, we need to get you out of here and airborne. Tim, if you’ll ride with Jason to the hotel that would be great. Mel and I will work out some plans for tomorrow.” 

Tim looked at Jason. “I gotta get with Gene and get the subpoena and wiretap stuff going first.”

“No problem. I’m working on some background stuff, given that we know our targets now. I’m also going to see if I can dig up – quietly - any sort of route scheduling for that trucking company too.”

“Good thinking. Great work everyone. Ron, be off! It’s going to be dark in about 2 hours.”

“Right boss!” 

I couldn’t help but smile again. Then, I turned to Mel and, keeping the smile on my face, I said, “Let’s talk in your office.” I’ve got to get her loosened up. I need her help but I don’t need her making me tense and hampering the team.

“Do you want to get out of here?”

“Hell yes!”

I grinned. “Listen, we’re staying at a hotel in Cambridge. The four guys are double bunking. Since I’m the only female this trip I have a room to myself. If you don’t mind sharing...with me...” I caught the look of surprise on her face.

“The room Mel, not a bed.”

“Of course. Yes, I accept the offer. I’d bunk with one of the guys – in his room, not his bed – if it meant not having to sleep here another night!” She breathed a sigh of what could only be relief.

“Well then gather up your stuff, tell who you have to tell, and let’s figure out how to sneak you out of here.”

“I don’t need to tell anybody anything. Where are you parked?”

“Down the street behind a repair shop. I don’t need to draw any attention pulling in and out of here repeatedly.”  

“There’s a bay door at the back of this building where we get deliveries from time to time. You won’t be able to get through the gate to the bay door but I can wait for you behind the gate and you can do a quick pick up. It’s doubtful anyone is watching that but, if anything looks suspicious to you, just drive on by.”

“Okay. I’ll head out then after I look in on Tim and Jason. See you in a few. Keep your chin up girl. We’re going to work this out!”

Chapter 24 – Two to Tango

I watched Dana’s profile as she drove. 

“You’re staring!”

“You’re beautiful Dana.”

She blushed. Turning to me she said, very quietly, “Thank you. Mel, I... Don’t make me regret...”

“Hey, no pressure! I was just stating a fact.” 

She sighed. “Look, I’m not going to deny that I feel something for you. I do. But, well, there are two things at play here. One, and most importantly, I’m here to do a job and I need to do it. I’m majorly stressed out about this op right now. I need to focus and get this done.”

“Dana, you don’t have to do it by yourself, you know. You have, from what I’ve seen, an amazing support team plus the full power of your agency and, of course, whatever you need from my department.”

“I know, I know! It’s just... well... I’m in charge this time and whenever I’m the lead on an op, I always feel like I have something to prove. This one has been such a struggle from the word “go” to get anywhere.” She grew quiet and appeared to be completely lost in thought. 

We were silent for a few minutes then I remembered what she had started to say. “What’s the other thing?”

She turned her head to look at me. “Huh?”

“You said there were “two things at play”. What’s the other thing?”

“Nothing. Just forget it.”

“Dana?”

“What?” She sounded exasperated. 

“You can talk to me you know; friend to friend. You don’t have to hold in whatever it is that you’re holding in.”

She looked at me for a few seconds and then focused on the road again. “It’s been a while since I’ve had any sort of friend to confide in. My work keeps me on the road and it consumes my life.”

“No one in Chicago, where you’re based that you can talk to...hang out with?”

“Outside of the past week or so, I’m really not there much. I don’t even have a place there. I have a roommate I share an apartment with in Cleveland temporarily because my last assignment was a long term one in that area and now, well, I have this. She’s pretty cool but I rarely see her. She’s with Customs too but she has a desk job.”

“I see.”

“No. You really don’t.” She paused, glanced at me and then continued, “I was in a really bad relationship Mel. She was a total control freak. It took me far, far too long to see what was happening and get out of the mess I was in. In the process, I lost my home, a job I loved and most of my friends. It’s been tough the last few years being on my own and starting all over. I’ve spent all my time clawing my way up the ladder and into special investigations and now I just completely lose myself in my work.”

I stayed silent and just let her talk.

“I’m just not sure that I’m ready for any sort of relationship right now or if I ever will be. My job isn’t real conducive toward me seeing anyone long term, even if I was in that frame of mind. And, frankly, I’m not the one-night-stand type.”

If I ever find the woman that hurt her, I’ll kill her... “Dana, I’m sorry for what you’ve been through. Now, I’m not going to lie. I definitely have feelings for you. For the record, I certainly don’t want a one-night-stand with you. I’m interested in a lot more, but I understand where you are right now. I’m not going to push you into anything you’re not ready for. Just promise me one thing?”

“What’s that?”

“You’ll accept that you have a friend who is willing to be here for you, no strings attached?”

She nodded but didn’t say anything.

###

Mel

“What is this? We reserved all double rooms!”

“I’m sorry ma’am, we had a reservation system issue and we’re overbooked. Since your room was booked for a single occupant, we changed your reservation to a king room.” The front desk clerk was clearly frazzled but trying his best to be courteous and patient. Dana meanwhile, was exhibiting no such behavior.

I stepped to the counter. “It’s okay Dana.” I turned to the clerk, “I’d like to book my own room. Do you have anything else available?”

“As I said to Ms. Rossi ma’am, we’re overbooked. We’ve been working with the other hotel just down the street to accommodate everyone but they’ve informed us they’re now full as well.”

Dana muttered, only half under her breath, “Must be a damn cow milking convention in town.”

I was tired and I’d had enough. I glared at the clerk, “Just give her the key please. We’ll make do for tonight.” I turned to Dana, “I’ll sleep in the chair or on the floor. At least their floor will be carpeted! Let’s go.” I hustled her over to the elevator and then to our room.

Dana stared at the bed. “It’s huge.”

“Well, yeah. It is a king room, after all.”

“I suppose we could share it...”

“I don’t want to do anything that’s going to make you uncomfortable.”

“I know. Mel, it’s fine. I’m sorry. I guess I’m being silly.”

“No, you’re not. I promise to be on my best behavior. Right or left?”

“Huh?”

“Do you want the right or the left?”

“Oh; dibs on the right!” With that, she marched over to the right side, away from the wall, and dropped her bag. She looked around and then stepped over to the desk and picked up the info binder for the hotel.

“You know what? Now that, that’s all settled, I’m famished. I wonder if they have room service?” She leafed through the pages. 

“Doubtful. There’s no restaurant on site. You ‘wanna order a pizza?”

“I could do pizza.”

“There’s a pizza thingy on the TV. Order whatever you want. My treat for putting you out.”

“You’re not putting me out, but I will take you up on the offer.”

“You order. I’ll run down the hall and grab ice and sodas.”

“Diet Pepsi please.”

“Pizza and diet pop. A woman after my own heart!” I grinned and shook my head then I went on about my mission.

I watched in amazement as Dana polished off her fourth slice of pizza. She’d already eaten a side salad and a couple of cheese sticks. She could really put it away. 

“Eat up. There’s brownies when you’re done.”

I choked on my Pepsi. “You’re joking right?”

“Where I grew up, clean plates always meant dessert.” 

“If I keep hanging out with you I’m going to be as big as a house! Where do you put it all? Why aren’t you huge?”

“I’ve eaten this way since my Army days and I work it all off. I’m always on the run.”

“Army?” I was surprised. “What else don’t I know about you?”

“I only served one tour to get money for college. Mom and dad couldn’t afford to send me to school and I was only making $35 bucks a week washing dishes in a restaurant part time during high school. Everything I’ve done since then built on what I did in the service.”

“And what was that?”

“CID.” 

“I see. Wow! Alrighty then.” I shook my head in wonder. 

“I do know what I’m doing out there.”

“Dana, I never said you didn’t.”

“You didn’t have to. It’s been written all over your face.”

“Touché. I’m not exactly the hick town Sheriff you think I am either. I’ve been around the block a few times.”

“I never...”

“Stick to catching runaway livestock.” I mimicked her original tone. “Remember saying that?”

She had the decency to look sheepish. “Yes. I shouldn’t have said it. I’m sorry.” She started cleaning up the food wrappings covering our desk turned dinner table.

“Dana, sit back down for a minute. We need to talk about this investigation.”

She leaned against the side of the bed, legs splayed out in front of her, hands folded in her lap and studied me. “I’m just worried about your safety Mel. Muskingum County has already lost one Sheriff at the hands of this gang.”

“He was playing for their team and he either got greedy or he did something stupid. They don’t know that I know what really went down, that I know anything about their smuggling ring or certainly that they’re being investigated. They think I’m only on to distribution of counterfeit money in the county. Now, with three of their guys in custody, if they’re smart about keeping a low profile, and I think they are, they’re not going to be saying or doing squat on that front. It’s no longer a viable business for them in East Central Ohio.” 

“I’m thinking the three guys the Secret Service has a hold of will take their lumps and go down without giving anything away or face worse wrath from the gang than they’ll get in any prison. My point is, the whole syndicate will stay far away from me.”

“You may be right about all of that but I’m not sure how we use you to our advantage without giving anything away.” Now, she stared right through me, wheels turning in her head.

“Why don’t you just let me be me? I go on about my life. I go into town, I fill my truck up at the gas station, I pick up my mail at the post office, I buy milk at the store, get a sub at the pizza shop, I check on my sister at the farm and all along the way I talk to people, poke around and observe. Also, I know Delores’ habits. I show up at the post office when she does and I strike up a conversation with her. Simple.”

“Simple?”

“Absolutely! It’s the sort of thing I do every day. Nothing will look any different than any other time. Right now I’m conspicuous by my absence. We want them to think that I think everything is all tied up with a neat little bow.”

Dana was quiet for a minute. Finally she spoke, “I think it could work. Will you stay in your house though?”

“I’ll play that by ear but that’s probably the best course of action.”

Dana blew out a heavy breath. “While I don’t disagree with that, I’m worried sick what might happen.” She caught my gaze but then dropped her chin to her chest.

“We just talked about this. It’ll be okay.”

She looked up at me. Her eyes were moist with tears but they hadn’t fallen. I’m not good with adult tears. She looked away. I didn’t know what to do.

“I’m being silly again.” She sniffled, “I’m not thinking like a federal agent. I’m thinking like a lovesick puppy...” 

Lovesick? Whoa! I stood up and covered the two steps to her then I gently pulled her up from the bed and into my arms. She laid her head against my chest and closed her beautiful brown eyes still shimmering with the wetness of her fear. I felt so protective of her that I never wanted to let her go.

“I’m so sorry Mel.”

“You don’t have anything to be sorry for.”

“I’m being a big baby.”

“Dana, you care. It’s nice that someone does. It’s been a while.”

She looked up at me and stared into my eyes. I felt like she could see into my soul. She reached a hand up to my neck and pulled my head down toward hers. Our lips met in another electric kiss, just like that day in my garage. I tried hard to restrain myself but my body was on fire.

I finally pulled back, my breathing already ragged. “Dana, we need to stop.”

“Why?” She tried to focus on my eyes.

“Because you said you don’t want a relationship right now and neither of us wants a one-night-stand.”

She stepped back. I was disappointed but glad I hadn’t pushed her. Her words though took me by surprise.

“Sure, now you start listening to me...!” She moved back up against me again. “Mel, my brain is telling me to avoid this and focus on the job but my heart is telling me something totally different.” She took a deep breath then pulled my head toward her again as she said, “For once, I’m going to listen to my heart.”

###

Dana

Mel reached out for me and splayed one hand between my shoulder blades while the other found the curve of my waist. She slid her hand further and cupped my ass firmly, pulling me into her. I moaned at the sensation and Mel devoured my lips to silence me.

Warm hands slid up and down my sides and found purchase on my skin as Mel buried her mouth in the curve of my neck. It was too tempting not to run my hands through that magnificent hair and nibble the perfect earlobe I was presented with, when she did that. My actions caused quite the frenzy as I found myself scooped up and deposited on the massive bed, only to feel unimaginable bliss as her body covered mine. 

A hand stripped open the buttons of my shirt. I don’t remember now if it was my own or if it was Mel’s... I do remember the intense heat and moisture of her mouth as it closed around first one nipple and then the other forcing me to explode in need for so much more. 

We made love most of the night. 

Chapter 25 – Down to Business

Dana

A phone was ringing. I tried to shake off the stupor of sleep as strong arms encircled me and pulled me tight into a warm chest. I reluctantly extracted an arm from the embrace and reached for my cell on the stand beside the bed.

“’Lo?” 

“Rossi? ‘That you?”

I sat bolt upright. Mel looked up at me. “Of course Tim.”

“Hey, it’s after 8:00. Phil and Ron are already in the air and due back any time. Will you be joining us?”

“Yes, of course. I got tied up. I’ll be there shortly.” I watched as Mel scrambled up, nude, and began digging through her bag of clothes. She was quite the specimen. My heart thudded in my chest.

“Yeah, okay. Anyway, bring coffee. The swill they serve here sucks.”

“Roger! Anything else?”

“Nope. Later boss!” He hung up.

“Mel pointed toward me and then the bathroom. I nodded and bolted in there.

Through the door I heard, “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have... I didn’t mean to...”

“Mel, don’t you ever be sorry. It takes two. As far as the guys are concerned, I was checking up on my informant or something.”  

She laughed. I probably didn’t want to know what was going through her mind, but it really was such a nice sound to hear.

By 9:30, we were all gathered around the conference table again, except for Holly who was stuck manning the phones. Coffee and doughnuts had placated Tim.  He was munching quietly. 

“Ron, Phil; what’s the story?” I asked the pilot and my scout.

Phil took the floor. “We got a good look at the layout of the dairy farm. I think the big barn with the loading bay is where we need to focus. It seemed like typical farm operations going on elsewhere but that building is off a little by itself. Everything else has big bay doors that are wide open but the couple of people we were able to observe going in and out of that one use a man door and the only bay door is the delivery dock overhead. That seems out of place on a farm.”

Mel spoke up. “You’re right about that. On most farms, even a dairy farm, you have to move either animals or heavy equipment in and out of the barns. There’d be a single big door or double doors at one or both ends and sometimes, especially during the work day, they’d be open all the time.”

“But, if it’s something that can be off loaded from or onto a truck with a fork lift that could easily have come off a truck itself,” Phil continued, “and you were trying to keep prying eyes out...” There were nods all around. 

“We need to get a surveillance schedule set up and get out there. Is there any place that would be a good observation point?”

Ron spoke. “Yes, but given the location of that particular building, if you want to watch all the comings and goings directly to it, you’re going to need to be on Chappell land.”

“Well, we don’t want to do that just yet. What I want to do first is watch the freight traffic in and out of there. Any thoughts on that?” I looked at both Ron and Phil. 

Phil spoke again. “Yes, actually. From what we could see, all traffic to and from the farm is via State Route 44 into two entrances.” He got up and pointed along the wall map. “This one services the home, primarily, and this one appears to get most of the dairy operations traffic. Out across from the main operations entrance is a heavily wooded area that, according to this map, is not Chappell owned.” He looked at Mel.

“That’s right. On the other hand, I do believe that it’s Amish owned and that might be a problem. They’re peace loving people who pay their taxes but otherwise stay out of Government affairs.”

“Ouch!” How do we work around that?” Great, a roadblock before we’re even out the door!

“Let me look into it. It’s not hunting season – yes, they do hunt, for food, not sport - so we’re not running any risks to send agents in, in that regard. If we agree to send them in, unarmed, for observation only, I can probably talk the property owner into agreeing. If it’s who I believe it is, he’s a reasonable man.”

“I’m not sure I want any of my agents or any of your deputies in there, unarmed.”

“Just to observe, for now?” Mel looked at me intently.

I shrugged and looked back at Phil. How would we get them into position if we do get permission? We need to start watching ASAP. Any sort of motorized vehicles are going to look mighty out of place on Amish property.”

“We could move surveillance in there from the northwest by going overland, on foot. You’re working right off the road with family owned property all around you to get in there any other way, anyway.”

I turned back to Mel. “Well, here’s your shot. You wanted to get out and do what you do.” I smiled outwardly but my heart was quickly tying itself in a knot.

“Roger Chief!” Mel shot back. Everyone laughed. 

Holly poked her head through the door. “Dana, Gene Corelli is on line two. He said it’s about the extradition and, since you’re all meeting, to put him on speaker.”

“Great, thanks.” 

Mel picked up a phone from a side table, placed it down in front of me and pushed a few buttons then nodded to me. “Gene, what’s the word?”

“The word is “extradition!” Jonathan Joseph has been transported to Chicago. He’s being held at MCC. I’m waiting to board a flight to Midway now. I’ll be on the ground by 11:30 local time and, as soon as I reach the MCC facility, they’ll transfer him to interrogation.”

“Awesome!” Phil and Jason high fived.

“Let’s hope he has something to give us to save his own ass. That said, anything from what you’ve learned there in the last 24 hours that you want me to hit him with?”

“Oh yeah! Besides what you and I have already discussed, we need to know if he knows who “Relic” actually is and if it’s Delores Chappell. We have to establish that with a credible witness to have any hope of getting the warrants we need, even under RICO. We’re going to try to work some other angles but we really have no probable cause for a warrant yet that doesn’t smack of sheer speculation on our part. If Relic really is Delores, we need to figure out what her tie to this gang is.”

“Right. Anything else?”

“Gene, it’s Sheriff Crane. See how much he knows about overall ops in this area, if anything. I’ve got what I think is a clean department here but I need to know if there are other bad apples on the force. Carter may have been it or he may have had help.”

“Gotcha Sheriff. They’re calling for boarding everyone. I’ll be back in touch once I can break this guy.”

“Go get ‘em Gene!” Tim spoke for the first time since the meeting started.

“I got this. You all get that!” and, with that, he was gone.

“Okay everyone. While Gene is working on Joseph, we need to get cracking here. Mel, if you’ll talk to the Amish farmer, that will be a huge help. In the meantime, Jason and Holly can work to put together a surveillance schedule. Ron, we’ll need you on standby to do flyover looks since we’re not going to be on the property. Phil, you work on placement and surveillance equipment. Tim, check on access to those shooters and get those warrant requests finished up. If Gene gets anything out of Joseph, we’re going to be moving on those quickly. Anybody have anything else?”

Heads shook all the way around. “Let’s go then.” 

“Mel, you’re amazing! The first shift is headed out now. I don’t know how you did it.”

“I told you; I know the man and he’s reasonable. I just talked to him friend to friend.”

“Where are you headed now?”

“To Morelville to do the things we talked about.”

“Please be careful... I...I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Always Dana. I’ll report back on anything I find.”

“Thank you.”

###

Mel

I put on a brave face for Dana but I was well aware of the dangers ahead of me. I knew though that I couldn’t let my fear get the best of me and get in the way of me doing my job. I refused to hide anymore. 

I rounded the bend around a property line and slowed as I came upon the gas station at the edge of town. I pulled up to a pump and hopped out to top off my official county vehicle. It didn’t really need much fuel but my plan was to both be highly visible and to amble around town and just see what I could stir up. 

I nodded at and greeted the folks that were pulling in and out around me. Our little town had always been a friendly one. I desperately wanted to keep it that way.

“Hey Sue, how are you?” I greeted the day manager that was filling in for my sister while she recovered and rehabbed from her wound.

“I’m doin’ just fine. The question is, how’s your sister?”

“She’s getting along great. You won’t be doubling up shifts much longer!” I grinned.

Sue smiled back at me. “Good to hear! We’ve all been worried about you all, you know? You’ve had all kinds of people taking shots at you folks.”

I raised my eyebrows at her. “Not all kinds. Probably, the same couple of losers.” Just a little white lie, there. “They’re in custody now and everyone’s okay. I do though certainly appreciate the concern.”

“We wouldn’t want to be losing another Sheriff ‘round here, now Sheriff!”  She patted my arm in a kindly gesture.

I stepped aside as another customer came in to pay for his gas. “You won’t be losing me anytime soon. That’s a promise!” I nodded to her and headed back out to my truck. Sue lived a few miles out of town. She was certainly nice enough and she’d chat all day but what I really needed to do was run down some of the folks that lived right in town that always knew everything that was going on. Some called them nosy. I called them informed and on the lookout for the best interests of the town. I decided to make my next stop the store and I headed down there.

Stepping into the Morelville General Store was like stepping back in time. It was laid out shotgun style with a main aisle and a half back aisle that stopped where the more modern conveniences of refrigerated and freezer units took over. Everything else was a throwback to the late 1800’s; high ceilings, creaky wood floors, and an old fashioned low wood counter with high shelves behind it, running the length of one side of the store, save the deli case in the middle. It had been running continuously selling food, animal feed, hardware, plumbing supplies and more for generations. 

The store’s current owners, Terry Ford and his wife Sheila, are typically always on site during open hours. Though they aren’t ones to gossip, they stay on top of things. They both seem to have their fingers on the pulse of the community. Most people happened through the store for one thing or another, at least once a week. Some people were daily regulars. Terry and Sheila know them all and they know a lot about them.

I found Terry where I expected him; on his bench, just inside the store, under one of the front windows. His perch was steps from the cash register and it afforded him a view of everything going on in the store and of everyone coming in and going out. With a quarter turn of his head in either direction, he could also see what was going on outside in the immediate area of the store. No wonder he sees and knows everything!

“Hey Terry, how goes it?”

The older man smiled. “Well hello there Mel! How are you?”

“Great, great. Thanks for asking.”

“All is well here. ‘Been a quiet couple of days since the dustup over there at the pizza shop, and your sister being shot, and all. Hopefully, it stays that way.” He eyed me in appraisal.

“Those guys are all in custody and they’re not going anywhere, I assure you. I’m just checking in with everyone to make sure nothing else seems weird or off.”

“Can’t say that there is anything. Like I said, ‘been pretty quiet the last couple of days. ‘Probably a good thing.”

“Very true. 

“Talked to your dad. Says your sister’s getting on okay.” Terry was just a few years older than my dad. They’d known each other a long time. 

“Yes, she’s doing well. She should be out and about in no time.”

“Good, good.”

“Now, not to make you work today or anything, but I need a few things.” I smiled at him and then I looked toward Shelia who was putting away a deli meat order. Sheila, would you be so kind as to make me a roast beef and Swiss on wheat? You make the best deli sandwiches in town!”  

“I make the only deli sandwiches in town!” It was our running joke.

I moved to the cooler and grabbed milk, juice and diet Pepsi. I knew the fridge at home was empty and I liked variety. 

Terry rang me up while Sheila wrapped up my sandwich. I chatted with them for a few more minutes but I didn’t learn anything new. I took my leave and headed down the street for home to show my presence and to put my purchases away.

I drove slowly the block and a half to the house while I took in the rhythms of the town going on around me. Life was moving much as normal in the little village. I pulled into my drive, grabbed my purchases and then entered my own home for the first time in a few days. It was eerily quiet without Kris, the kids or the dog. 

I slipped the drinks into the fridge and then stepped into the living room in the center of the lower floor so I could keep an eye on the Post office from the window. The window in the family room at the front of the house would have been a better vantage point but the glass hadn’t been replaced yet. It was still boarded up. I munched my sandwich while I kept my semi-secret vigil.

I didn’t have long to wait. At about 12:35, per her usual schedule, Delores’ Buick pulled through the alley across the street and turned west toward the post office. I grabbed my keys, locked up the house and ambled up the street, on foot.

Chapter 26 – Thwarted

I entered the post office to find Delores standing next to the counter, chatting with the Postmaster, Molly, while she sorted through her daily half of a large tote of mail. In addition to hoarding office supplies, she also hoarded mail. It seems she was on every conceivable catalog mailing list. She probably really was mail ordering all the books Holly had seen before.

“Hello Delores,” I greeted the older woman first and then nodding my head toward the Postmaster, “Molly.”

“Hi yourself, Sheriff. How are you today?” That came from Molly while Delores just stared at me.

I pretended not to notice her staring as I busied myself with the checking my own mailbox. “I’m just fine. Thanks for asking. Isn’t it just a beautiful spring day out there?” Let’s get this party started!

Molly obliged my attempt at a conversation starter with, “That it is. There’s been a little bit of damp and a little bit of warm. It’s the perfect storm for mushroom growing. I should be a great festival this year!”

I needn’t have worried about how to pull Delores into the conversation. Molly’s statement got her all riled up.

“You know, not all the folks around here like that Mushroom Festival! It just brings in too many outsiders and too much trouble!”

Hmm...wonder where this line of thinking is coming from. “Well, it does bring in a lot of people but trouble doesn’t typically follow. I’ve been on duty or at the festival most of the last several years and there haven’t been any real problems. What it does do, is a lot of good for the village coffers and for all of the merchants.”

Delores stared at me intently again. Molly looked back and forth at both of us. I turned to Mol1y, “What do you think of the festival?”

“Oh, I really enjoy it. My kids aren’t fans of all the mushroom food, of course, but the whole family looks forward to it otherwise and, you’re right, it really does do a lot of good for the town.” She turned to Delores, “Those new streetlights that got put up on your road last year were funded from money raised from admission fees.”

I nodded. Molly’s husband is a township trustee. She’s in the know, in more ways than one.  “A lot of people have told me they like the security of having all of the side streets lighted now.”

Delores wasn’t done being cranky. “Damn light shines right in my bedroom window. I had to buy blackout drapes so I could get some sleep!”

I started to snort but then I caught myself. Everyone in town knew that Delores was up until the wee hours of the morning, almost daily, watching television. She probably had to buy the blackout drapes so the sun wouldn’t wake her up so early... Instead of a snort, I coughed and then excused myself. Delores started to move toward the door. I need to keep her talking.

Thinking fast, I reached out to touch her arm and slow her. Think, think, think... “I’ve been meaning to ask you, do you, um, do you still collect stamps?” Whew, pulled that one out of my hip pocket!

Molly leaned forward and opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something but then she stepped back away from her side of the counter and busied herself doing something. Curious! I’ll have to ask what she was about to say later.

“No, I quit years ago. Why do you want to know?”

“Ah, that’s too bad!” I shrugged. “I just wondered. Cole is working on a history project for school and I thought something that was a little bit of a throwback to the days before email and texting might be a good choice for him.” Maybe that will set her off on a rant about computers or schools or something!

Delores didn’t take the bait. “Sorry! Can’t help there.” She turned to Molly, “Well, I must be off. I’ll see you tomorrow. With that, she was out the door. 

I shook my head and turned back to Molly. “Sometimes she can be the nicest person in the world and sometimes...” I trailed off on purpose. Molly did take the bait.

“Nice? Ha! Now, don’t get me wrong, I don’t dislike her but she’s usually in a bad mood.” She began to move a stack of colorful flyers off the counter.

“What are those?”

“These?” She nodded toward the papers. “Delores brings them to me. They’re for coins.”

“Coins?”

“Yes... I probably shouldn’t say anything... but, well, it’s not like she didn’t give these away. She collects old coins now, not stamps. I expressed an interest one time in something she got in the mail that she showed me and that’s all it took. She’s been showing me her most recent coins and bringing me the mail that she’s already opened and looked through from all sorts of different mints and resellers, ever since.”

“What kinds of coins is she buying? Commemorative stuff?”

“Well, there is some of that but mostly she’s collecting actual money like whole series of pennies going back into the 1800s, nickels, old silver, Civil War era stuff; you name it. Most of it is circulated and isn’t the highest quality but some of it is pretty hard to find at all.”

I whistled. “Pretty expensive hobby!”

“Tell me about it. I mean, I really am interested in coins and it’s nice that she brings me this stuff to look through,” she waved the stack of brochures still in her hand, “but I just can’t afford it. Some of these coins are $50 to $100 or more a pop! I don’t know how she does it.”

I know, from a long ago conversation with her, that Delores has a decent pension and that she also gets Social Security. It’s possible she even gets some money from the farm operations, especially if she’s doing the regular books but, even with her grandfather’s passing, her parents were old but still alive, so it wasn’t likely she was dipping into any sort of a trust fund or an inheritance just yet. She certainly didn’t live the life of a woman of means. Her coin buying money could be legitimate or it could be her way of liquidating ill-gotten funds. My head swam with the possibilities. I needed to talk to Dana.

Back at the house, I did something I almost never do during the day; I shut and locked the door. This sucks! I hate feeling uneasy in my own home!

I shuddered then grabbed a Pepsi, my only addiction, and stepped into my office. While I waited for my laptop to boot up, I dialed Dana’s cell number. She didn’t answer. I got up and paced the floor. What the hell should I do now? I did what I set out to do... I showed my face in town, I even talked to Delores... sorta...I certainly got an interesting piece of information... I think... I just don’t know. 

I felt like I was just spinning my wheels and I figured I might as well do that literally. I went back out to my county truck and headed out to the farm to check on my mother and sister. 

###

Dana

“Unit One, it’s Unit Two. We might have a little situation on our hands.” Phil whispered over his phone. We weren’t using radios in an area where CB’s that could pick us up easily were still as common to own as televisions.

“What’s up?”

“I’m out here trying to get the first surveillance team into position but it doesn’t look good. Somebody has been here, recently, apparently watching the same things we want to watch in pretty much the same area we chose.”

“Pull out now!” I laced my voice with urgency but I kept it low. I had unarmed men out there; I didn’t need them tangling with whoever else had in interest in operations at the Chappell dairy farm. “Come back here ASAP!”

“Roger, out.”

Out loud, I mused, “What the hell is going on?” I’d just been ready to step out of the station house when Phil’s call came in. I headed back into the bowels of the building and went back upstairs to Mel’s offices.

“Forget something Agent Rossi?” Holly asked when I walked back in two minutes after I’d walked out.

“No. Things went along at a snail’s pace in this investigation before and now, all of a sudden, they want to change at the speed of light.” I shook my head and continued into the conference room. I needed to get a hold of Mel.

“I dialed her county cell. My call went right to voice mail. The same thing happened when I dialed her personal cell. She couldn’t be on two phones at one time, could she? “Uggh!” Who knows with her! I stepped back down the short hallway to Holly’s area.

“Is there any other way to reach Mel besides cell? I can’t raise her and I need her back here ASAP.”

“Cell service is pretty week in the village. She’s in her county SUV, though. I can try to raise her on the radio.”

“Would you please?” 

Holly picked up her phone and pushed some buttons and then she began to speak, “Unit One, copy?”

I smiled. We’re both ‘Unit One’. I can feel an argument brewing...!

Holly listened and then spoke again. “Request 10-19.” Seconds later, she cradled the phone and turned to me. “I requested she return to the station. She’s enroute with one stop. Her ETA is 25 minutes.”

“Thanks Holly.”

###

Mel

I didn’t even make it out to the farm when Holly’s radio call came through. She knew I was in Morelville and that I would be doing a little digging. She wouldn’t have called me back to the station if it wasn’t important. 

I turned the SUV around and headed back to the house. I decided to pick up some clothes and go back to the station. I’d stay there tonight or with Dana again, if she’d let me. I just couldn’t bring myself to stay in the house.

When I got out of the truck, an eerie sense of foreboding overcame me. I looked all around but nothing looked odd or out of place. Still, my hair was standing up on the back of my neck. Call it intuition, a sixth sense or whatever you want. Something wasn’t quite right.

Instead of entering the house from the driveway side as I typically did, I stepped around to the back and crept up on the deck. I peeked into the kitchen window. I couldn’t see much but the kitchen and the doorway into the living room – what must have originally been intended as a formal dining room. 

As I was about to turn for the door, I saw the ghost of a shadow move briefly just past the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. There’s a stairway on the right that goes upstairs to Kris’s room and the kids’ rooms as you pass between the kitchen and the living room. Nothing should have been moving or casting a shadow on or right beside that stairwell. 

I looked around me, outside. Nothing! There’s no one out here...

I peered inside again and watched the same area. I saw another flicker of shadow. Someone is in there, lying in wait!

I crept back off the porch and bolted for my SUV and then pulled out of the driveway. “Whoever is in my home, it would be wise for you to take your leave now!” I was shouting, to no one in particular.  While I drove around the block to get a vantage point from a distance, I radioed the department and requested back-up. Since no one had been staying at the house the last few nights, I’d called off the surveillance that had been watching the place before. I was sitting where they previously sat and watched.

It took ten minutes for the first deputy to get to me. A few minutes later, another arrived and then another. As a team, we descended on the house. One deputy took the front door, another the side. The third took to the back with me and we entered the house and cleared the first floor quickly. 

A window was open in my den from the opposite side of my vantage point up the block. The window screen was on the ground outside. Someone had left in a hurry from a point where he knew I couldn’t see him. To me, that could only mean one thing; I’m being watched from elsewhere inside of town by someone who’s in town themselves, who’s sending these goons out to take me out of commission. I’m going to nail you Delores!

While my deputies cleared the house, I wandered outside. A few neighbors who weren’t off at work had gathered across the street.  I walked over to them. “Did anyone here see anybody besides me go into or out of my house in the last half hour or so?”

There were negative nods all around. No one saw anything. I’d known everyone in the little knot of people standing there for years. None of them had any reason at all to lie to me and none of them seemed anything other than concerned for my welfare and their own. Whoever had been in my home had vanished, seemingly into thin air. As I walked back across the street, I looked in the direction of Delores’ home. I couldn’t quite see it but I was fuming and I was pretty sure I knew where my aggressors were coming from.

It had been over an hour since I’d spoken to Holly. Once the house was locked up and I was on the road, I called her and briefly told her what had happened. I asked her not to tell Rossi just yet, only to hear that Dana was standing right there. I asked Holly to tell her that I was on my way in and that we’d talk as soon as I got there. I heard Dana demand the phone from Holly.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine Rossi.” I was trying to be formal and play it low key since Dana was so leery about a relationship right now and I certainly didn’t want our budding one to come to light yet or to get in the way of the investigation.

“Dammit Mel! I knew it was a bad idea letting you go back out there! I can’t lose you right now, not when... Well, anyway... not right now!” Her voice was full of concern and emotion. 

I can only imagine the look on Holly’s face! “It’s okay.” I tried for soothing.

“It’s not okay!”

“Dana, I’ll be there in 15 minutes. We’ll talk when I get there.”

“You’re damn right we will!” She hung up the phone... hard.

Chapter 27 – Regroup

Dana

Phil had returned with the two deputies he’d taken to place on surveillance. I asked Holly to have the department men returned to their regular duties and then I set Phil about getting a hold of Ron. We were going to have to work out an alternative plan and, for that; I figured I’d need some aerial assistance. 

I paced the little conference room while Tim and Jason looked on, silent. We were at a virtual standstill with no observation of the comings and goings at the farm, no word yet from Gene and no idea what had happened in Morelville. 

Finally, I heard voices down the hall. I knew Mel had come in from her little adventure in what was fast becoming gangster land in my eyes. When she didn’t come into the conference room right away, I stormed down the hall in search of her.

“Where is she?” My tone to Holly was demanding but I didn’t care.

“She stepped into her office. She’ll be out in a moment but she needs to complete her reports and she usually goes down...”

“Like hell!” I cut her off and marched myself right into Mel’s office. She was sitting at her desk with her head in her hands. She didn’t even look up to acknowledge my presence.

“What are you doing?”

She was quiet for several seconds longer then she rubbed her temples and looked up at me. Her expression was pure anger. “I want to get these guys and I want to get them now!”

I just sat and looked at her. I knew the anger she was feeling but I couldn’t fix it... at least, not quickly.

“Will you tell me what happened out there?” 

She stared at me hard. I didn’t waver and I wasn’t going to let her off the hook. “Mel, please?”

“I did what I said I was going to do. I got some information that may even be helpful. The bad thing is I got the heebie-jeebies’ just being inside my own house and, as it turns out, with good reason. I stopped there in between parts of my plan. Sometime after I left there, someone entered and laid in wait for me. When I went back, some sort of sixth sense told me something was wrong, someone was there, so I did a little covert looking, saw movement and got the hell out of there without entering. I didn’t go in until I had backup but, by then, whoever was there was gone.”

“Oh Mel; I’m so sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault Dana. I’m a big girl. I’m a cop, for God’s sake. I knew the risks when I set out. It’s just a blow to my mind that I was so wrong about their intentions. I really thought they would lay low now!”

“I know. I sort of did too. Regardless, you can’t go back there.”

“No, you’re right.”

“You can stay with me...”

“And how do I do that? Do I have an armored escort?” Her frustration was palpable.

“We’ll figure something out.”

She sat back in her chair and then, abruptly, leaned forward. “Why did you want me back here?”

It was my turn to be frustrated and angry. “We ran into a major snag trying to set up surveillance. Someone beat us to the punch and had been using the same land we intended to use!”

“Who?”

“Dammed if I know! You tell me; did the Amish farmer say anything about anyone else being there?”

“No...”

“Did you ask?”

“Well no...but...”

“Look, Mel...” I paused and took a deep breath. It’s not her fault. I can’t pin this on her. “I know it’s not your fault. Whoever was there, the farmer probably knew nothing about. We just need to find out who else is watching the Chappell farm and take them out of the mix.”

“What a bloomin’ mess!”

“Tell me about it! Anyway, the guys are waiting in the conference room for a discussion of Plan B. Will you be joining us?”

“Yes, of course, but not right away. I have to file a report on today’s incident. I’ll go down to the squad room and do that now. There’s not much to tell. I’ll be up in about a half hour.”

“Aye, Chief!” Dana snapped off a half salute.

“Cute, but it’s ‘Sheriff’!”

“Whatever...” 

Ron was in the conference room when I stepped back in there. I didn’t relish working a plan of only aerial surveillance because choppers going back and forth overhead were bound to draw attention but I couldn’t risk putting any men on Chappell land – especially if someone else was there watching the same things we were. 

“Sheriff Crane will be joining us in just a bit gentlemen. She has some new info to share but I’ll wait for her on that.” Because I forgot to ask her what she found out in my concern and my anger... “The bigger news is that she’s still being targeted. Someone entered her home and laid in wait for her. The unsub escaped before he could be captured.”

Tim whistled low. “So, should we be putting surveillance on her house?”

“No. It’s too risky for her to go back there or to travel anywhere in that area.”

“Probably too risky for her to be outside of this building too,” Jason chimed in.

“Yes. Exactly. It is. We still need her knowledge so we need to have her here but there is one thing to consider; this building isn’t set up as housing for anyone but detainees. She can stay at the hotel with us but we have to figure out how to get her back and forth, unobserved.”

“I’m flying in and out of the muni airport that’s across town now, but there are several helipads nearby here,” Ron offered. If you can sneak her out daily and get her to one close by that we can get use of, I can fly her back to Cambridge with me. I can bring her back in the morning to the same pad, if necessary, too.”

“Good thinking. One of her deputies can take her in a squad leaving from right inside this building. No one will ever know she’s leaving and they can’t get to her in the air. Let’s work on that.”

“I’ll get on it when we’re finished here boss.”

“Thanks Phil.”

“Now, as for the surveillance, what are you guys thinking?”

“Dana, we have to get men on the ground.” Tim spoke and everyone else nodded. “We have to get a good look at what’s going on, on that farm. We’ve got to build our case.”

Jason asked, “Speaking of maybe building our case; any word from Gene?”

“No. I don’t have any idea how the interrogation is going at this point and we can’t count on this lawyer knowing much or, even if he does, spilling the beans.” I took a sip of water and continued. “My concern, from what Phil has seen, is that we’re not alone out there. The problem is, we don’t know who else is out there watching and when and, given that it’s not local law enforcement – obviously – that it’s probably a rival gang or locals looking to move in on the action. Hell, for all we know, Mel’s predicament might be the result of a rival gang not wanting her to find what they’re trying to take!”

“There isn’t really any indication of that... of a rival gang, is there?” The question came from Tim. I shot him a look and shrugged.

“That’s just it. We don’t even know what we don’t know.” I shook my head. As I was about to speak again, my cell vibrated on the table in front of me. I looked at the number and looked up in astonishment. I raised my finger to my lips cautioning the men gathered in the room to be quiet. “It’s my informant.”

Tim got up and stepped to the door in case Holly or Mel should appear. I answered the phone and, simultaneously, bumped my volume way up. I didn’t want to put him on speaker and spook him but I was hoping the team would be able to hear him.

“Hello?”

“Hey, it’s Brice.”

“What’s up?”

“Hey, I uh... well, I got an extra job today.”

“Yeah?” I was trying not to sound too eager. 

“Unloading a truck and breaking down pallet loads for other trucks.”

“Hot merchandise?” 

“Probably. ‘Dunno.”

“Any idea where it came from?”

“Nope. Didn’t get to see no paperwork. Truck what come in had Michigan plates.”

“Any more coming?”

“Forman says there’ll be more work when he paid me cash money when we was finished. Didn’t say when.”

“Where you calling from?”

“I’m at home. My girl ain’t here yet.”

“Gotcha. I appreciate the info.”

“No problem.” He hung up.

Tim returned to his chair. I looked around at the team. “Everyone heard?”

There were nods all around.

Tim spoke, “If he’ll corroborate, we have enough to go ahead now with the subpoena requests. I can send them on their way.”

“I’m not that far with him yet and I don’t know how much I can trust him, unfortunately. Still, we can probably establish reasonable suspicion and get a judge to go for it.”

Holly walked into the room. “Gene is on line two. Would you like me to set it up for you?”

“Please. Thanks!”

The phone was still on the conference table from our morning chat. I looked at the wall clock. It was nearly 5:00 PM our local time. He’d only been in Chicago a few hours. I’ll bet he didn’t get anything out of him or the guy lawyered up!

Holly pushed a couple of buttons and nodded. 

“Gene, it’s Dana. The team is here too.”

Gene cut right to the chase, “Jonathan Joseph carried the hit order Dana.”

Chapter 28 - Reset

Smiles lit up the room. 

“Are you serious?” I was dumbfounded at the speed with which Gene had extracted a confession.  “You are some kind of interrogator!”

“I can’t take any of the credit. This guy broke fast and easy. He demanded his attorney and that guy showed before I even got there. He demanded a deal for his story as soon as I walked into the room. He says he was a gang pawn and he wants into witness protection.”

I thought of Freestyle. “That’s going around with this case.”

“Don’t I know it!”

“So, what’s his story?”

“He says he owed the Demons. They claim he botched a defense of a high profile gang member. His, and I quote, retribution, was to carry the hit order to Vincent. It went direct from him.”

“So, why was he running?”

“Says Vincent showed up at his offices when he was working late a few nights or so ago and told him they’re both expendable now and that there was a hit order out on him. Then, Vincent left. Joseph didn’t believe what he told him at first but then later, lying in bed, he “saw the light.” I’m quoting him. He got up, went back to the office and he started packing.”

I chuckled. “What the hell did he think he could do; just move his practice somewhere else and continue?”

Gene laughed too. “That’s just it. This guy isn’t the sharpest tack in the box. Frankly, I don’t know how he got through law school! Anyway, something spooked him back at the office and he bolted, leaving pretty much everything he was packing behind.”

“We need that office sealed and we need the entire contents.”

“One step ahead of you there, rookie!” Gene laughed. “We’re just on a break right now. I called the field office and set them about getting a search warrant before I called you.”

“Good deal,” I said, “but, let me ask, how much more do you think he knows Gene? I mean, inner dealings, names... the department stuff Mel asked about?”

“Unfortunately, not much about the inner workings of the gang. He says he just did the occasional low level criminal defense cases which contradicts what he told me about why he carried the hit order. But, that’s not the important thing. Get this...”

“Yes?”

“He does know Delores Chappell and he is aware of her role as a crew chief for the gang. He’s actually holding copies of financial ledgers for her that he’ll turn over for evidence in exchange for his plea deal.”

“Wow!” I was again rendered speechless. I just let that sink in for a few seconds. “How... wh...?”

“I’m still fuzzy on all of that but the gist I’m getting is that they’re somehow distant cousins and she spent time in Chicago with his family when she was young...” He trailed off. “How that translates to her being involved with a gang or if he is more involved himself than he’s letting on, I haven’t gotten out of him yet.”

“That’s probably enough Gene, to nail all of this to the wall!” As I said that, Mel strode into the room. I waved her into a chair. “Sheriff Crane has joined us Gene. Any info for her?”

“Nadda. If there’s any police department involvement, Joseph isn’t aware of it. As I said though, he seems to know a little more than he’s letting on but he doesn’t appear to be big in the organization or even necessarily a member of it himself. I’ll keep working on his ties to the gang, to Delores and I’ll keep trying to find out what else he knows.”

“Good deal Gene. Keep us posted.”

“Will do. Out.”

Everybody started talking at once except for Mel. She was giving me a “what did I miss” look. I waved my hand in the air to silence everyone and then I briefly sketched the conversation with Gene for Mel.

“Delores is really Relic? Wow, wow, wow...” 

I was watching the same range of emotions cross Mel’s face that I’m sure had crossed mine a few minutes before. “Yes. She is. And, Holly was really onto something. She does keep a set of books for something, possibly this business. She keeps a set of copies of them with Jonathan Joseph which he is turning over for evidence.”

“Unreal.”

“Mel, you told me earlier that you learned something today that might be useful information. What was that?”

“I don’t know how valuable it is now but what I found out is that Delores... Relic, collects rare and valuable U.S. currency coins and whole series of U.S. coins. It’s a pretty expensive hobby and she is, as far as I know, drawing only a small pension and Social Security. I’m pretty sure she hasn’t received any sort of inheritance yet though there may be a draw off of the family properties if the books she’s doing are for them.”

“I doubt those ledgers Holly saw are for the farming business since she’s sending copies to a lawyer in Chicago for safekeeping,” Tim offered and then he continued, “I just wonder how often she updates the copies in Chicago?”

“What I think needs to happen is that we go ahead and take possession of what Joseph has and we also get a federal judge to sign a search warrant for her home under RICO. We need to get in there and seize the other set before they’re destroyed. Matching them could make or break our case.” I looked at Tim as he typed madly on his laptop. 

“I’ll get on the search warrant. I’d already forwarded the request for a subpoena of personal financials. I was holding the one for the farm operation financials. Should I let that go forward?”

“Yes. We’ll also need a search warrant for the dairy farm. And that topic brings us back to our original reason for this meeting. We need a surveillance plan B and, obviously, with warrants being issued and our target date a few days away, we need to get moving now! Thoughts?”

Phil stood up and walked to the map. “Like Tim said, we have to get on the ground. We need to be on that farm to at least observe around the clock, search warrants or no. We’re losing time. Here’s where I propose we go in and set up...”

By the end of the meeting, Phil and Jason were on their way out the door. They would prepare and then take the overnight watch shift. Ron would be available for air support. An order for agent reinforcements for surveillance and movement had gone out to the Columbus office. There’s going to be a raid soon if we can nail a few details and the delivery time of this shipment down! 

I turned to Ron, “I need you to work on the helipad issue since Phil is occupied.” He nodded.

Mel looked puzzled, “What helipad issue?”

“I want him to find one close by that we can have one of your deputies sneak you to and then he will fly you to Cambridge.”

“Um, okay...”

I looked at her. She looked like her piebald deer, caught in the headlights. “You’re not afraid to fly are you?” 

“No... I’ve just, well... I’ve never been in a chopper before.” 

“Relax Sheriff. I’ll take good care of you and you’re going to love it. That’s a promise!”

“Er, thanks...” 

I turned to Mel. “We’re going to be here a while yet. Gene’s going back into session with Joseph and his attorney and Tim is chasing down warrants and subpoenas. I need to assist him with that. I also need to stay available while the Columbus office puts a surveillance and raid team together for me.”

“I’ll be in my office. There’s plenty of paperwork for me to do.”

###

Mel

“Sheriff Crane, it’s Agent Webb. Sorry it took a couple of days to get back to you. Truthfully, I didn’t think I’d catch you at the office so late. So, how can I help you?”

Hmm, how do I approach this? “Thanks for the call back.” I was stalling. “I appreciate it. Really, I’m just trying to tie up so loose ends on this end and...”

He interrupted me, “What sort of loose ends Sheriff? Remember, this is a federal investigation now.” His tone changed in a hurry!

“I know, I know.” I was trying to sound relaxed. “I’m just finishing off some routine paperwork is all and, well, for my own sense of closure...”

“You wanted to know how things were proceeding?”

“Yes; exactly.”

He didn’t waste any breath as he rapidly shifted the conversation to a different track. “That Customs Agent buddy of yours went to see DeShawn Dawes at Stateville.”

I bristled but I tried to keep my cool. “Is that a question?”

“No. She and I talked and I know that she was working on getting access to see him. I also know that she did go but, funny thing is, she never reported their conversation back to me.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

“She’s impeding a federal investigation.”

He sure likes to throw that term around! “Maybe you should get in touch with her...” 

“We’ll see. Do you know anything that I should know Sheriff?”

Well this all just backfired in my face! “No, I don’t believe that I do.”

“We’ll just see about that too. Have a good evening Sheriff.” He hung up.

“Wow! He’s not the nice guy I thought he was!” I said out loud, to no one in particular. 

“Who?”

Dana’s question startled me. I looked over to find her standing in my doorway. “Agent Webb. He was returning my call, so to speak.”

“It didn’t go well, I take it?”

“No. He knows you went to Stateville to see Dawes and he’s pissed off that you didn’t report back to him with what you found out.”

“Is that right?” Her tone was dripping with sarcasm. 

“He says you’re impeding a federal investigation.”

Dana crossed her arms and affected a lean back pose right where she stood. “Agent Webb can kiss my ass. His federal investigation doesn’t take precedence over my federal investigation!”

“Alrighty then, there Slick. You go!”

Dana laughed. 

“How’s that “federal investigation” of yours coming, anyway?”

“I’m calling it a night but, unfortunately, I’m going to have to monitor the phone all night. Things are moving fast now... finally!” She eyed me closely. 

“If you’d rather I stayed here...?”

“Why would I want you to do that? I was thinking the opposite and, actually, I came to tell you that your “ride” just left. He’ll meet you at the helipad at Genesis in half an hour if you can wrap up and get over there.”

“The opposite?”

“Yeah. I should probably stay here so you can get some rest. It might be an up and down night for me.”

“No, if things go as you expect, you’re going to need to work in a little rest where you can. Will you be flying with us?”

“No, I’ll be driving in case I have to come back this way in a hurry. Should I text Ron that you’re on your way?”

“Give me five minutes to get a patrol deputy in here. Give him an ETA of 15 minutes.”

We spent longer preparing to go up and then, later, securing the chopper at the hanger in Cambridge than the actual flight took. By the time Ron and I headed for our rooms at the hotel, it was after 10:00 PM and I was bone tired. 

When I got into the room, Dana was already there. She was deep in conversation and pacing the floor. Paperwork was spread everywhere. When she saw me she gave me a half smile of apology as she waved her hand over her mess. I grinned and shook my head in response and then I headed for the shower. 

If she was up and down all night, I didn’t notice. I was asleep soon after my head touched the pillow.

Chapter 29 – Crawl, Walk, Run

Dana

Jason and Phil hadn’t seen anything unusual overnight. They told me that daily operations on the dairy farm started around 4:00 AM though, well before the sun was up. The surveillance team that replaced them struggled to get into place over open pasture land before dawn rose and Jason and Phil struggled to make their covert retreat. I hoped we wouldn’t have to be trading surveillance in and out of there for very long.

Gene reported that the copies of Delores’s financial logs had been turned over to him. Much of what they contained was coded. He’d sent them to forensic accounting for analysis. He also noted that the search warrant was being executed on Joseph’s Chicago offices at 6:30 AM local time before most gang-bangers would be out of bed. It was just before 8:00 AM now in lovely Zanesville, Ohio meaning the search team was now on site in Chicago, an hour behind my local time. I bit my lip and pondered whether they would find anything useful.

“Hey boss?” It was Tim.

“Yes?” 

“We got the subpoenas and also both of the warrants are signed. Do you want anything executed yet?”

I didn’t hesitate. “No, not just yet. We’ll probably execute the financial subpoenas on the banks and the accounting firms today or tomorrow but I don’t want them to be too far ahead of the warrants. We want to catch them in the act of an unload for the farm warrant and we’ll execute the one on Delores at the same time, so there’s no forewarning.”

“Gotcha. Do you think it will be soon?” 

“The day after tomorrow is the 21st. Don’t you think it has to be soon if this big score is still going down?”

Tim shrugged. “We’ve been chasing our tails on this for so long...”

I nodded. “I know. I hear that!”

The day dragged on with no contributions of value to the investigation. Team 2 reported a truck offloading feed out in the lot in front of the main barns and milk trucks in and out to the milking operation but no activity in the target area. I was on pins and needles waiting for something I could really sink my teeth into. 

It came from an unexpected source – my source. Brice Buhler called me just after 3:00 PM and said he had some info but he needed something in return. Against my better judgment, I agreed to meet him in the same truck stop Hardee’s we’d met in the last time. I had no idea what he’d want in return for his information.

I thought about taking someone to the meeting with me but Phil and Jason were catching some much needed rest, Ron was doing an aerial recon and Tim was just too busy. Taking a fully uniformed Mel, even if I could sneak her out of the station, was just too risky. I went alone.

This time Buhler beat me to our meeting place. I got a diet soda and ambled to his table. I was trying to appear casual to him or to anyone else observing in the busy restaurant but something I couldn’t put my finger on just yet felt off. 

Buhler spied me and then waved me over to his table all the while acting like I was someone he knew that he hadn’t seen in a while. 

“Hey, nice to see you. How ya been?” His tone was borderline excited but his eyes didn’t match. He was nervous and I could tell.

“Great, great. It’s been a long time! How are you?”

“Doin’ fine.” He motioned for me to take a seat.

“Just for a minute. I’ve been on the road and I need to keep going.” I pulled the chair out only slightly, leaving it somewhat sideways so my back wouldn’t be to the room. I perched on the edge trying to appear as though I was really just passing by and didn’t intend to stay. I looked around casually. No one nearby seemed to be interested in us. 

“So, how’s Bob?”

Huh? Okay, I’ve had enough of this game. He needs to get to the point! “Fine, what’s up with you?” I eyeballed him pointedly.

Buhler cleared his throat. In a barely audible voice he said, “Rumor has it, ATF is sniffing around.”

“Around who? You?” I whispered back.

“You tell me.”

I was annoyed. “Bud, I don’t work with ATF unless I have to.” I leaned in, “What have you heard?”

“Got a coupl’a contacts, say they’ve been snooping around and asking questions.”

“Shine?” 

“Don’t think so. Ain’t been doin’ that. Ain’t time yet for it, but I don’t know.” He was still talking very low.  He paused and then whispered, “Probably the stuff what’s goin’ on at Chappell’s.”

“The dairy farm you work at?” I played dumb but he didn’t buy it. He’d already told me about his special work. It was his turn to eye me.

“I was told there’d be a huge extra work assignment real late like tonight, early tomorrow morning. Told ‘em I wanted in.”

“What’s the work?”

“Dunno but I’m supposed to be on site around 1:00 AM. Truck’s expected around 1:30.”

“You going?”

“Don’t know... ATF ... that’s why I called you.”

I nodded for him to continue. 

“If they’re after me, I don’t want to be there. If they’re after something there, I don’t want no part of it.”

“I see. So, you think they know about the job tonight?”

“Think so. Dunno for sure.”

“What do you want from me?”

“I go... to not look suspicious, I want protection from prosecution.” 

“You do realize that if you turn evidence to avoid prosecution, you’re going to be out the job anyway and probably railroaded out of this county? Do you honestly think they won’t figure it out when they’re all sitting in jail and you aren’t?”

He sat back in his chair abruptly and stared at me. Apparently, he hadn’t put that much thought into his request. “You just put me between a rock and a hard place!” he spat.

“No. You put yourself there. If you’re there tonight, I’ll see what I can do.” I stood. “It was nice seeing you again but I really do need to get back on the road.”

He stood up. “Yeah, I better get going too. Take care.” He picked up his food tray and walked the opposite direction from the way I’d come in.

I found the restroom and availed myself of the facilities and then I headed out to my car. As I was getting in, two casually dressed men approached me. Even dressed as they were, it was obvious that they were agents. They stood out so bad compared to others in this area that I could spot them a mile away.

The taller of the two men, addressed me; “The man you were talking with in there, how do you know him?”

“We’re old friends. Is there something I can help you gentlemen with?” 

“Who are you?”

“Who wants to know?” I attempted to get into my car. Slim, the taller guy, grasped the door frame.

“Look, we know who you are. We don’t know what you’re out and about doing but we think you’re probably interfering with a federal investigation.”

“Ah, I see. You can tell Webb that I’m sorry I never called him back. Shit happens. I’m not mixed up in his counterfeiting operation so you can tell him he doesn’t need to have his goons follow me around.”

Shorty spoke up for the first time, “Webb? Counterfeiting?” Slim shot him a look. 

Oh ho! So, not the Secret Service! They’re ATF! I steeled my expression. “Are we done here? 

Slim looked me up and down and then let go of my door frame. “This isn’t over. We’ve got our eyes on you.”

I smiled brightly. “Have a nice day!” I drove away slowly but inside I was seething. ATF IS NOT going to get another one of my cases!

### 

Tim had the subpoenas executed for Chappell farm and Delores Chappell’s personal financials at 4:59 PM, just before banks closed for business for the day. The shipment was coming a day early and we had to beat ATF to whatever punch was coming. It was go time. 

We wouldn’t be switching out observation teams. Team 2 would stay put. We didn’t want to put anyone in jeopardy during a change over and we needed eyes constantly on operations at the farm. A four man team would serve the warrant on Delores’ residence as soon as word came via radio that another larger team was descending on the unloading operation at the farm. 

I was again on pins and needles. I went into Mel’s office.

“I guess this is it?”

“Yeah.” I sat down in her one visitor chair. 

“You’re nervous?”

“Yes but not for the reason that you probably think.” I’d told the team about my conversation with Buhler. Now I quickly sketched for Mel my encounter with the ATF agents. I hadn’t told the team because the only dots I could connect led me back to Buhler’s own illegal activities.

She took a deep breath and eyed me. Finally, she spoke, “Dana, I want to be involved in the take down at the farm.” 

I thought about that for a minute. “Is this some sort of vendetta thing? Evening the score, perhaps?”

She gave me a harder stare than just moments before. “I can’t believe you would think that. Yes, I admit, Delores, Relic – whatever you want to call her – and crew deserve their day in court and I hope they never again see the outside of a jail cell, but I’m a professional. I’m not going to be gunning for anyone.”

“So why do you feel you need to be there?”

“Lots of reasons: First, as a representative of local law enforcement. Second, to follow up on the counterfeiting angle. If those guys that you tangled with were ATF, then we still owe the Service at least a look and a call if things pop up in their line of interest. I’m betting you’re going to be a little busy with customs stuff...” She trailed off.

“Go on.”

I’d caught her out. “Um, that’s it really... except, well, I could watch your back...”

“We’ve been over this Mel. I’m a big girl too and a federal agent. I can take care of myself and I’ll have a team of agents to watch my back, so to speak.” I made air quotes to emphasize my point.

She bristled at that. I looked at her face and I knew I was about to give in and be powerless to stop myself. “Have you ever been on a big bust before?”

I could tell she came to a decision. “Look, Dana, I can hold my own but, if it makes you feel any better, I can hang back and only come in once your team is in full control. I don’t need to be on the bust team, per se. I can just be an observer.” 

I leaned back. She’s giving me an out; a way to pair her need to be there with my desire to keep her safe and sound, out of harm’s way...I’m guilty of the same line of thinking that she is! “Okay, okay. You can observe but you can’t interfere until and unless we find evidence of the counterfeiting operation there.”

“Okay”. 

She didn’t look satisfied with our compromise but it was all I was willing to give on the matter.

Chapter 30 - Rodeo

Dana

Mel’s second and third shift patrol units had been briefed to watch for outside the norm activity along Route 44. I had hesitated to do the brief but the department really did seem to have no involvement in shady dealings after the murder of Sheriff Carter. 

Beginning at nightfall, Tim and I, a team leader from the Columbus office and Mel as an observer, were in a tactical van about a mile up Route 44, past the farm. We’d move in, along with other team members staged nearby, when our surveillance reported we should move. Mel would roll with the other three of us but she had agreed to stay behind in the van until the all clear sounded.

Mel had a radio to communicate with her patrol deputies. They were under radio silence in the area unless they saw something unusual. They would report to her and then she would report directly to me.

Sometime after 10:00 PM, a milk tanker truck rumbled up the street past our van. The driver never even glanced about. He just went on about his business. A county cruiser passed minutes later. I turned to Mel. “How often do they patrol this road?”

“There’s no set schedule but on 2nd and 3rd shift, two deputies work a lot of the area around here. They’re both likely to pass through once in a while. It wouldn’t be unusual.”

“I’m going to hold you to that. I don’t want this op blown because your guys go cowboy.”

“Roger, Special Agent.” 

Her tone was harsh. My stomach was already in a knot and now I had a cranky lover come County Sheriff on my hands. Not much I can do to placate her with the two other agents here... she’s just going to have to get over herself!

My thoughts were interrupted by a hail from the radio. Ron was calling as he did aerial surveillance. He would be up and down throughout the night. 

“Unit four, unit one. Go.”

“Unit one, be advised vehicle that last entered compound parked near target area. Also be advised; black, ¾ ton van moving east toward your location. Over.”

“Roger.” I grinned inwardly. We were also in a black ¾ ton van... a well hidden one. I turned the already low radio down another notch even though I knew the van was virtually soundproof. 

“Unit four out.”

“Were we made?” Tim asked.

“I doubt it.”

“Who then?”

“Maybe their own guys looking out for the shipment or maybe a rival?” I shrugged. I really didn’t have an answer. We sat quietly for another few minutes. Ron hailed again jolting me from my “what if” swirl of thoughts.

“Unit one, black van is taking up a covert position on the Amish farm. Over.”

“Roger.” Interesting! 

“Unit four out.”

I eyed Tim and the Columbus team leader, John. “Looks like we have company.” Tim pulled up a map and showed John the farm in question. Both men began radioing the field teams about the added danger.

Mel looked at each of us. “I can move a deputy into position to block their exit if they start moving.” 

“That’s pretty risky Sheriff. We don’t know what they’d be getting into,” I told her.

“They’re positioned closer than we are Rossi,” Tim addressed me more formally during an op. “If all hell breaks loose and they aren’t blocked, they may get up there first. We’d be walking into an ambush.”

He’s right... what to do?

“Well?” Mel asked.

“Can you put a couple of patrol cruisers on standby in the nearby area? They may have to roll fast.”

“I can put the whole force out there if you need them.”

“Two will do. But, can you do it covertly? We don’t know what they’re monitoring now but I’d be willing to bet police radio traffic is a given.”

Mel took out her personal cell and turned it on. After a series of calls and pass offs, the arrangements were made. When she was finished she turned the phone back off and nodded in my direction, a look of confidence on her face.

“Thank you. When it’s time to move, you can, of course, use your radio or ours.”

“Yeah. All bets will be off then!” was John’s response. A nervous grin was all I could muster.

Another hour passed and then two. I checked the time... 12:41. This could go down any time... if it goes down.

Several minutes later, a ground team began reporting separate pickup trucks and a car, all with single occupants, moving down 44 toward the farm. There was such low traffic on the road this late, I figured I could assume with near certainty that these were the hands reporting back to do the unload. Confirmation came from the two men staged with a view of the big barn with the loading dock. This will go down tonight!

We got a quick observation report that several vehicles had entered the farm, parked in the target area and that individuals had entered the target barn. After that, the radios went silent. I was wound as tight as a spring now. Something was definitely brewing but the waiting game was grating on my nerves.   I checked the time for probably the one hundredth time – 1:22 AM.

The four of us sat staring at each other in the low light. Occasionally, I would stare at the radio, trying to will it to squawk to life. I watched as John dipped his head from side to side to stretch his neck. I rolled my own shoulders in an effort to release some of the building tension and the pain from sitting, waiting for so long.

At 1:48 a field unit stationed near the turnoff for Route 44 reported a semi with the Demons owned company name on the door headed in our direction. We sprang to life. 

I turned first to Mel. “Instruct your units to roll, no lights, about a mile behind him and to block the entrance/exit out of the Amish farm.” She got on her radio and relayed the commands.

Tim got on the tactical radio system and relayed that information to the search team, instructing them to roll forward following behind the dark Muskingum County Sheriff’s cruisers. Then, he turned radio control over to me, jumped in the driver’s seat and brought the van to life.

I tried to hail the surveillance team. There was no response. A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. I looked at Tim. “They should be far enough out, shouldn’t they, that they can take a radio call with no one hearing them?”

He wrinkled his brow as he thought about my question while picking his way with the van slowly out of our hiding spot. “I would think, yeah. They have been all along... Phil and Ron scouted all of that...”

I tried again. Nothing. We looked at each other. “I’m not liking this!” I blurted out.

Tim blew out a breath. “Maybe their radio is out. We’ll figure it out. Regardless, here we go!”

We exited the forested area we’d been staged in and drove out onto the berm of the paved road.  From our direction, there was no one around. Tim shut off the van and we waited. It would be a couple of more minutes before the semi approached the farm from the opposite direction and turned onto the compound. We didn’t want to beat it there and we didn’t want the driver of it or the unknowns watching from the Amish farm to spot us. 

I hailed Ron and asked for a report.

“Unit one, target ETA is 2 minutes. Waving off. Over.”

“Roger Unit 4.”

“Out.”

The truck was less than 2 miles from the farm and Ron was leaving the area. He didn’t want to arouse suspicion from down below him on the farm before we moved in. I worried about the two Columbus area agents already there pulling surveillance duty. Why aren’t they answering?!

Seconds ticked by, then Mel’s deputies reported they had stopped a mile from the farm with the two search and seizure team vehicles still behind them. We needed to give the truck time to get turned and them through the property and into the loading bay. I was relying on my ground team to give me the go ahead but they appeared to be MIA. 

I tried to hail the ground team one more time. Still no response. I looked at Mel. Tell your men to roll, no lights, no sirens. I relayed the move order to my team.

Tim fired the vans engine again and we crept forward. We crested a small hill in time to see two cruisers block the entry/exit to the Amish farm as a black van rolled down the farms dirt driveway toward them. 

I turned my attention away as two tactical vehicle loads of Customs Agents entered the Chappell Dairy Farm across the roadway from the cruisers. Tim gave the van some gas and we were soon falling in behind them. 

Most of the farm buildings were set back off the road but it would only be seconds until we were in sight of the main dairy operation. The building we needed to get to was set a little further back. I’m not normally a praying woman, but I sent up a silent prayer this night for the safety of us all.

Mel’s radio screamed to life. “Sheriff, we have a situation.”

No shit!

“Identify,” was her immediate response.

“Unit 16, Sheriff. This vehicle we’re blocking is full of ATF Agents that are in a big hurry to get on the Chappell farm, over.”

“Mother fucking son of a bitch!” I vented. Tim and I looked at each other. 

“What the hell?” he asked.

I raised my hands in an ‘I don’t know’ gesture.

“What should I tell my deputy Rossi?” 

“Tell them to stand down. Fuckin’ ‘A’. Hopefully they move real slow out of the way. This is MY bust!”

Unit 16 reported again, “Sheriff, they’re demanding that the units that entered the farm stand down.”

“Like hell!” I yelled. “Tim keep driving!”

“Yes ma’am!”

“And again, what should I tell my deputy?”

“Tell him to let them know that they’re presence here is impeding a federal investigation!”

“Roger boss!” I could hear the smile in Mel’s voice when she replied to me and again when she relayed the message to her team.

Vehicles one and two in our little line pulled in at the large barnlike structure and blocked the semi from being able to leave the loading bay. Tim pulled the van up alongside the man door. The team quickly formed up and began to storm the building when shots rang out from the field beyond. I felt an intense, searing heat in my left leg and then nothing but pain. 

“I’m hit!” I screamed as I collapsed onto the ground. I tried to crawl to a position of cover. Tim and John quickly diverted some of the team still outside the building into position to lay down suppressive fire.

“Sheriff!” Tim yelled. “Get Rossi back in the van. She’s hurt!”

The ATF van rolled up. Over a megaphone or some sort of PA system, I could hear someone shouting, “Cease fire, cease fire!” 

Mel appeared at my side. “Help me up and get me in that building now!” I demanded.

“Dana, you’re bleeding,” she said to me and then called out, “someone call for an ambulance!”

The ATF agents had dismounted and they were approaching the building.

I gritted my teeth. “NOW MEL!”

She looked at me for a fraction of a second and then she hauled me up and practically carried me to the door. 

My head spun as we stepped out of the darkness of the night and into a brightly lit world of controlled bedlam. The six Customs Agents that had made it inside were holding about eight men who had been preparing to unload the truck at bay with their rifles. The hands and the truck driver had been caught completely off guard. 

Some of the ATF agents from the van pushed in behind us, rifles at the ready. One stepped forward and looked at those of us closest to him. “Who thinks they’re in charge here?” he demanded.

I looked him in the eye. “I am in charge here. Special Agent Rossi, U.S. Customs and Border Protection. And you are?”

“ATF, Special Agent. We’ve been tracking this shipment for a long time. This is my bust.”

I felt woozy in more ways than one. “We’ll just see about that ‘ATF!”

The door burst open again. The two Columbus agents that had been assigned to surveillance were shoved in first by two men dressed in camouflage that I didn’t know. Several guns turned their direction. They were followed by Tim and John and then a few other men wearing all black jackets. One approached, identified himself as from the Secret Service and asked who was in charge.

Mel spoke for all of us when she said, “What we have here is a cluster fuck!”

Chapter 31 – Denouement

Dana

“I’m sorry to be so much trouble.” I looked up at Mel as she assisted me from a wheelchair into the passenger seat of her sister’s car. 

“Dana, you’re no trouble. You were shot, for Pete’s sake! Thank heaven it wasn’t worse than it is!”

“Well, what it is, is pretty bad...”

“I didn’t mean...” 

She looked at me with such a look of sorrow as she went on the defensive that I took pity on her and decided not to take my frustration out on her, especially on our first real date. “I’m just glad to get out of rehab torture for a bit.”

“How long until you’re out of the hospital for more than an outing?” She started the car.

“Soon, I think. The bones are set and they’ve started healing. There’s just a lot of nerve damage that’s keeping me from having full capabilities with my left leg, right now.” I stopped talking because I wasn’t sure how to broach the real topic at hand; us.

“Where will you go when you’re released from the hospital?”

So much for not really wanting to go there right now.

“Well, probably back to Cleveland to stay while my rehab continues. Then, I’ll have to be medically evaluated to continue in my normal duty assignment.”

“And, if you can’t? Do your normal assignment, I mean?”
I sighed. “I don’t know.”
Mel grew quiet and I got lost in my own thoughts as she drove me wherever it was that she was taking me. “It’s a surprise,” she’d said.

My mind wandered back to that night on the Chappell farm. What a mixed up nightmare that had turned into. I was bleeding and woozy after being shot but Tim came to my aide as three agencies attempted to claim the bust and go through the cargo. A decision was made by people echelons above all of us on the ground to offload the truck and see what we had before determining jurisdiction over the whole shooting match. 

The first couple of crates yielded a treasure trove of knock off, high end cell phones. They weren’t at all what I was expecting to see come off the truck but I would take it. I became smug in my victory and refused to leave the site until Tim stepped up and ordered me to go and be treated.

He and Mel were waiting for me at the hospital when I came out of recovery after surgery to remove bone fragments from the bullet I took. Over the next couple of hours, as I drifted in and out of consciousness, the rest of the story unfolded.

The next crate off the truck, much to the surprise of all the law enforcement officers on site but the ATF agents, apparently, contained two racks of high end automatic rifles. Delores and her brother, it turns out, were the primary traders in the Gangster Demons very lucrative arms dealing business. The arms that night came via Detroit in the Demon owned truck and were to be distributed from the Chappell farming operation per usual, in a true stroke of criminal genius, in modified milk tanker trucks. Who would ever suspect a milk tanker to be hauling anything but milk?

ATF had been tipped about illegal arms trade firearms passing through Detroit and had been working on nailing the whole distribution ring for months. They had been the ones watching the dairy farm from the Amish farm when we had first attempted to set up surveillance. 

The Secret Service, meanwhile, was a latecomer to the whole Gangster Demons – Relic – Chappell party. Mel’s tip to them about counterfeit money and her investigative work had walked them right into a case that might not have come for months or years to come given the quality of the counterfeit money that was being passed. The three men Agent Webb had taken into federal custody gave up information on the money distribution system via Demon owned transport. The truck driver the night of the big bust had another part of his load and a briefcase full of counterfeit twenties headed for Knoxville. He’d never even taken the briefcase out of the cab. 

Secret Service Agents had been the ones to find and collar the two men we had out in the field doing surveillance the night of the bust. Though I’d never be able to prove it, the bullet I took, likely came from one of their operatives. If someone in the FBI van hadn’t shouted out a cease fire and alerted the men in the field that something wasn’t quite what they thought it was... I shuddered at the thought of the lives that might have been lost that night.

“What’s wrong? You’re shaking,” Mel asked.

“Just thinking about the night of the bust... how bad it really could have been with all of those agents. If the farm crew had been armed...”

“But, they weren’t. They were just farm hands out to pick up some extra dough.”

“I know. Like you said that night, what a cluster fuck! All three agencies are going to be battling for jurisdiction over this case for years. Meanwhile, Illinois wants Delores Chappell extradited on murder charges for ordering the prison hit and there’s a nationwide manhunt going on to find Vincent and charge him with murder as well.” 

“I hate to break it to you Dana, but the local DA is also reopening the investigation into Sheriff Carter’s death.”

“He’s going to have to get in line!”

“I imagine so.”

“Well, you were right about one thing which, given her recent history, was a surprise.”

“What’s that?”

“Relic...er... Delores going easily. She didn’t even put up a fight. When they stormed her house that night as we were hitting that barn, she barely let out a whimper.”

“Maybe she realized the jig was up?” Mel’s response was more a question than a statement.

“Maybe. Actually, I’m thinking she’s so tied into all the gang business, and with all the low level guys singing like canaries, that she’s keeping her mouth shut and will be doing that for forever and a day. With three agencies bearing down on her...” I looked at Mel and shrugged.

Mel looked thoughtful.

“What has the wheels turning in your head now?”

“It’s just, well, I’ve known Delores all my life. I’ve been a cop for years. I can usually spot a criminal right away... I don’t know!” She shook her head. “How does someone like her, from a place like this,” she waved her left arm out her open window to the countryside surrounding her little hometown of Morelville, “get mixed up with a street gang?” 

“Look, she may not be talking but Jonathan Joseph is and he’s had plenty to say because he’s trying to save his own ass. He’s given Gene and anyone else that will listen to him the scoop on her.”

“Really? I wasn’t aware of that.”

“Mel, it’s still a federal investigation. There are some things I can’t tell you but, I can give you a little bit of background, if you like.”

She nodded for me to continue.

“Okay. Well, first of all, Delores was born almost completely deaf. As a teenager, she was sent to a Chicago hospital for surgery to insert experimental implants in both of her ears. It was a very expensive procedure that her family got done for her for free by agreeing to let the procedure be attempted on a young adult with significant hearing lose. They were too poor to travel with her.”

“After the surgery, Delores had to stay in Chicago for a while for testing and for speech therapy so she actually stayed with distant family in the area. The branch of the family there, to which Joseph is related, he tells us, had problems with the Mafia during prohibition and beyond. They eventually fought back by becoming involved with the Gangster Demons. Most of that branch of the family, unknown to the branch of the family Delores left back in Ohio, was gang connected. That’s apparently where her involvement started. Why, or how, we don’t know...yet.”

“Wow. And she came back to Ohio to spread the joy...” Mel just shook her head. 

I continued, “Which leads me to wonder how, if the family was too poor to travel with her or to pay for her follow up care here, they came to have such a farming empire?”

“Good question! Guess that’s one for all you feds to figure out.” She looked at me and grinned that same grin I remembered from the first day I met her.

I laughed. “So, where are we going, anyway?”

“Actually, we’re here.” 

She pulled the car into a lot past a teenager waving an orange traffic flag. There were rows of cars ahead of us. She drove toward the front of the lot and parked near an entrance gate. My view of the goings on was blocked by a crowd of people waiting to enter. 

“I present to you, the Morelville Mushroom Festival!” She smiled and her eyes beamed her mirth.

I laughed so hard, tears formed in my eyes. 

Mel parked, retrieved the wheelchair from the trunk and then maneuvered me out of the car. We bypassed the main gate and entered through a side gate reserved for the handicapped. I hated that but I resolved to make the best of it. My resolve, however, would be short lived.
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Chapter 1 – Prologue


Dana

Saturday, May 24th, 2014

My doctor is giving me a day pass for good behavior. I took a bullet to the left leg on my last assignment as a Special Agent for the U.S. Customs and Border Protection Service that shattered bone and severely damaged nerves. After two surgeries to remove the bullet and some bone fragments and to piece together my femur with rods and screws, I’m healing but not nearly fast enough for my liking. My leg has little capability to bear weight and feeling any sensation at all in it is hit or miss. Doctor Welle, my surgeon, tells me the feeling will come back in due time. 

I’ve started the rehab work but I hate it... absolutely hate it. I feel so useless and incapable when I can’t do an exercise. But, I also hate being confined to a hospital bed for most of the day. Rehabbing well is my permanent ticket out of the hospital and back to my life. Today, I’m told, is a little reward for the work I’ve been able to put in so far. It sure doesn’t hurt that the outing is with the county Sheriff and that the medical staff knows I’ll be in capable hands! 

Mel said she was going to take me on a date somewhere special. I don’t care where we go as long as I get to spend time with her and the location doesn’t involve hospital food!

###

“I’m sorry to be so much trouble.” I looked up at Mel as she assisted me from a wheelchair into the passenger seat of her sister’s car. 

“Dana, you’re no trouble. You were shot, for Pete’s sake! Thank heaven it wasn’t worse than it is!” 

“Well, what it is, is pretty bad...” 

“I didn’t mean...” 

She looked at me with such a look of sorrow as she went on the defensive that I took pity on her and decided not to take my frustration out on her, especially on our first real date. “I’m just glad to get out of rehab torture for a bit.” 

“How long until you’re out of the hospital for more than an outing?” She started the car. 

“Soon, I think. The bones are set and they’ve started healing. There’s just a lot of nerve damage that’s keeping me from having full capabilities with my left leg, right now.” I stopped talking because she actually already knew all of that. I just wasn’t sure how to broach the real topic at hand; us. 

“Where will you go when you’re released from the hospital?” 

“Well, probably back to Cleveland to stay while my rehab continues. Then, I’ll have to be medically evaluated to continue in my normal duty assignment...” 

She glanced over at me and then quickly turned her gaze back to the road. “And, if you can’t? Do your normal assignment, I mean?” 

I sighed. “I don’t know.” 

Mel grew quiet and I got lost in my own thoughts as she drove me wherever it was that she was taking me. “It’s a surprise,” she’d said. 

I thought about the Chappell mission that had just ended for me as an investigation but that might be with me physically for the rest of my life. I thought about how the jurisdiction battles between my employer the U.S. Customs and Border Protection Service, and both the Secret Service and the Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms and the courtroom battles over that case might rage for years and I thought about what the end of the actual ground case meant for any possible relationship I might have with Mel. 

Mel drew me out of my reverie and we talked about the case for a few minutes. After a time, I asked her, “So, where are we going, anyway?” 

“Actually, we’re here,” she said. 

She pulled the car into a lot past a teenager waving an orange traffic flag. There were rows of cars ahead of us. She drove toward the front of the lot and parked near an entrance gate. My view of the goings on was blocked by a crowd of people waiting to enter. 

“I present to you, the Morelville Mushroom Festival!” She smiled and her eyes beamed her mirth. 

I remembered a statement she had made to me about “not staying around for the mushroom festival” in one of her police interrogation rooms during our inauspicious first meeting and I laughed so hard, tears formed in my eyes. 

Mel parked, retrieved the wheelchair from the trunk and then maneuvered me out of the car. We bypassed the main gate and entered through a side gate reserved for the handicapped. I hated that but I resolved to make the best of it. My resolve, however, would be short lived.

Chapter 2 – Is it Murder?

Just after Mel wheeled me through the entrance gate, a Sheriff’s Deputy approached us at a dead run. He pulled up short and, breathing hard said, “Boy Sheriff am I ever glad to see you! The main gate radioed that you had pulled in here.” The officer eyed me, in my hopefully temporary wheelchair, even as he spoke to Mel. 

“Pulling security detail today Joe?” Mel asked him. 

“Nope, got an emergency response call to come over here.” 

“What’s going on?” 

“We um, have a little situation.” The Deputy was clearly uncomfortable addressing her in front of me but I was completely out of my element and virtually powerless to go anywhere. I looked up at Mel.” 

Mel tipped her head to the right. “Let’s step over here.” She wheeled me right along with them. Once we were away from most of the entrance throng, she turned back to Joe. “It’s okay. You can talk in front of Special Agent Rossi,” she said, trying to put the deputy at ease. 

He nodded. “It’s just that, well, one of the cooking contest judges is...dead.” 

“What? How?” 

“They say he tasted a dish that he was judging and he just keeled over like.” 

Oh boy! Just what I want to hear at a food festival! 

Mel scowled. “Lead on. Let’s get to the bottom of this.” 

We followed the deputy as he picked his way through the growing crowd. Mel continued to push me in my chair. We stopped at a large, white tent that was completely sealed off from view. All of the tent flaps were pulled shut. An ambulance was parked beside it, lights flashing. Another Sheriff’s Deputy stood near a closed flap where a sign declared “Closed - Food Judging”. He glanced at me and then nodded to his co-worker and to Mel and then lifted a flap for us to pass through into the tent. 

The mood inside the judging tent was somber. A little knot of people wearing Mushroom Festival nametags with ribbons that said “Judge” were standing not far from where we entered, toward the left side of the tent, looking on, not talking, just staring. Three rows of tables laid out with dishes to be judged stretched from left to right in front of us. Behind the right end of the middle row of tables, a man was laying prone on the floor as two EMTs stood helplessly over him. He was too far gone for them to save. Another of Mel’s deputies was standing with a tall balding man and a teenage girl a little to the right of the dead man. 

Mel wheeled me toward the deputy, the man and the girl. She stopped just short of their little group and nodded toward the balding man. 

“Craig...” 

He nodded back. “Mel... er... Sheriff.” 

“Either is fine, buddy. So, what’s going on here?” 

Craig wore a badge that identified him as “Craig Stroud, Festival Director”. He drew himself up a little taller and then he shook his head no, wordlessly. He added a shrug. “Darned if I know, Mel.” He gestured toward the little knot of judges across the tent, “We just got this group started on today’s food judging category; side dishes.” He tipped his head toward the dead man. “I assigned him to start with this end of the second row. He dropped to the floor as he tasted his third dish. By the time I got to him, he was already dead.” 

“He looks familiar. Who is he?” 

“Ben Tracy. He’s the owner of...was the owner of...‘The Hive’, the little organic foods restaurant downtown. This was his third year here as a judge.” 

“He’d already tasted two dishes?” 

“Yes, numbers 20 and 21. Each judge tastes ten to start. We have six judges today and thirty entries. You don’t think...” Craig trailed off. 

“That it was the food he tasted?” Mel finished the thought for him. “I don’t know. I have to think of all possibilities.” She turned toward the deputy that was standing there with Craig and the girl. “Get the Coroner over here. We’re going to need him to do forensic analysis on this one.” 

“The Coroner Mel?” Craig’s face clouded. “If he shows up, it will ruin us. I mean, I feel terrible but, well, can’t the squad take him out of here?” 

“Craig, I don’t know what we’re dealing with here. I have to shut at least the food judging competition down.” His shoulders sagged in defeat. Mel continued, “I need a list of all of the contestants and the numbers assigned to their judging dishes. I need anything not plated for judging from contestants 20 and 21 and I also need to know if either of the providers of those two dishes is providing any other food on the grounds.” 

Craig sent the teenager off to pull the list. 

Mel ran her hand through her short black hair and glanced around. She looked back at Craig. “Hell,” she said, “you better just put a hold on everything that isn’t plated and no more tasting of anything else out here. Also, put a hold on the food vendors period, until we know if this is isolated or not. We just don’t know what we’ve got here yet.” 

I glanced over at the remaining five judges. They’d heard what she said and they were all nodding in agreement. I turned back in time to see Craig’s neck and ears turn a pretty vivid shade of red. 

“You’re shutting the festival down?” His anger was obvious. It just oozed out of him. 

Mel reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. She looked him in the eye and said, “No. Not yet anyway...but I do want you to make a general announcement that all food vendors are to stop serving for the next hour. You just opened for the day, so that shouldn’t put anyone too far out of their way and it ought to give us enough time to see if any contestant here is also a vendor.” 

Craig looked demoralized. “I can tell you right now, a few of them are but most aren’t. The ones that are have been doing this for years, Mel. I don’t think...” He trailed off as the teenager came back with the contestant list and handed it to him. He glanced through it and then handed it to Mel. 

Mel looked at the list. “We need to get contestants 21 and 22, Jenna Mae Rodgers and Lucy Sharp in here immediately, if they’re on the grounds. Announce that too.” 

She addressed the two deputies, “I want witness statements from the staff and the judges. I’ll interview the two contestants myself.” Turning back to Stroud she said, “Get those announcements made first and then go over this list with me and tell me who is a contestant that is also a vendor.” 

A sudden coughing spell that I couldn’t help drew Mel’s attention back to me. 

“I’m so sorry Dana, but duty calls. I’ll have to have a deputy run you back to Genesis.”

“You don’t have to do that Mel. I can wait.” 

“I may be a while...A long while...” She shook her head. “It’s best I have some one run you back. I really am sorry.” 

“I know. It’s okay.”

###

I hated to see Dana leave. We just couldn’t seem to catch a break, she and I. She’d been in the hospital for the past few weeks and was only just now deemed healthy enough to be able to step out and not risk infection. I was afraid she would be released from the hospital soon and shipped back to the Cleveland Port Office or even to her home base, the Chicago Field Office, by the Customs Service before we really had a chance to establish any sort of relationship together. 

“Sheriff?” 

A few minutes later, I realized Craig had been trying to get my attention. I smiled, trying to lighten his mood. “Yes?” 

“This is Lucy Sharp, contestant 22.” 

A white haired, slightly stooped old woman stood before me. I looked her over quickly. She must be at least 80... “Hello Mrs. Sharp. I’m Sheriff Crane.” 

“I know who you are young lady. How can I help you?” 

Well her name fits her! She’s sharp as a tack! “There’s been a little mishap with one of the judges for the contest you entered today. I just need to ask you a few questions.” 

“Mushroom Surprise.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“My side dish entry. I call it Mushroom Surprise.” 

“Is that right? What’s the surprise?” 

“Well now Sheriff, I can’t be giving away all of my secrets. There wouldn’t be any point to me entering these contests then year after year, would there?” 

“No ma’am. I suppose you’re right. How many years have you been entering dishes?” 

“Longer than you’ve been on God’s earth young lady, I can tell you that! I know exactly what I’m doing when it comes to using wild mushrooms. My eyes are just fine and I’m real careful. I’ve won contests here with my food more years than I care to count!” 

I bet you know exactly how many contests you’ve won here and every dish you’ve made for every contest! I could see that I wasn’t going to get anywhere with Lucy Sharp. I’d already mentally crossed her off of any sort of suspect list anyway. 

###

An hour later, I was driving away from the fairgrounds. My interview with Jenna Mae Rodgers had been no more enlightening than the one with Lucy Sharp. My deputies had taking of the rest of the witness statements well in hand. I needed to go and inform Ben’s next of kin of his untimely death before the unofficial word leaked out.

After a quick stop at home to put on a uniform, I pulled up, still in my sister’s car, in front of the home Ben Tracy had shared with his wife Liberty Tracy. My truck had been wrecked during a counterfeiting case I’d been working on with Dana. I was still fighting with the insurance company over that since it had been destroyed while performing my official duties. The county was probably going to get a bill...one they could ill afford. There just wasn’t time to go back to the department and get an official vehicle. Kris’s car would have to do.

The Tracy home was a neatly kept Victorian in the Putman neighborhood in Zanesville. Putnam Avenue and the homes and businesses along it have become an urban renewal project of sorts for residents and shopkeepers, if you could really call Zanesville urban. The three block area was populated by artistic types whose community revival efforts had given the area a different feel than the rest of a city that otherwise lay at the foothills of Appalachia. 

I stepped out of the car and mentally shook myself. I was about to do one of the tasks that I least relished as a law officer.

Liberty Tracy met me at the door.

Chapter 3 – Taking Liberties


“Mrs. Tracy?” I addressed the flame haired, fortyish woman standing on the doorstep before me dressed in what my mother would probably call a muumuu. 

“Yes?” She eyed me closely. “May I help you?”

“I’m Sheriff Crane. I need to speak with you ma’am.”

“What is it Sheriff?”

She was standing firmly in the doorway. “I have some news Mrs. Tracy. May I come in?”

Several seconds passed before Liberty Tracy said anything or even moved a muscle. Then, slowly she leaned toward me and peered directly into my eyes. Her actions were odd and I was unnerved.

“Mrs. Tracy?”

She leaned back and then stepped partially sideways. “I suppose you’d better come in.”

“Thank you ma’am.” I could help but brush her as I passed her. I stopped just beyond her in a small entry foyer. A staircase went up to my left. Straight ahead of me was a center hall that led, presumably, into the back areas of the house and the dining room or kitchen. To my right was a doorway leading to a small living area that, in more formal times, would have been called a parlor.

Liberty passed around me and then, muumuu flowing slightly, led the way into the parlor. The room had the smoky cloying scent of incense having been recently burned. My nose twitched from the lingering smell as I glanced around. The room was clean and neat but furnished in a decidedly retro, hippy vibe style. She took a seat on a small sofa and motioned for me to sit next to her. I tipped my head in deference but chose to take an orange colored arm chair to her immediate left that faced back to the doorway we’d just come through.

“Your news, it isn’t good is it?”

Way to get right to the point... “No ma’am, it isn’t.”

“What’s happened to Ben now?”

“Now ma’am?”

She waved her hand at me. “Oh, you know, he’s been in and out of the hospital a couple of times with heart issues.”

“I see. Well, it’s something more than that this time. I regret to inform you that Ben died this morning, Mrs. Tracy.”

I leaned back and waited for the reaction and the inevitable questions and emotions. Liberty Tracy just stared back at me. She appeared to be a million miles away.

“Mrs. Tracy, did you hear what I said?” Seconds passed and then she looked at me.

“I guess he’s really done it this time.”

“Done what ma’am?”

“Lived hard enough to die.”

“Pardon?”

She didn’t answer. Instead, she hung her head and covered her eyes with her hand. Her shoulders began to shake. I just feel so powerless when another woman cries in front of me.

“I’m so sorry Mrs. Tracy.”

Her head came up. She looked at me through eyes rimmed with tears. “Libby. Everyone calls me Libby, and it’s not your fault Sheriff. Ben did this to himself.” She paused and leaned forward to take a clove cigarette from a pack on the table. I stifled a shudder as a smell worse to me than the incense scent that already permeated the room rose from the tip of her newly lit smoke. She spoke again, “Where was he found?”

I thought her question odd. “He wasn’t “found” Mrs....err, Libby. He was judging a cooking contest at the Mushroom Festival over in Morelville when he keeled over. Staff and medics that were on site weren’t able to revive him.”

“Oh, that’s right. I remember him saying something about that the last time I saw him.”

Interesting way to phrase something again...I asked the question that was left hanging for me, “When did you last see him?”

Libby tipped her head toward the ceiling and appeared to think about my question. Instead, she asked, “Can I get you something to drink Sheriff?”

“No thanks ma’am.” This woman just won’t answer a question! “I do have to ask you though, were you and Ben estranged?”

“Estranged Sheriff?”

“Separated? Divorcing?”

“Oh, no no! Nothing like that!” She paused for a second and then swallowed hard. “Ben and I, we had...had an open marriage.” She visibly shuddered then continued, “He though took far more advantage of it than I did. Sometimes days would go by before he’d come home. He always had time for that restaurant though. That’s his pride and joy...was his pride and joy, I guess I should say.”

“So, Ben hasn’t been home lately?”

“I guess you did ask me when I last saw him, didn’t you?”

I nodded.

“Well, let’s see...He was here Wednesday evening because we had a beautification committee meeting early in the evening and he never misses those. I think he must have left right after that.”

“Today is Saturday ma’am. You haven’t seen Ben since Wednesday?”

“Libby, Sheriff. Please. And, no, I’m pretty sure he hasn’t been back here since then. Of course, I’m not here twenty four/seven. He may have been in and out to get clothes or to nap or something.” She trailed off.

Nap? “Where does he go when he’s not here?”

She glanced away from me. Again, her head dropped and her shoulders began to shake. I could see that I wasn’t going to get any further with that line of questioning and, really, I didn’t suspect any sort of foul play so questioning her as she grieved - or felt whatever it was that she was feeling - wasn’t really necessary. 

“Libby, is there anyone I can call for you?”

She sniffled and looked back up at me. “I’ll be okay Sheriff. I need to pull myself together and start calling Bens family. Can I see you out?”

I was being dismissed. “No ma’am; that isn’t necessary.” I stood. “I do have to let you know though that coroner is doing an autopsy. He thought it best since Ben passed away while doing a food judging. It’s just a formality.” She did say he had heart problems... “I’ll be back in touch myself as soon as Ben’s body is released.” 

“How long do you think that will be Sheriff?”

“It’s not usually more than a day or two.” 

“All right then.”

I let myself out. As I walked away from the house a sense of foreboding overtook me. I blew out a breath and tried to shake the mental cobwebs from my head. I didn’t have any way of knowing what was to come and dwelling on it wouldn’t clarify anything for me.

Chapter 4 – Inquest 


I figured I ought to go to the station and start a file on the death of Ben Tracy but, in my mind, I really felt that his passing wasn’t due to foul play and that the paperwork could wait. We had all of the witness statements on paper and that was the key anyway. I headed instead toward Genesis. I wanted to try to make up for our cancelled date with Dana. 

I stopped in the hospital gift shop and contemplated the selection. I’d stopped and bought her flowers before and, though she professed to like them, I wasn’t feeling it from her and giving them just wasn’t me. I really wanted to take her something she’d truly savor and enjoy. I had to settle for a stash of M&Ms and chocolate bars.  

As I rounded the corner to her room, Dana’s nurse, Tron, cornered me in the hallway.

“What happened today sweetie?”

“Well hi to you too Tron! What do you mean?” I didn’t think word was out about the death at the festival yet. We were planning on keeping things on the Q-T as much as possible, pending the coroner’s report. 

“Sorry Sheriff. I meant with Dana. She was back here pretty early and she’s seemed a little depressed ever since.” He flipped his hand back through the air in an exaggerated gesture. 

I’m pretty sure Tron is gay and I’m even surer he knows the true score between Dana and me. Still, I was cautious. “Oh. Unfortunately duty called for me and our outing got cut short. She was really looking forward to spending a little time away from the hospital, I think. I’m going to try to make it up to her, at least a little bit...” I really didn’t know what else to stay to him so I just tipped my head his way and then ambled into Dana’s room. 

Dana was sitting up in bed seeming to stare through the wall mounted television. The sound was on mute but she didn’t appear to hear me come in. I cleared my throat.

Dana startled and turned toward me. When she realized it was me standing there, the corners of her mouth turned up in the slightest of smiles but it was enough to make me relax and let out a breath.

I went over and gave her a quick hug. “Brought you a little something to start to make up for our epic fail of a date today.”

“It’s not your fault Mel. It is what it is. So, what did you bring?” Her eyes took on a little bit more of a glow.

“It’s not much. I held out the bag.”

Dana took it and peered inside then let out a whoop. “Yes! Chocolate!”

“Well alrighty then! I know how to brighten your mood now!”

She squeezed my arm then ripped open a Take 5 bar. I pointed at it. “You like those, I take it?”

“They’re one of my favorites; a little bit of everything I like all in one candy.” She dumped the rest of the bag into her lap.

“Good to know.”

“Mel, there’s nothing here I don’t like. Thank you!” 

“Promise me you’ll hid most of that from the staff and not eat it all at once!”

“Promise.” She held up her hand in a Girl Scout style promise gesture. “So, anyway, fill me in. What happened after I left?”

“Not much. The coroner came and took Tracy to do an autopsy and I interviewed the two contestants whose dishes he tasted prior to keeling over.”

Dana raised her eyebrows. “How did that go?”

“About like I expected it to. They’re both twice my age plus and they’ve both been entering food contests for years. I didn’t get any sort of sense of hanky panky at all. My deputies took statements from the staff and the other judges while I went to relay the news to the widow.”

“Ouch! Bet that wasn’t fun?” 

“It never is. And, frankly, she’s an odd one.”

“How so? Do you suspect her of something?”

“No, I don’t really suspect her of anything...It’s just, well, it’s hard to put a finger on but she’s a woman in her 40’s who appears to live in the hippy, flower child era of the ‘60s. She’s just odd...they were odd as a couple...I don’t know. Something just feels off about the whole mess.” 

“When will you hear from the coroner?”

“Probably not until Monday. Hopefully this death has got something to do with natural causes and I can put the whole mess to bed.”

I passed a pleasant hour with Dana just chatting about every last thing we could think of then I convinced Tron to let me take her to the cafeteria for dinner. An aide helped me to get her out of her bed and into a wheelchair and away we went. The food we had certainly wasn’t like the delicacies of our famed Mushroom Festival but it wasn’t half bad either and certainly better than lukewarm food on a tray.

###

Monday, May 26th, 2014

I was at my desk by 7:30 on Monday morning. Before it was even 8:00 AM, Holly a sergeant on the force and my right hand in the office, buzzed me. 

“Dr. Kreskie is on line two Sheriff.”

“Thanks Holly.” Well now, that was fast! Must have been a routine autopsy. I picked up the phone and addressed the County Coroner, Dr. Lucas “Luke” Kreskie. “Hi doc. How are you this morning?” 

“Busier than a one armed paper hanger in a wall paper factory!”

“That so?” I just had to laugh. Luke Kreskie was about my dad’s age and often spoke in the same folksy, down home style as my mom. It was humorous coming from a doctor and surgeon who was also the elected County Coroner.

“I only have a couple of minutes Sheriff. Got a full house over here. I just wanted you to know that I’m ruling the death of Ben Tracy a homicide and ordering an inquest.”

I almost fell out of my chair. And back to business we go! “What! Why?” I was dumbfounded.  

“I’ll courier over the preliminary toxicology report but the bottom line is he suffered a myocardial infarction – a heart attack – from arsenic poisoning that appears to have been going on long term. We’re examining hair samples. I should know more later today.”

“Long term arsenic poisoning? So, not in the food from the festival?”

“No ma’am. The festival food was fine. No traces of anything unusual.”

“Okay doc. Thanks for the heads up.”

Kreskie said his goodbyes quickly and hung up. I laid my forehead down on my desk for a few seconds. “Wow!” 

I buzzed Holly. “Can you come in here please?” She was standing in my doorway seconds later.

“Yes Sheriff?”

“Kreskie is sending his pre-lim tox screens on the Ben Tracy death at the Mushroom Festival this weekend over by courier. It seems he was poisoned.”

“Poison mushrooms Mel?” The look on her face was one of sheer horror. 

Holly and I had been friends on the force long before I stepped into the temporary role of Acting Sheriff. I thought nothing of her calling me Mel in the office and frankly I felt bad about unintentionally misleading her about the poisoning. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to throw you there. Not mushrooms; believe it or not, arsenic!”

“Rat poison; in this day and age?” She’d instantly switched gears from horrified to quizzical. 

“I know, right? Anyway, he’s ordering an inquest. We need to gather up the witness statements that were taken on Saturday and all of the photos and so forth and start a case file.”

“I’m on it.”

“And please, let me know as soon as the courier gets here.”

“Will do.”

The tox screens may have been preliminary pending the results of the hair sample tests but Kreskie had also sent along his preliminary report and it really painted quite the picture. It was obvious he’d examined Tracy’s corpse closely and reviewed his medical records.

I gleaned from the report that the body of Ben Tracy, aged 44, showed evidence of heart and coronary artery disease. Those findings were backed up by Tracy’s medical history which also evidenced long term heart rhythm problems. Blood samples analyzed so far by the toxicology lab showed concentrations of arsenic and, to a lesser extent, the recreational drug MDMA know as Ecstasy on the street. No trace of either arsenic or Ecstasy was found in any festival food tested.  

My own limited knowledge of medicine and forensics was sufficient enough for me to know that ingesting either Ecstasy over a long term or arsenic could be causes of heart rhythm problems that could lead to a coronary attack. And if someone was lacing Tracy’s Ecstasy with arsenic... I shuddered at the thought.

A couple of hours later, with an inquest taking shape and the hair samples back, I resigned myself to opening a murder investigation. Tracy’s hair samples showed he was a long term user of MDMA and that he’d been ingesting arsenic somehow for months. It was time to find his drug supplier and to figure out how he was getting the arsenic – either mixed with Ecstasy or by some other means. 

I radioed my patrol deputy, Joe Treadway, and asked him to meet me at the Tracy home. He’d been on the scene at the Festival taking witness statements so it wouldn’t take long to brief him on the latest developments. We had a couple of Detectives on the force but they were already bogged down with cases from a rash of other craziness that was going on in Muskingum County. I’d just have to lead this investigation myself.

I met Deputy Treadway in front of the house and gave him a quick rundown then I led the way up the front walk. Mrs. Tracy didn’t meet me at the door this time. In fact, as a raised my hand to knock on the storm door, I realized the main door was ajar. Inside, I could see a bit of the front foyer. There were coats strewn across the part of the floor that was visible.

I unbuttoned my holster, put my hand on my gun and then whispered to Joe, “Something isn’t right.”

I stepped to the left of the door and he went to the right to take protection from the solid walls at either side. Once we were in protected positions, I rapped and called out, “Mrs. Tracy?” The only response was the crash of something hitting the floor somewhere deep in the house.

We had to go in. I pulled open the screen and stepped inside and right, gun drawn, toward the parlor. Treadway went left toward the stairs. 

The parlor was in a shambles but empty. I could see through to a dining room of sorts that also looked a mess. There was more noise coming from what I now realized must be the kitchen. Someone swore and sent a drawer full of utensils clattering to the floor. 

I motioned my deputy into the hallway and then I stepped quickly but quietly through the parlor into the dining room. We were hoping to catch whoever was trashing the place in the act. Approaching the door between the dining room and the kitchen with caution, I caught site of a highly disheveled Liberty Tracy in the act of trashing her own home. She was yanking out drawers and dumping them. Cabinets hung open everywhere.

I stepped directly into the doorway, service weapon in front of me at the ready. Treadway did the same from the opening into the kitchen at the end of the hallway from the foyer. 

“Mrs. Tracy?”

She whirled and flung an oven mitt she was holding at me. Not realizing what it was at first, I ducked instinctively and scooted left, toward Treadway. He holstered his pistol in a practiced motion while moving in on her quickly. He flung his arms around her flailing form and tried to subdue her.

Her eyes were wild and she was full of adrenaline. I hit my mike and called for backup as I moved in to assist. It was all we could do to wrestle her to the floor after a herculean effort on both of our parts.

“The wolves! The wolves! Stop them! You have to stop them!” She kicked and screamed and cursed. I hung on for the ride.

“She’s high and tripping hard on something Sheriff!” Treadway was doing everything in his power to keep her from getting loose from the two of us.

I just shook my head. I had nothing to add to his heated observation and no idea what to do next except to hold her down until more help arrived. I keyed my mike again and radioed for an ambulance too. Liberty Tracy was going to need to be thoroughly detoxed before we could get any useful information out of her.

Chapter 5 – Dana 


We spent the better part of an hour working to strap Libby Tracy to a gurney and then trying to get her into the squad that arrived in what seemed like hours after I called but had actually been less than eight minutes. Another patrol deputy and I followed the squad to Genesis in our respective official vehicles. I got an emergency warrant issued and ordered Treadway to stay behind with a third deputy and a photographer to conduct a search of the house. I wanted the damage documented and whatever she had taken found if there was any left to find.

It took the two paramedics, the two of us and three Genesis staff members to get her moved from the gurney, strapped into a bed and roomed where she would not be a danger to herself and others. Since Genesis has doesn’t have a locked psych ward, she was in I posted the deputy that was with me to watch her room and called Holly to get a rotation schedule going for watches so no one spent more than a couple hours at a time playing babysitter while she was high and hallucinating. 

The detox would take a day or more but everyone was under strict orders to let me know when Libby Tracy was coherent again. I resigned myself to playing the waiting game but, for the time being and while I was here, I could see Dana. 

###

Dana was sitting up in bed talking on the phone when I got to her room. From the little she said in response to what she was hearing, I could tell the call was business and not social. I signaled to ask if she wanted me to step out of the room. She shook her head no so I stood a little away from her and peered quietly out the window. It was a very small room though and I could hear every word on her end...not that she was making any effort to talk softly.

“I don’t know,” she said. “There’s no concrete timetable. I’m just being told that it should all come back but that it will take time.” Her tone was tinged with stress. 

This doesn’t sound good...

“Yes. It is possible I won’t regain full use, but...” She was cut off by whoever she was speaking with.

I turned and looked at her. I could tell she was getting upset by the look on her face and the color rising in her neck and cheeks.

She listened for perhaps another 30 seconds. “Yes, of course I can handle that! My brain is fine ma’am!” 

Oh, oh! She’s pissed now!

Again she was quiet for several long seconds and then she spoke again, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. Yes sir, I can be available and of course I can find something nearby. I’ll work on it. Just keep me updated on dates and such, please?” 

She must be on a conference call...ma’am, sir...

There was another long pause and then finally, she thanked whomever she was speaking with and hung up.

I was at odds about what to do or say. I asked, “Is this a bad time? I can go.”

“No, no. Please stay.” Her eyes pleaded with mine.

“Okay. So then, if you don’t mind me asking, what’s going on?”

She swallowed hard and looked past me toward the window. “That was a freakin’ tag team...an HR rep and the Field Office Supervisor in Chicago. They wanted to know what my medical status is.”

“That’s understandable.”

“Agreed! The problem is they’re pushing hard because I was the lead on the case that landed me here,” she gestured at the bed, “and the court battles are ramping up. The lead suspect wants to cop a plea based on limited physical evidence of her involvement in the whole smuggling operation and hearsay evidence that she ordered a prison hit. We can’t find the supposed hit man that was released on parole a month after the hit. Without my testimony, they don’t have much of a case against her on either major charge.”

“Why can’t you testify?”

“Exactly! Why can’t I? That was my point! My leg is a mess but my brain is just fine, thank you very much!”

“As is your mouth.” I spoke softly and smiled to soften the blow.

Dana started to say something but then she shook her head and smiled back. “Oh you!” She flung her hand toward me.

“So do you need to make any appearances for depositions or to give evidence or anything? Where would you have to go?”

“They’re supposed to let me know so arrangements can be made for me to be there. They’re holding Delores Chappell, your former neighbor and the suspected ringleader in my case and several others, at a correctional facility near Columbus. They haven’t decided to move her specifically out of Ohio yet because of her age and the fact that there is a federal court house right in Columbus. 

“Then what about everyone else that was collared that’s still here?”

“The other guys may be moved or they may not be. If they’re moved, it will be to either Illinois or D.C. depending on charges and pleas. That agent from Secret Service that was working on your local counterfeit money case with you is pushing for a couple of guys to be moved to D.C. where he’s apparently still holding those three guys he took into custody while he was here.”

“Agent Webb?”

“Yeah, him,” she said like it was distasteful to her. “Beyond that, a lot is riding on what happens with Delores and what the other agencies that are involved are planning.”

The case was still very fresh in my mind. “When you say “other agencies”, I’m confused. Besides the Secret Service over the money counterfeiting, there’s only ATF over the smuggled weapons, right?”

“Yes. But it’s not just Webb at Secret Service that’s got skin in the game. His higher ups at the Treasury Department, no doubt fed by him, are screaming bloody murder that their case takes precedence over the others and they want la-de-da-de everybody and everything moved to Washington. AFT is fine with doing things either here in Ohio or in Chicago depending on where the most defendants are located but they also think their case is hotter than my case.” She threw her hands up. “I really need to get back in the mix very quickly!”

She paused and sipped from her water cup. Her hand shook and she had a strange look in her eyes.

I leaned forward and tried to capture her gaze. “There’s something you aren’t telling me isn’t there?”

Dana looked away from me and it was a long time before she answered. Finally she said, “Mel, I...I was trying to be evasive with them on the phone but the truth is, I don’t know if I’ll ever have full function of my leg again. If I don’t regain everything, they’ve made it pretty clear I can’t continue in Special Investigations in my current capacity. I have to be fully mobile for that. For now, and especially since Delores is being held in Ohio, they’re reassigning me to the Columbus office. Once I’m out of here, for however long the legal process takes, I’ll work out of there.”

“And after that, if you don’t...don’t...?”

“Heal well and fully recover?” She finished for me and then shook her head. “I don’t know. I just don’t know!”

“Are there options that would at least let you stay with Customs?”

“Oh yeah, If I want to push paper or work baggage at an airport! I can’t do investigations unless I’m fully mobile with no accommodations. Hell, I can’t even work border patrol!”

Her frustration was palpable and completely understandable but I already knew her well enough to know that she didn’t want my sympathy. Instead I said, “Well, let’s cross that bridge when we come to it and, for now, let’s take first things first. Where will you stay once you’re released from here and assigned to Columbus?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to find a place and probably a roommate. Columbus is more expensive than Cleveland and I have a roommate there to share expenses.”

“You could...um...stay with me and Kris. We’re less than an hour from Columbus. You probably won’t need to go in every day anyway.”

“What? Don’t you think you ought to check with Kris first? What about her and the kids? I couldn’t impose like that!”

“Dana, we have the extra room and it’s my house too. Besides, it’s almost summer vacation. The kids will spend nearly every waking minute out at the farm once school is out. In fact, they pretty much just stay out there. Having you stay with Kris and me wouldn’t be a problem.”

“I don’t know Mel. It’s tempting but, well, what if Delores ends up released? She lives literally around the corner from you. That could be very awkward or even dangerous for all of us with me staying there.”

“I didn’t think about that...but, well, what are the odds?”

“I don’t know. Without my testimony, pretty good I would imagine, but even with it, it could happen.”

“Well, while she’s still in federal custody, you’re safe.” I thought for a minute then shrugged. “Look, it’s worth considering. The big plus is that the only expense you’d have is gas to get back and forth and, like I said, you probably won’t have to be in the office every day...just available for the legal stuff.”

Dana held up her hand, “Oh no, no! I’d pay my fair share of the household expenses.”

I sat back and tried to stifle a grin. She’s arguing so she’s considering it! “We can work that out. Honestly, I feel responsible for what happened to you. It’s the least I can do given your predicament.”

That set her off, “How the hell are you responsible?” She was yelling now. “Mel, I’m a Federal Agent. I was on a case that just happened to bring me to your neck of the woods. You were targeted too. You certainly didn’t shoot me! None of your folks shot me! Hell, I don’t even think it was any of the bad guys that shot me. I think the bullet I took came from either ATF or the Secret Service. Nobody’s claiming it but that’s what makes the most sense here!”

“Okay, okay! Sorry. Poor choice of words...I’m not responsible. I’d still feel better about things if you’d consider staying with me while you’re assigned to Columbus.”

“I just don’t know...”

“Promise me that you’ll at least think about it?”

“Okay. I’ll think about it but, first, my primary mission is to get released from here in the first place.”

“Roger that!” I snapped off a quick salute.

Dana laughed but then a look of suspicion crossed her eyes.

“You’re such a cop and that leads me to wonder; why are you here in the middle of the duty day?”

“I’m uh, working a case and, um...I had to bring someone in here.”

“I see. The Mushroom Murder?”

“The what?”

“The guy that died Saturday...is that what you’re working on?”

“Dana you know I can’t really talk about an open mur...investigation.” I walked right into that! How does she do that to me?

Chapter 6 – The Truth...Maybe


Tuesday, May 27th, 2014

Labs done on Libby Tracy showed she was high on the very powerful psychedelic tryptamine drug compound DMT when she was admitted to Genesis. I’d heard of it but it certainly wasn’t common in the area and it needed to stay that way. I had no idea where she’d gotten it but I intended to find out.

A complete search of the Tracy house hadn’t turned up any more of the DMT or anything that suggested how it was delivered to her. We also didn’t find any Ecstasy in the house or any evidence that there was or had ever been arsenic on the premises. 

The search wasn’t a complete bust. The guys I left to process the scene did find a few interesting things as they sifted through the mess that Libby had created while stoned out of her mind and trying to ward off the wolves she was seeing in her hallucinations.  They turned up some very high grade pot and also a blood pressure medication prescription for Ben Tracy that consisted of a full bottle of pills filled a little more than a month prior to his death. He hadn’t been taking them. At the least, Ms. Liberty Tracy had a little bit of explaining to do.

Libby was lying, still strapped to a hospital bed, seemingly asleep when I entered her room late Tuesday afternoon. I leaned over her and said firmly but in a softer than normal tone, “Mrs. Tracy, its Sheriff Crane. I need to speak with you.”

She turned her head toward the sound of my voice and opened her eyes. They were fairly clear for someone who, less than 24 hours earlier, had been on a wild, drug induced trip. She’d been playing possum. She was actually wide awake and more than a little angry. “I remember you Sheriff! Why are you having me held here? Why am I strapped to this bed?”

I raised my tone of voice, “Those are good questions ma’am. Let me just ask if you’d rather be here or in an interrogation room at the county lock-up?”

“Don’t be a bitch Sheriff. You have no reason to arrest me!”

I smarted a little at that. Playing ‘bad cop’ with a hippie throwback obviously wasn’t the way to go after all. I tried a different tactic. “Libby, do you know why you were brought in here in the first place?”

“No! The nurses aren’t telling me anything and your goons outside the door are being total asses to me too!” 

I seriously doubted if my deputies rotating through to watch the detoxing Liberty Tracy even spoke with her during their shifts but then maybe that was her problem with them. They didn’t know anything about why she was there other than to rehab from a drug related issue. They were following orders to keep an eye on her so she didn’t hurt herself and to not let anyone in the room but me and hospital medical staff. They wouldn’t have been able to answer any of her questions no matter what she asked them about her own predicament. 

I smiled at her and backpedaled to try and loosen her up, “I’m sorry that you’re being held like this ma’am but, when we brought you in yesterday, strapping you down and having an observer out there was for your own protection. You’d taken a very powerful psychotic drug and, we believe, because of its effects, you were in the process of destroying your home.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

Do you remember taking DMT yesterday Mrs. Tracy?

“What the hell is DMT?”

“It’s the drug that was found in your system when we brought you in here ma’am. Your doctor says it’s similar to LSD but much more powerful. When we got to your house you were hallucinating and trashing the place.”

Libby just stared at me wide eyed but said nothing. “Libby?” There was no response. “Libby, I need to know where you got the DMT.”

“Am I under arrest Sheriff?”

“No ma’am, not at this point.”

“Pardon? What do you mean by that?”

“Mrs. Tracy, the Coroner has ruled Ben’s death to be a homicide. I went to your house yesterday afternoon to inform you and to talk with you more about Ben. That’s when I found you in the state that landed you here. You’re not a suspect at this point, as I said, but we have a lot to talk about. I really need your cooperation.”

She snorted. “Cooperation? With the cops? Look at me; I’m strapped to an f’n bed and I’m being pushed to confess to something I know nothing about. I want a lawyer.”

“You can have a lawyer if you like Mrs. Tracy but you aren’t under arrest or even under suspicion right now. We just need some sort of starting point for our investigation into your husband’s death. Frankly, you were strapped down for your own protection.” 

I wasn’t getting through to her. I could see it in her eyes. I tried another tactic; “Look, I’m sure, since you’re doing better, your doctor can authorize the restraints to be removed.”

She appeared to think about that for more than a minute. Finally she spat, “Fine! Get the doctor in here then and then maybe I’ll talk to you.” She waved her hand toward the door. 

An hour later, a more gentle Liberty Tracy was sitting up in bed, not fully recovered from her drug induced state, but happy to be free of her former bonds. Since I wasn’t formally charging with her with anything, to include any sort of drug related crime, I really couldn’t hold her in the hospital. She was free to check herself out now that she had been deemed to be not a danger to herself or others. I just hoped she’d cooperate just a little before she bolted. I’d called Treadway in to be a witness to her statement as I took it.

I decided to start with what had gone on with her and to work backwards from there to her husband’s murder. “Mrs. Tracy, I need to ask you again about the drugs. Where did you get the DMT?”

She looked away from me but then looked straight up when she realized Treadway had taken up a position on her opposite side. She was about to lie and we passed a look between us that said we both knew it.

“I didn’t take DMT Sheriff. I didn’t take anything.”

“Did you think you were taking LSD?”

“I just told you, I didn’t take anything!”

“Okay. Let’s talk about Monday then. What did you do on Monday?”

Her eyes darted about, “When on Monday are we talking?”

Being so evasive is starting to make more suspicious of her after all...Is this cop hatred or is this guilt? “Just start with first thing Monday morning.”

“Well, I remember the phone waking me. It was Ben’s sister Angie from Huntington.”

“West Virginia?” I was making notes.

“Yes, that’s where Ben grew up. He couldn’t wait to get away from there...” She trailed off.

“What’s Angie’s last name?”

“I don’t recall. She’s been married and divorced probably a half dozen times.”

I nodded. “I see. Why was she calling?”

“Oh, she pretended to be concerned about Ben but I know it was really all about money. She’s always looking for a handout. Probably hoped Ben left her something even though they hadn’t seen each other in years and hadn’t spoken, that I know of, in the last couple of years, at least. I didn’t call Angie to tell her about Ben’s death. I just called his momma. I’m sure she’s the one who called her. I just told Angie I couldn’t make funeral arrangements yet and left it at that.”

“What time was it when you hung up with her?”

“Well...I was still feeling a little out of sorts after Ben’s death and all so I went back to sleep. I didn’t get up till after 1:00, if that’s what you’re asking.” She gave me a questioning look. 

“Once you were up, did you go anywhere or meet with anybody?”

That set her off again. “Are you interrogating me Sheriff? You said I’m not under arrest!”

“Libby, I’m trying to figure out three things; one, what happened to you on Monday afternoon or early evening, two; what happened to Ben and three; if those two things are related.” 

She turned and looked at Treadway. He pursed his lips and nodded. She turned back to me. “Well then let’s stop beating around the bush here. Tell me what happened to Ben, Sheriff!”

I gave in to her demand. “Our investigation is just beginning, you understand, but we’ve opened this up as a murder case as a result of the coroner’s findings which say that Ben was poisoned over a long term leading to heart failure which ultimately caused his death.”

“Poisoned?” Her look was nothing short of incredulous and genuine. She shuddered and hunched her shoulders up tight. Even Treadway, a deputy with more than 25 years of combined military police and Sheriff’s Department service, raised his eyebrows. 

“Yes ma’am.”

“How?”

“We’re not sure exactly how yet but we intend to find out. What we do know is that he was poisoned with arsenic.”

“Arsenic? Rat poison? How on earth...Where would he get...”

“It was in his bloodstream so we’re pretty sure he was getting it from something he was ingesting. It’s possible it was mixed with other drugs Ben was taking...like Ecstasy...” I let that statement hang in the air for a minute. Libby didn’t respond, she just started at me.

“Did you know Ben was a habitual user of Ecstasy?”

“I believe we had a conversation before Sheriff about how little I really saw Ben.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes; and you also mentioned that you had an open marriage. Those two things go together, I’m sure, but my hunch is that the drug use plays into that too. I’m sorry to ask this but we really need to know; Libby, was Ben gay?”

Chapter 7 – Tap Dancing


You could have heard a pin drop in Liberty Tracy’s hospital room as she took in my question and attempted to frame a response. I waited patiently. Finally, she spoke.

“We’ve been together since college, Ben and I. We went to school in the ‘80s, you understand.” She looked at me for acknowledgement.

“I’m sorry, I don’t follow...”

“The ‘80s was the start of the whole ‘me generation’ business. Everybody was a Preppie in college. Everybody wanted to be a Yuppie when they finished college. Ben and I, we were different. When we met, through mutual friends, there was an instant attraction. We were both running with the same crowd of fringe people, into the same things, believed in the same things...” She coughed and cleared her throat. “Yes, Sheriff, to answer your question, drugs were a part of that. We partied with a little pot, a little speed...dropped a little acid, you know, now and then. We identified more with the students of the ‘60s then we did with most of the kids our age. We still do...did...do...”

“I understand but that really doesn’t answer my question.”

“I’m getting to that Sheriff. Ben, he was special back then. He was admired among our friends and other anti-establishment types as someone willing to take a stand for what he believed in. He was very charismatic...” Her demeanor became wistful and she appeared to be completely lost in thought about Ben in their younger years.

Treadway sneezed and the sound brought her back to the present. 

“Where was I? Well, anyway, Ben attracted a crowd. Everyone wanted to be with him, if you know what I mean?”

I nodded. “Go on.”

“We were a couple but we were never exclusive. He slept with other women and he also slept with men. Oh, he was always careful and he always came back around to me because he said they were all for pleasure but that he loved only me.”  

“How did you feel about all of that?”

“That was Ben. I accepted it. He always chose me Sheriff; whenever it mattered. Always.” 

“So when did you two get married?”

“We lived together for a while after college...a few years, at least. We both came and went as the spirit moved us but there was still always ‘us’. When we bought the house, ten years or so ago, we weren’t married. The loan was so small because the house was in such need of rehab, that the bank didn’t bat an eye over our not quite legal status as a couple. We didn’t make it official until about five years ago when Ben needed a business loan to open the restaurant. His stability,” she made air quotes, “as a married man was, for some reason, important to get that loan.”

“The restaurant is The Hive, downtown in Zanesville, right?”

“Yes, that’s right. It’s...it was his pride and joy. Everything they use is organic and much of the stuff to make the menu items is locally produced. Ben was a real stickler about that.”

“What will happen to the restaurant now?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what I’ll do with it. For now Manny, the cook, is opening and closing but he was never part of the accounting and such...” She held her hands up to signal her turmoil over the topic.

“So, there’s no manager?”

“Oh no. Ben did all of that.”

“He spent a lot of time at the restaurant then?” I was trying to steer the conversation around to Ben Tracy’s comings and goings. 

“Define a lot?”

She’s going to keep making this hard! “Was he there whenever they were open?”

“They serve the office breakfast crowd and they serve lunch. They don’t open until 10:00 AM on Saturdays and they aren’t open Sundays. Pretty much the rest of the time, he was on site and when he wasn’t, he was out doing promotional stuff or doing stuff like judging at that festival...”

“So was he the chef then?”

She snorted. “Oh no! Let’s not even go there!”

“Go where Libby?”

“Ben doesn’t have any culinary training. His cooking is divine but he’s completely self-taught. He tried to hire a chef early on but they clashed in the kitchen all of the time. He ended up firing him and that’s when he hired Manny.”

“Manny isn’t a chef?” I was just asking questions trying to get at crux of Ben Tracy’s life and the people that surrounded him.

“Not officially, no.”

“Pardon?’’ 

“He went to culinary school but he didn’t finish.”

“I see. Did Ben and Manny get along?”

“Most of the time.”

“But not all of the time?”

“What are you trying to say Sheriff? People argue. They argued from time to time. Are you trying to tell me that Ben’s cook had something to do with his...his murder?” She looked like she was about to cry.

I backpedaled again. “No ma’am,” I said softly. “I’m just trying to figure out if anyone had something in for Ben. Let’s look at this a different way; did Ben have any enemies Libby?”

She shrugged but didn’t answer.

I could see I was going to have to go back in the direction she kept avoiding. “Libby, remember that I said Ben had the club drug Ecstasy in his system when he died?” She nodded.  There’s evidence that he was a fairly long term user. Where was he getting Ecstasy?”

“I don’t know. Probably at the clubs...”

“What clubs did Ben go to?” Because there aren’t any dance clubs in the Zanesville/Newark area and the closest gay bars of any decent size are in Columbus!

“In Columbus sometimes. I don’t know. Obviously, I wasn’t with him!” She eyed me with a knowing look. “Most of the time when he was gone, I got the impression he was going to private parties and such.” 

“So he would tell you where he was going?”

“Not exactly but, in general, I knew...a wife knows.” She turned and looked at the wedding band on Treadway’s left hand which happened to be resting on her bed rail and then she peered directly into his eyes. Joe is a married man and, I’d always assumed, a happily married one. I’d never heard any different.

Libby Tracy must have unnerved him a little. The look on his face was priceless. I shuddered. I didn’t even want to explore that topic with him. Instead, I looked at him and asked, “Joe, anything you think I haven’t touched on?” I was trying to distract her and let him off the hook.

Treadway blew out a breath. He started to shake his head no but then he stopped himself. “Ma’am you said your husband was at the restaurant every day but you’re also telling us he’d be gone from home all of the time, for days at a time. I guess, for me, those two things just don’t add up.” 

The man has a point!

She stared again at Treadway. When she finally spoke, she took us both by surprise.

“I’m not there at home all of the time myself, you see. I visit with family, I...I stay with um...friends, I work at this and that as needed.” She waived her hand in the air as if to signify that there was nothing unusual about this marriage of convenience, this open marriage which she and Ben had, had. 

He continued, “You never told us what went on after you got up yesterday afternoon.”

“I honestly don’t recall Deputy...”

Well, I for one don’t think she’s being honest with us!

I stopped into Dana’s room since I was again at Genesis. She was sitting in one of her bedside chairs picking at her hospital issued dinner. 

“Well, look at you! Up out of bed!”

“Mel, I’m not a complete invalid! I can’t stand to be in that bed all the time. I can’t wait to get out of here!”

Before I could even frame a reply, Tron, Dana’s nurse walked in. He nodded in my direction but his focus was all on Dana. “Did someone say they’re tired of our hospitality here?” He smiled at her and touched her shoulder.

Dana smiled back at him. “You know it’s not you. It’s just being stuck in a hospital in general; any hospital!”

“Well, you’ll be happy to know that the reports back from physical therapy are very positive and, as long as you have a handicapped accessible place to go while you’re still not fully mobile, we’re going to get you out of here tomorrow!”

“Really?” Dana’s voice rang with excitement. 

I chimed in, “What all has to happen for a place to be deemed accessible?” 

Tron turned to address me, “Well, she’s partially mobile but all one floor accessibility is a plus. Absolutely no stairs! She’ll be needing to use crutches for quite some time other than during therapy and she’ll use a cane for a while after that. She also has to have easy access to the bathroom facilities.” He jerked his thumb toward the restroom in Dana’s room.

“Dana, do you remember my den?”

She nodded.

For Tron’s benefit, I said, “It’s on the ground floor.” I turned back to Dana. “It used to be a bedroom but I turned it into a den. It has a sofa bed and a three piece bathroom with a step in shower.”

“It has a bathroom?”

“The door was closed the time you were in there...you were looking at my stuffed piebald deer...”

“Ah, I remember that! But, well, there are steps to get into your house...”

I looked back at Tron. “That’s very easily remedied. There are a few contractors in the family. I can have a ramp built tomorrow morning.”

He grinned at her. “Well then it looks like you’re all set girl! I’ll just make some notes for the doctor. Tomorrow, you are out of here!”

Chapter 8 – The Hive


Wednesday, May 28th, 2014

The Hive opened for breakfast at 6:00 AM. Things gear up early in the small cities and villages dotted throughout Ohio’s farm belt. I wanted to get in there and talk to some of the staff while they were all present and accounted for before I headed home again to check on the building of a ramp at the house I shared with my twin sister Kris and her teenagers Beth and Cole. 

I’d talked with Kris and the kids after I left the hospital.  Kris was fine with Dana staying with us for a while. The kids were indifferent. Another adult being around didn’t affect their teenage universes. 

My contractor uncle and his son were all lined up to build the ramp. My nephew Cole did get excited about that. Who knew what that boy thought he was going to pull with a handicapped accessibility ramp! He always seemed to be one crazy stunt away from death. He was 15 but I swore he had the common sense of a toddler or even a rock sometimes.

The restaurant was hopping in high gear when I walked in there just after 7:00. I hadn’t expected that. It appeared that Ben’s death hadn’t slowed them down a whit.

I stepped to the counter and was immediately approached by a waitress barely out of her teens. “Hi, I’m Bree! What can I get for you officer?”

“Hi Bree; I’m Sheriff Crane. Is there a manager or someone in charge around that I can speak to?” I remembered as I started speaking to Bree that Libby Tracy had said there was no manager that had been under her husband Ben.

“This is about Mr. Tracy isn’t it? Oh, I bet you can’t really talk about that. I’ll see if Manny can come out here. He’s in charge right now but he’s pretty busy.” She waved her hand to indicate the crowd massed in the place.

“Would there be a better time for me to come back?”

She paused and thought for a few seconds. “Well, on weekdays it slows down a little after 8:00. Any time after 9:00 would probably be a better time.”

“That’s fine. I won’t keep you any longer. I’ll be back after 9:00 sometime between the breakfast and lunch rushes.”

“I’ll let Manny know.”

“Thanks Bree.”

I headed back to my county issued SUV. 

I stopped in at the station to let Holly know that I’d be at home briefly but that I’d be in radio contact and then I headed out. When I pulled into the driveway just before 8:00 my uncle Brian and his son Damon were already unloading wood from Brian’s long bed pickup. Home improvement projects start early in the country too. There are no noise ordinances out here.

Uncle Brian only has 10 years on me and my cousin Damon is only about 9 years younger. I think of both of them more as peers in the family realm than as uncle and cousin.

“Hey Brian, thanks for doing this.”

“It’s no problem sis.”

“No, now, I know you’re starting to get pretty busy at this time of year. I really appreciate you squeezing this project in at the last minute.”

Brian grinned. “So tell me, this lady that’s coming to stay here; I take it she’s someone special?”

He likes to push my buttons and he knows he can get me to blush. He’s the only one that can do it though because all his ribbing is so good natured. There isn’t a malicious bone in his body.

“Could be. Could be. Let’s just say, for now, that I’m just trying to help a friend out.”

“Okay. Whatever you say, sis!” He punched my shoulder lightly, grabbed a tape measure out of his tool belt and started surveying the area at the front of the house.

After 90 minutes of measuring the area and then measuring and cutting wood, a recognizable ramp was forming. I snapped a quick picture with my cell phone of the work being done in case I needed proof later that the house was now fully accessible and then I left the two men to finish their task while I went back downtown. First, I needed to talk to Manny at The Hive and then I was going to go and see when Dana would be sprung from her hospital bondage.

It was nearly 10:00 AM when I walked back into the now deserted restaurant. Some of the staff was sitting, having brunch, since they were firmly between the breakfast and lunch rushes. Bree hopped up from the table the staff was surrounding. 

“Hi again Sheriff! Manny’s in the back. Would you like me to go get him?”

“Please. That would be great. Thanks!”

Moments later a fairly young, slim, nice looking Hispanic man came out to greet me. He was in cooks whites that were pristine. How does he cook all morning and stay so clean and, for that matter, how does he cook for a living and stay so slim?

“Sheriff Crane, is it?” His voice was lilting. 

“Yes and you must be Manny.” 

“Yes Sheriff, Manuel Rojas.” He extended his hand and shook mine briefly and very lightly. He was either a soft touch or, I suspected, gay. My gaydar was, in fact, pinging off the hook.

“Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“Of course. Follow me.”

Rojas led me through the kitchen to a small office that was near the back. It was sandwiched between a walk in cooler and what appeared to be a dry storage room. He indicated a chair in front of the desk and I took a seat while he skirted the desk and sat down gingerly.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. Why do you ask?”

“You were slow to sit...I thought maybe you were hurt.”

“No, not at all. It’s just that this is...was...Ben’s desk and no one ever used it but him and the bookkeeper when she stopped in sometimes.”

“He didn’t do his own books?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes, he did. He tracked the daily receipts and such but a bookkeeper handled payroll and taxes and those sorts of things. Ben wasn’t much of an accounting guy.”

“What will happen to this place now that he’s gone?”

“I don’t know Sheriff. Mrs. Tracy, she don’t come in here very much. She never ran the business at all. There’s no manager. Right now, at Mrs. Tracy’s request, I’m handling things but I’m doing little more than I ever did. I gather up the daily receipts and put them aside for the bookkeeper. I fill out a deposit slip and I drop the day’s cash take off at the bank. I don’t handle the credit card stuff or anything else.”

“It’s only been a few days. Do you think Mrs. Tracy will give you full responsibility?”

He didn’t reply, at first. Finally he said, “I don’t know ma’am and I don’t know if I want it if she offers it.”

“Why is that?”

“Don’t get me wrong, but this isn’t where I want to stay. I want to go to a bigger place, to someday have my own place; a full service one with fine dining. Mr. Tracy...Ben, he didn’t want to expand, to grow and he wouldn’t listen to me about those things. He was happy with things here, just as they were. This is not what I want.”

I can see now why they might have fought... “Manuel, do you know why I’m here?”

“I assumed to talk about Mr. Tracy. We have heard that his death was ruled a murder.” He was quick to add, “I don’t know any details and I don’t how I can help you though.”

“You and the rest of the staff here probably saw Ben as much as anyone did. You may know more than you think that could help us find his killer.”

“I don’t think so Sheriff but you can ask me anything.”

“Did you, yourself get along with Ben Tracy?”

“Of course.”

He paused and waited for me to speak but I played the listening card. When I didn’t reply, he continued, “We weren’t what you would call friends Sheriff. We didn’t hang out after work...” He looked away then down at the desk. We, he...he was my boss.”

“You said he wouldn’t listen to your ideas about expansion. Did you argue about that?”

He nodded. 

“Did you argue about anything else?”

“Am I a suspect Sheriff?”

“We don’t have any suspects yet. We have very little information to work with at this point.”

He drew a breath and let it out slowly, “Yes, I admit, we argued from time to time.”

“What about?”

He finally looked up from the blotter on the desk, “Food mostly. We argued about food. I went to culinary school. Mr. Tracy did not. He was a good cook, it is true, but he did not go to culinary school at all. He always wanted to tell me how to run the kitchen.”

“So you’re a chef?”

Silence hung in the air. Finally, he spoke again, “No. I am not. I left school a few months before I would have been finished to take care of...family business.” The look on his face was pure defiance.

“So Ben Tracy, as the owner, was within his rights to advise you on how he wanted the kitchen run?”

Manny sighed. “Yes. But, I went back to school last month to finish. In another couple of months I will be a chef. The training I had before was still all up here Sheriff.” He tapped his forehead. “It’s about more than making food. It’s about running the whole kitchen side of the operation. I know what I’m doing!” 

“I see.” So, he’d been going around with Ben just like the actual chef who got fired that lead to him getting hired. Interesting!

“Is there anything else?” His tone was dismissive but I wasn’t finished with him. 

“Yes, actually, there is. I really need more information about Ben himself; his comings and goings and his business associations.”

“Okay, I guess. I’ll answer what I can.”

“Was Ben here a lot?”

“Most days he was here for at least part of the day. I usually came in early to do prep and opened the doors for breakfast at 6:00. He would get here by 7:00 and be on hand for the biggest crush of the downtown morning rush.”

That surprised me. “What was his demeanor when he would come in?”

“What do you mean Sheriff?”

“Was he tired, out of sorts, well rested and ready to go?” I waved my hand in the air.

Manny looked away from me. “He was fine most of the time.”

“Define ‘fine’.”

“Alert, polite...”

“And the rest of the time; when he wasn’t ‘fine’?”

“Look, sometimes he’d come in looking like he’d been out all night. He’d be running on adrenaline and coffee. As the morning would go on, he’d start crashing.”

“What was he like at those times?”

“He would argue with me, with his suppliers...whoever was in his path.”

“Were those the times you usually argued?”

“We didn’t ‘usually’ argue,” He made air quotes. “But yes, when we would disagree, it was often on such a day.”

I decided to throw it out there, “Manny, are you aware of Ben Tracy ever taking any recreational drugs?” He looked away yet again. I’d bet my last dollar a lie is coming!

“No.”

“None?”

“How would I know Sheriff? I told you, I didn’t socialize with him.” He still wouldn’t look me in the eye.

I decided to take the interview in a slightly different direction. “You said Ben argued with his suppliers. Is there anyone in particular that he took issue with?”

Manny looked up at the ceiling as if he was lost in thought. After several long seconds he replied, “Ryan McClarnan.”

I know...or, at least, know of several McClarnan’s but the name ‘Ryan’ doesn’t ring a bell. “Who is Ryan McClarnan?”

“He’s this...this strange...weird man that supplies us with all of our honey and, in the Summer, some of our locally grown produce.”

“What’s strange about McClarnan?”

Manny stared through me like I wasn’t even there. “He’s, I don’t know how to put it, he’s one of those live off the grid, live off the land types that doesn’t believe in government...”

“A separatist?”

“Yes! That’s the word I was looking for.”

“What did he and Ben argue about?”

No answer was forthcoming; Manny simply shrugged.

“I need a bit more specific information.”

“Sheriff, you name it. They seemed to have a prior history and they clashed over lots of things...politics, taxes, the price of produce...”

“Do you know where I can find this Ryan McClarnan?”

“No. He’s local though. Probably lives within the county, but that’s all I know.”

“Do you have any of his products on hand right now?”

“Ah, of course! We have honey bottles with his label. I should have thought of that!” He got up and retrieved a bottle for me. It was labeled with the company name Pure Country with Ryan McClarnan as the owner and it listed an address off of Route 60, south of the little Muskingum River town of Philo. The area was in my jurisdiction but there was little in the way of developed housing down there; just some fields in the low delta areas along the river. The rest was made up of heavily forested rolling hills, the foothills of the Appalachians. Still, I thought, someone could certainly be running a bee keeping operation and growing a little produce down there.

I wrote the address down and slid the bottle back to him. “Is there anyone else you can think of whom Ben would have had a contentious relationship with?”

He shook his head no.

“Is there anyone else on the staff I should speak with who might have been close to him?”

Again, he shook his head. “They are mostly college students. They come and go. The dishwasher, Peng, has been here the longest.” He paused and then added, “His English isn’t the best.”

“All right then. I think we’re finished here.” We both stood. “Thank you for your time.”

“You’re welcome Sheriff.” 

I handed him a card. “If you think of anything else, no matter how unimportant you might think it is, please call my office.” He looked at the card but said nothing. He’ll never call. “I can show myself out.”

I stepped out of the office to see that a youngish man of some sort of Asian descent, had actually entered the kitchen pushing a bus cart of, I presumed, the staff’s dishes. I surmised that he was Peng, the dishwasher Manny mentioned. After a nod in my direction, he started to head toward the machine that was his domain in the kitchen, confirming my assumption. I waved for him to hold on for a moment but he shook his head no and tossed it toward the office where Ben was still sitting. 

I continued on my way. Obviously, Peng had something to say that he didn’t want to say in the presence of Manuel Rojas. I’d have to find another way to talk to him outside of The Hive.

Chapter 9 - Homecoming



Thursday, May 29th, 2014

––––––––

“I really appreciate you and your sister doing this Mel. It’s such a relief to get out of that hospital.”

“Your welcome. I just hope you can navigate the house pretty easily. When I last left this morning, the ramp to get up to the front door was almost built. Nothing else should be too much trouble, even with your crutches.”

“I do feel bad for putting you to so much trouble.”

“Dana, it’s fine. Really.”

Mel turned her sister’s car into their driveway. There, front and center, was a brand new ramp leading to the front porch where there had been none before. The area around it was neat and clean with not a scrap of excess wood in evidence. Her worker bees had been quick and efficient.

“Wow! Your uncle works fast!”

“Tell me about it!”

The house was quiet as we slowly made our way in with me hobbling along on crutches. “Where is everyone?”

“Kris is at work by now – she goes in at 1:00 – and the kids are still in school. I expect they’ll be home soon. It’s almost 3:00.”

“Oh. Sorry! Your day’s been shot because of me, hasn’t it?”

She gave me an exasperated look. “Dana...”

“Sorry, sorry...I...”

“Stop saying you’re sorry! I need to stop feeling responsible for you getting shot and you need to stop feeling bad about being temporarily sidelined because of it.”

I nodded. “You’re right. And, for the record, I hope it’s temporary.”

Mel carried my bags into what was usually her den. When I stepped into the doorway, I could see that she’d moved her desk that faced the door back, more toward the window to give the room the floor space it needed for the sofa bed to be pulled out into a bed. The bed was already out and made up nicely. I could also see the door to the bathroom was open. There was, in fact a petite bathroom there with a step in shower. It would be perfect for my lack of full mobility. I turned to her and smiled, “This is so great. Thank you so much!”

She stepped over to another door and opened it to reveal a nearly empty closet. “For you madam!” 

I laughed. “I don’t have much to put in there just yet! I talked to the Cleveland office. They’re having a moving company box up my clothes and personal stuff from the apartment I was living in. That will all be down here in a couple of days. Right now, I just have what’s left of the stuff that I brought when I came down to do surveillance on the last case.”

“Hmm, well, if you don’t mind living in sweatpants and tee shirts for a couple of days, I think we can find enough clothes around here that will fit to help you out.”

Mel and her twin sister both had several inches of height on me and they were both broader shouldered and fairly much more well-endowed. Any of their clothes were going to be huge on me. I just smiled my thanks and sat down on the bed. She put my things from the hospital in the closet.

“Will you be going back to work today?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, duty calls. You’ve already figured out that I’ve had to open a murder investigation for Ben Tracy. I’ve started talking to people and I need to do some follow up.” She paused and looked at her desk, “That reminds me, you’re more than welcome to use this as your office base too when you don’t want to or don’t need to drive into Columbus but I’m going to need to use it sometimes too. I hate to bring my work home with me but...well...I hate to spend longer than necessary at the station too, so there it is.”

“Mel, really? It’s still your office. Of course you can use it.”

“I just want you to feel at home here and to feel like you have some privacy, that’s all.”

###

Once I had Dana settled in and her and the kids semi-fed, I headed back downtown. I felt like I’d made the trip a dozen times today. 

Holly was still at her desk when I rolled into the office area just before 5:00. 

“Is it going to be a late night Sheriff?”

I shook my head. “Hopefully not too late. Anything I should know about, any new developments?”

“Nope. It’s been pretty quiet.” She handed me the Tracy file. 

I leafed through the little that was in it. “I talked to Manuel Rojas, the cook at The Hive this morning. He goes by Manny. He’s keeping the restaurant open, at least temporarily, supposedly at the request of Liberty Tracy. I don’t have confirmation of that from her...”

“And?”

“And I just don’t feel like he’s telling me the truth but I can’t put a finger on what he might be hiding. I also got the impression the dishwasher there had something to say but he wouldn’t talk to me with Rojas present. I need to figure out how to get a hold of him.”

“What’s his name?”

I grinned sheepishly. “I apologize but all I got out of Rojas was ‘Peng’.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “Oh well; I’ve worked with less!”

“Rojas fingered a Ryan McClarnan as someone that had occasional run-ins with Tracy. He’s one of their suppliers for the restaurant. Here’s the address I have for him.” She copied it from my notebook.

“Check that out and also run a rap sheet for him and see what turns up. I hear it told that he has a bit of aversion to government and to law enforcement.”

Holly raised her eyebrows. “Alrighty then. Anything else?”

“Yeah, do quick checks for now. Don’t knock yourself out. Go home and enjoy your evening.”

“Oh, like you’re doing?”

She had me there.

An hour later, with Holly’s help, I had learned that the Hive’s dishwasher, ‘Peng’, was actually Michael Peng, a 20 year old male who lived with his Uncle, Wu Peng, the owner of a takeout Chinese restaurant in downtown Zanesville. I also had a rap sheet on Ryan McClarnan which listed the same area of farm fields along the river bank as his last known address and a couple of charges for disorderly conduct, resisting arrest and other similar misdemeanors. Apparently my government hating person of interest was an all-around rabble rouser. There was no county record of a dwelling existing at that address and no property tax records for any land in the county in his name. We also learned that McClarnan had no vehicle registered in his name and no recent records on file with the BMV in what little of their database we could access. I’d have to call those folks myself in the morning and find out if he’d had a vehicle registered or a driver’s license on file at any time recently.

I sent Holly home and then I grabbed my logbook and headed out to my county vehicle. The carryout was still open. A visit to Peng’s uncle Wu was definitely in order.

Business in and out of the carryout was brisk for a Wednesday evening. Another popular restaurant in town that I’ve never eaten at! 

A woman was at the counter barking orders in Chinese to three men in the open, shotgun style kitchen behind her when I stepped up. I marveled at the men, all in white pants and white tee shirts, as they turned things in and out of woks quicker than I ever thought it was possible to cook food. It must be 400 degrees over those woks!

“Order please.” 

I hadn’t eaten in hours. I didn’t even eat with Dana and the kids. There just wasn’t time. “Um, give me a broccoli chicken with white rice and an order of spring rolls.” She called the order to the men and then turned to me for payment. 

“Can you tell me if one of those men is Wu Peng?” I pointed toward the three men in the kitchen.

She didn’t answer me, she just turned toward the men and shouted, “Wu!” and then she turned back to me and handed me my change. Before I could even step aside, she hollered “Next!” to the couple now behind me in line.

The man working at the middle cooking station nodded in my direction. A couple of minutes later, after he’d finished my own order, he walked quickly over to me. “I am Wu. Is there something you need?”

“I’m Sheriff Crane Mr. Peng. Can I take a minute of your time? I promise to be quick.”

He eyed the people that were still waiting inside the small space and motioned me behind the counter.

We walked quickly through the kitchen and out a door in the back to the ally. He turned to me, “Sorry. Best I can do.”

“No problem. I just need a minute.” 

He nodded.

“I’m trying to get in touch with Michael Peng. I understand that he lives with you?”

“Yes me and my wife. What has Michael done?”

“Nothing Mr. Peng. I’m in the middle of an investigation and he might have information that can help me. That’s all.”

“Michael?” He eyed me suspiciously.

“Yeeessss...Michael. Is there something wrong?”

“Follow me please.” With that, he stepped to the left and opened a door that revealed a staircase that led, I presumed, to an apartment above the restaurant.”

When we reached the small hallway at the top of the stairs, Wu Peng used his key to open the only door there; one set in the wall to the left. Music was playing somewhere within the small, very tidy apartment. As he stepped in, he called out to someone in Chinese. I recognized the name ‘Michael’. 

The music volume was lowered and then the young man I recognized from The Hive emerged from another room. He stopped short when he saw me standing just inside the still open entry door. 

“Come Michael. This is Sheriff Crane. She says she wishes to speak to you.” Wu spun and faced me. He waved his arm toward a small table and chairs and we all moved toward it. As we sat, he asked, “Can you tell us both what this is about?”

“Certainly. I’m investigating the murder of Ben Tracy, the former owner of the restaurant where Michael works.”

Wu Peng looked taken aback. “Ben’s death was murder?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

The older man was quiet for a minute and then he asked, “What brings you to think that Michael knows anything about that?”

I looked at the younger man. “Do you speak English Michael?”

He looked away from me.

“Sheriff Crane, Michael and his parents were in a car accident when Michael was very young. They were both killed. He suffered trauma. He speaks both English and Chinese but he stutters, especially in English, so he does not talk often. He also moves slowly because of the accident. He isn’t capable of working downstairs in the restaurant my brother, his father and I, built. He lives here with me and my wife in honor of my late brother. Ben Tracy was a family friend. He gave Michael a job. We were sorry to hear of his death.”

He said the last with an air of finality as though I were being dismissed. 

“Mr. Peng, do you know Manny Rojas?”

“The cook at Ben’s restaurant? I know of him. I’ve seen him when I’ve gone by there after Michael.”

Hmmm. “I’m trying to learn what I can about Ben Tracy in an effort to find his killer. I went to the restaurant today to talk to Mr. Rojas. He told me ‘Peng’,” I indicated Michael, “was the only other staff member who had been there for any length of time but he led me to believe that Michael doesn’t speak much English.”

I shifted in my seat to turn toward Michael. “Son, please look at me.” He turned his face to me. “I don’t care about your speech problems. It’s just me and your uncle here. When I was there today, I got the impression you wanted to tell me something. What was it?”

Michael Peng looked at his uncle. Wu Peng nodded toward his younger charge almost imperceptibly.

He began to speak haltingly, as if it were an effort to talk. “Mr. Tracy was always n-n-nice to me. He talked to me. Mr. Rojas thinks I am dumb. He th-thinks I cannot hear him...th-th-that I do not understand what he s-s-says.” 

I nodded. “You’re not dumb Michael.”

The young man smiled. “Mr. Rojas, he argued with Mr. Tracy.”

“What did they argue about?”

“The res...res...restaurant.”

“About the food?” 

He nodded.

“Did they argue about anything else?”

Michael looked down at the table.

Wu Peng spoke up, “Michael, tell her if there was anything else.”

“One time, they had a f-f-f-fight over pills.”

“What kind of pills?”

“I don’t know. I saw Ma-Manny give Mr. Tracy a li...li...little bag. Mi-mi... Mr. Tracy told him he sh-shorted him. Mr. Rojas t-t-told him, “th-that’s all you get old man!” 

“What was in the bag?”

He just shrugged to indicate he didn’t know. His expression didn’t change.

“What happened then?”

“Mr. Tracy was v...very mad. He...l-left.”

“Do you remember how long ago that was?”

Michael shook his head no.

“Please, try to remember.”

He looked toward me but I could tell he was concentrating. Finally he said, “t...t...two weeks ago.”

Chapter 10 – Double Trouble



Oh what a tangled web we weave! I now had two potential suspects in the death of Ben Tracy but no evidence other than the hearsay mumblings of a 20 year old dishwasher to pin on one of them and no idea where to find the other one. I headed for home with more questions than I’d left there with a couple of hours before.

The house was again quiet when I entered it. Odd!

I poked my head into my den, now Dana’s room. Empty!

I stood at the foot of the stairs and listened for the kids. Nothing! I passed through the dining el off the kitchen and caught site of Beth, my niece, out on the deck. I reached in the fridge for a soda, grabbed a fork and then headed out there with those and my Chinese takeout to see what was going on. 

Dana sat in a chaise lounge on the deck, under a light blanket to ward off the early spring chill. Her legs were stretched out in front of her and she had her crutches laid beside the chair, in easy reach. Her eyes were closed. She looked comfortable and content in the late evening light.

Beth, meanwhile, was standing at the rail watching her older but definitely not wiser brother Cole as he put some sort of stickers on one of the two base Honda 250 quads that I’d bought for myself and Beth, for fun. Because Beth had actually started to race, I’d put Holeshot tires on hers but I hadn’t yet modified it for performance. She was just getting started.

My own quad had the factory tires. As I peered into the growing darkness at the tires and rims, I realized that the bike Cole was decorating was mine and not his sisters.

“Boy! What do you think you’re doing?” My shouting startled Dana who sat upright in her chair. I dropped my food on the table then murmured my apologies to Dana, as I scrambled off the deck with Beth trailing behind me.

“I told him not to do it Aunt Mel! I told him you’d be mad!”

Cole looked at me with the look of a deer caught in the headlights. “I was just decorating it for the race on Saturday. I got these in the mail. Mom said it was okay.” He held out a passel of Fox and Honda Performance Racing stickers. They’d look silly on the small, unmodified quad.

I tried to quickly process all three of his statements at once but my interrogation training was failing me. “What race? Who’s racing?”

“There’s hill climbs on Saturday at Crow Canyon and I’m going to enter.”

“Crow Canyon? And your mom said that you could do that and that you could do it on my quad?” I was getting loud. Dana was up out of her chair, on her crutches, peering over the rail at us in the dimness.

“Well, I didn’t ask mom about the races yet...” He looked confused. I was even more confused. I looked to Beth for help.

“I told him when he came out here with the stickers and pulled out your quad that you’d be mad!”

“I...I thought this one was mine.” His voice quavered. 

“What?” I shook my head. “What on earth made you think that? You have a quad!” I was getting angry.

He looked at his sister and then back at me. “Mine’s just a little 50. You gave Beth one of these. I thought the other one was for me...” His eyes were pleading.

“Cole, you know this isn’t yours.” I pointed at the bike. “You’ve never showed one whit of interest in riding once you outgrew the 50. You said it was boring. You’ve only been interested in rodeo until just now. What’s all of a sudden gotten into you?”

He didn’t answer me.

I blew out a breath and shook my head. “Look, for now, put the bike back where you got it. You and I and your mom will sit down and talk more about this, this weekend.”

“But, can I race on...”

“Cole, no! This bike is ‘A’, mine and ‘B’, not set up for that sort of thing. It’s just to ride, period. I don’t want to hear any more about racing right now!”

I watched as he pushed the quad back to the garage, head hung low. I turned to Beth, “Show’s over missy! It’s a school night. You best get moving.” 

Beth climbed the stairs and trundled across the deck in a teenage huff. Once she was inside the house, I turned to Dana. “Welcome to chez Crane!”

“I apologize for drifting off. I had no idea what was going on.”

“Dana, don’t apologize. It isn’t your responsibility to handle those two anyway. It’s not even really mine but, well, someone has to and, while Kris works, that usually falls to me.”

Dana pointed at me and then at my food. I really was famished. The night was warm so, even though it was now dark, I parked myself at the table and I began to open the containers. She took the chair next to me and joined me.

“Would you like some? There’s plenty!”

“No thanks. I’m still full from the dinner you made for me and the kids before you left and the snacks they wanted all of an hour later!”

“I’m sorry. I guess I should have talked to you about the kids before and let you decide if this would work for you... ”

“Mel, they’re kids. They’re normal, teenage kids. Been there, done that!” She laughed. “Besides, you handle them pretty well!”

“I’m a cop!”

“No, no. It’s more than that. You’d be a great parent.” Her eyes drilled into mine in the darkness.

“Appearances are deceiving. I’ve been around those two all their lives. Their father isn’t in the picture. It’s been a community effort to raise them, especially Cole.”

“Community?”

“Yes. Kris, me – as you’ve seen – and my mom and dad for starters but also a lot of our friends and neighbors. Everyone looks out for them. They’re both great kids but Cole just seems to have some special challenges. He’s the older of the two but not the wiser. He really seems to lack for a real father figure.” 

“Did you and your sister wind up living together so you could be on hand for the kids...if you don’t mind me asking?”

“It’s okay.” I paused to take a bite and think about her question. “When it comes right down to it, Kris loves her job at the station because she likes the constant community interaction. The thing is, this is a very small town. She’s not the manager there so it doesn’t pay the best...small town wages. If she doesn’t do it though, someone else gladly will.”

Dana nodded.

“Anyway, feeding teenagers and keeping them in Nike’s and Justin boots or whatever the shoe of the moment is, is tough. I help with bills and my parents - my dad especially - help with guidance, transportation and everything else.”

“Does Kris date?”

“Actually yes. She’s been getting pretty serious with a guy who’s an over the road truck driver. She just doesn’t get to see him a lot. He has a little apartment in Zanesville. He really tries to get home weekends but, if he’s on the West Coast on Thursday, it’s a sure bet he’s not going to be in Ohio before Sunday.”

Dana winced. “That’s rough! I thought my life on the road was bad!” She leaned back in her chair. “It’s so nice to sit and talk with you like this. I miss that about hanging around with people outside of work.”

It was my turn to smile. We chatted for several more minutes about everything and nothing while I ate. Kris found us on the deck when she got off work and joined us too. My mind was awhirl with the investigation but I put it aside for just one night and enjoyed the chatter. 

Chapter 11 – County Mountie 


Thursday, May 29th, 2014

I hit the ground running Thursday morning but I got nowhere fast. I set a couple of deputies up on a tail of Manuel Perez however the county had such limited resources for that sort of thing that I didn’t have a lot of hope of catching him at anything. Meanwhile, I was still hitting brick walls trying to get a bead on Ryan McClarnan. The guy was so far off grid, no one knew where to find him. Even the BMV was a total bust. Apparently, he doesn’t drive and he doesn’t have any sort of state issued ID. 

My best hope was to physically root him out. I figured I’d try the old fashioned way first. I hopped in my county SUV and headed south along the Muskingum River. I crossed the river on the Route 32 bridge at Duncan Falls and, just south of Philo, I began scanning the banks and fields in earnest for signs of a trailer, a camper, some sort of a little cabin or his bee keeping or crop growing operations. Being late May, it was unfortunately still early in the year for planting to show very much promise. Fields were tilled and planted sure, but not much of significance was yet popping up that needed anyone around tending to it. I saw no hives at all. No one was camped out or around doing anything else either. I had smacked into another big wall of dead ends. I came to realize that the address on the honey bottle, at least as far as the honey production was concerned, may have been a complete fake.

Temporarily defeated, I returned to the station. Holly rose when I entered the office.

“Sheriff, Commissioner Bell has called twice for you. He says it’s urgent that he speak with you.”

“Did he say what he wanted?”

Holly spread her hands in an ‘I don’t know’ gesture then handed me a memo slip with his contact numbers on it.

Todd Bell is a real thorn in my side. As a county commissioner, he sticks his nose into lots of places where it truly doesn’t belong like into official police investigations. He’s all about appearances and how tourists will perceive the county. That was probably his issue now too. I have a news flash for him...tourists don’t spend time in Muskingum County. They go over the ‘Y’ bridge and pass right on through!

I laid the memo aside. I figured I’d deal with him later.

Later came right at lunch time. Holly hadn’t been out the door two minutes off to pick us up sandwiches when Bell poked his head into my office unannounced.

“Commissioner, this is a surprise!” I tried to sound pleasant.

“You didn’t say it was a ‘nice’ surprise,” he said as he stepped in and thumped his fingers down on the edge of my desk. 

I ignored the barb. “What can I help you with?”

“You can join me for lunch. We need to talk.”

“Can we talk here? I have lunch on the way and a lot on my plate, so to speak.”

“I’d prefer not to.” He jerked his thumb to the left. “Walls have ears.”

It took all I had not to roll my eyes. I knew there wasn’t any point in trying to argue with the man. I left a quick note for Holly and then we were off. 

I was surprised when we parked near to Bryan Place. It’s one of the nicer restaurants in downtown that’s located in a historic old YMCA residence building. It’s not one I’d typically visit for lunch on a work day. 

Commissioner Bell, apparently a regular, was greeted by name and then we were led to a table deep in a corner. Once we were seated and we had ordered he asked that we be left alone. I was surprised by his bluntness.

“Crane, let me cut right to the chase, the May primary election is in the history books. No one threw their hat into the ring for Sheriff.”

I don’t like where this is going... “I know. I’m assuming you want assurance that I’ll continue to stand as Sheriff in until someone is elected?”

“Don’t assume Crane. What I want...what the commissioners want, is for you to run.”

“Commissioner...”

“Todd, please.”

“Okay. Todd, you already know my position. I’m happy to stand in but I want to go back on the street when a new Sheriff is elected. I don’t want the job permanently but I’m willing to do it until the right candidate comes along.”

“Hear me out please...Mel, is it? Is that what you prefer to be called?”

I nodded my assent. He fell silent when our server appeared with our salads but he picked right back up as soon as he walked away. 

“Mel, the filing deadline for candidacy passed for the primary with no filers so there was nothing to put on the ballot. We were left hoping that a reasonable write in candidate or two would step up for the November general election. Well, someone threw a wrench in the works.”

“How so?”

“A patrol officer from Columbus filed yesterday for an August special election. Under state law, we can be required as a county to pay to print ballots and hold the election just for the one office.”

“A patrol officer? An experienced one? That could be good Comm...Todd...”

“Not in this case, it’s not!” He tossed his hand in the air. “We had him checked out right quick. He has his OPOTA certificate and two total years on the force. He’s a 24 year old, wet behind the ears kid.”

I winced. I don’t want a 24 year old, know nothing boss! I tried to hold my true feelings in check. “Can we protest his candidacy?”

“Here’s the thing, see, you have up until 70 days prior to an election to protest the qualification of a candidate if you want to try and keep them off the ballot. An August special election would by on Tuesday, August 5th. Do the math; that’s 69 days from now.”

“Damn. He knew what he was doing and he waited on purpose!”

“You got that right!”

“Who is he?”

“Name’s Noland Troutman.”

“As in Noland Troutman III?”

“You know him?”

“Yeah, I know him. He’s from a very wealthy family who had some milling interests in this area for years. When he was younger he used to spend summers out this way with his grandparents. He was a punk ass kid then that I picked up a few times for petty stuff. He always pulled the “Do you know who I am?” card.” I shook my head. “Hard to believe he’s a cop now. I can’t fathom that his family would have backed that...” 

“Maybe this is a political stepping stone for him. Think about it; it was probably all planned out either by him or by the family. He puts in his two years, bides his time then he preys on a vulnerable county for a Sheriffs slot. New Sheriffs get training from the state before they take over their departments so he’s not coming in cold and he knows that. He puts his four years in or maybe even less with the unlucky department then he uses his position as a springboard to higher political office.”

I thought about that for a minute as I chewed. As much as I don’t care for Bell here, his argument has a ring of truth to it... “His family, from what I recall, is politically connected.”

“Rich enough and connected enough that they can push the state for this election to happen?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Then you see what needs to happen?”

“Pardon?”

“You have to oppose him in the election Mel. You have to run. We can’t have law enforcement taken over in the county by this kid.”

“You’re right but I’m very torn. I stepped in when Sheriff Carter was killed with the understanding that it would be a short term assignment, until a proper replacement could be put in place. It’s been nearly a year. No one has stepped forward and now this.”

“He’s not a proper replacement as a Sheriff Mel but you fit the bill just fine.” 

“I’m not so sure about that. Aside from the fact that I don’t really want the job, I don’t think I’m actually, um, let’s just say ‘electable’.” I made air quotes hoping Bell would catch my drift.

“Nonsense! You do a great job here and people respect that.” 

He’s going to make me say it...

He stared at me for a long minute. “Look, Mel, besides you thinking you really don’t want the job,” I started to speak but he raised is hand, “Hear me out, please. Besides that, deep down, what’s keeping you from throwing your hat in?”

He really is going to make me say it. “Commissioner we live in Muskingum County, on the edge of Appalachia. I’m a gay woman in a rural, unaccepting, unforgiving county.”

He didn’t bat an eye. “Tell me something I don’t know Crane! Everybody knows. Not electable, hell! You’ll run rings around that kid! I can promise you that.”

“I’m not so sure. Look, I’m not going to hide who I am. I’m not in a relationship right now but there is somebody that I want to be in my life. I’m not going to back burner that to run for Sheriff only to have my family’s name and hers dragged through the mud.”

“You underestimate the people of this county. They elected me didn’t they? Lord knows I’m not the most likeable guy around!”

Again, he has a point!

Chapter 12 – Home on the Range





I was sitting at my desk with my head in my hands when Holly buzzed me. “Sheriff, the Coroner released Ben Tracy’s body.” 

Oh boy! Let the games begin! “Great. Where’s he going?”

“Liberty Tracy requested that he be sent to the Delong funeral home.”

“Well that’s an interesting choice...right downtown. Wouldn’t be far from the family home thought... “Thanks Holly.”

“Everything okay boss? You sound like you’re down.”

“Yeah. I just have a lot to think about.”

“Well, you know where to find me...” Holly was a friend of mine on the force long before I stepped into the role of Sheriff and she became my right hand in the office.

“I know and I appreciate it. Thanks. I just got some stuff I’ve got to mull over, is all.”

“Okay then.”

“Can you try and get Mrs. Tracy on the phone or, if you can’t reach her, the funeral director at Delong? We need to know when the funeral is, if she’s actually having one for him. I want undercover officers there to survey the crowd.”

“I’m on it.”

“Thanks Holly.”

It turned out, Liberty Tracy was having a short viewing and then a brief memorial service for Ben Tracy at the Delong parlor on Saturday. There would be no extended calling hours and no graveside service. That made my departments’ job a little easier. We only had to watch the funeral home and only for a short period of time. 

After coordinating with Joe Treadway and one of my detectives to be on hand, undercover, outside and at the memorial service, I called it a day. My head was throbbing. I just wanted to go home and relax but I knew, deep down, I’d have to have a serious conversation with my family and also one with Dana.

###

I stopped at the station and chatted with Kris for a few minutes but she was busy and she couldn’t really talk in any sort of confidential, just between us, kind of way. I gave up trying for the moment and headed down the street to the house.

To my incredible surprise, I walked in to witness a scene of total domestic bliss. Dana was sitting at the kitchen table cutting vegetables for a salad. Meanwhile, Beth was pulling something that smelled wonderful out of the oven and Cole was sitting at the end of the table doing homework. 

Dana looked up at me and smiled. Beth said, “Hi Aunt Mel! We made dinner!” 

“I see that. Now tell me what you did with Beth and Cole!”

“Ha ha! You’re so funny.”

“So anyway, what is that I smell?”

“Grandma Rossi’s secret recipe lasagna,” Dana said and then winked in a conspiratorial sort of way while Beth beamed.

“Well let’s eat then!”

“Aunt Mel, we can’t eat it yet! Aunt Dana says it has to stand for about 15 minutes now so it will set.”

“Aunt Dana?” I eyeballed Beth, my mind spinning, but it was Dana who answered.

“It seems your family is raising some very polite children who insist on calling me Miss Rossi. I was beginning to feel like my mother. ‘Aunt Dana’ seemed like a good compromise.”

I looked at Dana, eyebrows raised, “I guess! So let me ask, where did we come up with all of the fixings to make lasagna?”

“Simple,” Cole piped up, “We showed Dana...er, Aunt Dana how to get to the grocery store we always go to in Zanesville since the store here didn’t have everything she said we needed.”

I was terrified of the answer but I had to ask, “Who drove?”

“Well I did, silly! My car’s parked right outside where, I suspect you’ve had it parked for some time?” 

“Um, well, yeah. I had it moved here a couple of days after the bust, once it looked like you were going to be in the hospital for a while. You had it parked a couple of blocks from the station. Really though, should you be driving?”

“Mel, I’m fine to drive. I don’t really need my left leg for that and I only take the pain medicine at night now and not always then. The kids helped in the store and with getting everything into the house.”

“I see.” 

“You’re mad?”

“No, no. Just concerned is all.”

“I appreciate that but I’ve got to keep up with my therapy and I’ve got to start getting around. I’m going to be...to be expected to go back to work soon.” She looked away from me.

“How soon?”

“We’ll talk after dinner.”

“I suppose that means I better not get used to come home to dinner and finished homework?” 

She smiled and shrugged. 

“It’s okay. Quite frankly, I need to talk to you too; you and Kris.”

“What about us?” Cole whined.

“Don’t worry about it kiddo; it’s adult stuff.”

“I’m almost an adult you know! In a couple of weeks I’ll be old enough to get my learner’s permit.”

“That’s what scared me about you guys all going into town today! I thought you might have conned your...ahem...Aunt Dana here into letting you drive!”

###

“Dana, that was wonderful,” Kris said as she pushed away her plate. I got up and rinsed it for her.

“I can’t take all of the credit. I gave the instructions; Beth did most of the work.”

“Who knew she’d be able to do that! She won’t spend two minutes in the kitchen with me. Maybe you could give her some lessons?”

“Oh no, no! I’m no expert. I have a few dishes that I do well and that’s it. I’ve always worked crazy hours or on the road. I’ve never really had a lot of time to spend in the kitchen myself.”

“I hate to interrupt this little chat but, speaking of work, would you mind filling me in, please?” I walked over to the table and sat back down with the two of them.

Dana looked from me to Kris and back. “I got a call this morning. Barring any unexpected complications with my leg, I’m to report to the Columbus office on Monday morning at 8:00 AM sharp.”

“Are you up to that?”

“I think so and, really, the longer I’m away from work, the worse things get with my last case. Defendants are trying to plead out, attorneys are filing motions...it’s just becoming a big mess. I need to get in there and contribute to the case for Customs before we lose everything we worked so hard for...that I personally worked so hard for, for months.”

Kris said, “Dana you know we’ll do whatever we can to support you. Let us know; whatever you need.” 

“Hey! Those were my lines!” I looked at my twin and grinned.

“Well, I was speaking friend to friend but I do think that there’s something here that you two aren’t telling me?” Her tone was questioning but supportive.

I swallowed. “Dana and I...we...I...” I shook my head. “I don’t even know where to start.” I looked to Dana for help. 

“You go on over there. I enjoy watching you struggle for words once in a while!”

“Gee, thanks!”

We all laughed and the tension was released. I turned to my sister, “Kris, while Dana was working her case here in the area, we had to work together a lot. We kinda...sorta..fell for each other.” I let that sink in for a second. When I saw that Kris didn’t look shocked or displeased, I continued, “We talked about maybe dating after the case but, well, she works on the road...did work on the road...” I didn’t know where else to go with my little speech.

Kris laughed. “I suspected as much. I see the way you two look at each other. I knew it was just a matter of time for you to finally find a woman you wanted to get serious with.” She looked at Dana, “I guess there’s something reasonably good that came out of getting shot after all, isn’t there. You’re off the road for a little while, at least.” She smacked Dana lightly on the arm.

“True that!” Dana smiled at me with a wicked sort of grin. She turned again to Kris, “Your sister and I would like to spend a little time together and get to know each other. Please understand, we don’t want to make you or the kids uncomfortable in any way. We’ll behave here and we’ll be very discreet, no matter what.” 

“We will?” 

Dana gave me the evil eye. 

“That’s right. Of course we will.” I was just bursting at the seams that Dana and I were on the same page without really having talked about it... Al least, we’re on the same page right now, until I hit them with my news.... 

I cleared my throat. “Before we go getting all warm and fuzzy I guess I should talk with both of you about something too,” I waved my hand toward them both, “something that could affect all of this.” I must have sounded pretty serious because they both gave me their full attention. 

“I had a conversation with one of our county commissioners today, Todd Bell.” Kris feigned a cringe.  She knew who I was talking about. “He’s asked me, on behalf of the Commissioners, to formally run for Sheriff in a special election to be held in August.”

“What? Why?” Kris looked genuinely puzzled. Dana was just listening. I briefly sketched the situation for the two of them.

“Are you going to do it?” Kris asked. I could see the same question in Dana’s eyes.

“I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you two.” I looked at Kris, “You know how much I love being out there on the street, in the mix.” 

She nodded. 

“I won’t get to do as much of that as the ‘actual’ Sheriff. There’s a lot of paperwork, and budgeting, politics and so forth that go with being ‘the man’, so to speak.” 

“And who’s doing all of that stuff now?” Dana finally asked.

“Well, me...sort of.” I kind of let the political stuff slide most of the time and I do a little bit more leg work than I probably should instead.” 

Dana shrugged and held her palms up, “Why can’t you just keep doing things the way you’re doing them now then? Everything’s running okay, right?”

I sat back in my chair. “I guess I really hadn’t thought about it that way but I suppose I could. It would be my department for real after all...if I were elected, that is.”

“Why the hell wouldn’t you be elected?” Kris looked at me like I had said something crazy. 

I shook my head and held out both hands toward Dana but I continued to look at my sister. Kris stared at me, not understanding. 

“Kris, news flash! I’m gay.” 

“Well duh!”

I tipped my head toward Dana again, “We’ve just told you we want to date and see where it goes. That’s probably not going to fly with the voters of Muskingum County!”

Kris blew out a breath. “Ah.” I could see the wheels turning in her head for a minute. “Well, personally, I’d vote for you. Dad will too. Mom...who the hell knows, but that has everything to do with you being a cop in the first place and not anything to do with you being gay...”

“Be serious!”

“I am being serious! Mel, considering the total lack of qualification of your opponent, I don’t think you being gay is going to be the issue with the voters – not if we make sure they know what a bad choice he’d be for the county and what a great job you’re already doing.”

“We?”

“Yes, we.”

“So, you’re saying you think I should run?”

“Absolutely! Look at it this way: you run and you win then you get to do pretty much what you’re doing now but officially. If you don’t run then you get a good for nothing boss who you’re going to want to kill. You pick!”

I looked intently at Dana and she stared right back at me but said nothing. Finally, not able to bear not knowing what she was thinking, I asked, “How do you feel about this?”

“Mel, I think you should do it. You’re good at what you do. Anybody with sense can see that. You need to decide what’s most important to you: time on the street or your sanity and the safety of the county.”

Kris smiled. “The lady has a point!”

“And what about us Dana?”

“We take it easy...” she started to say but, after noticing my look, “or not”. 

I picked up her hand and held it. “I want there to be an ‘us’. The election’s just over two months away. I feel like I’ve already waited weeks!”

“Okay then. We’ll go ahead with enjoying life and you’ll run for Sheriff.” She paused and looked me in the eye. “If that’s what you want to do, I support that.”

“Well it’s settled then! Now, how are you going to tell mom?” Kris was the one with the sadistic smile now.

I slumped down in my chair, “I don’t even know what to do about that.”

“Oh, I know.” She grinned again. “Dad stopped for gas today. You can tell her Sunday at family fun day.”

I groaned.

“Family fun day?” It was Dana’s turn to be puzzled. 

In unison, Kris and I said, “There’s nothing fun about family fun day!” 

Chapter 13 – TGIF...or Not


Friday, May 30th, 2014

Friday was hell from the word go. By 8:00 AM, I was ass deep in paperwork after a patrol deputy nearly totaled a cruiser in a high speed chase during the wee hours of the morning. He was trying to catch a drunk who took off after my deputy tried to pull him over for going left of center. 

When we finally cornered and caught the loser, we found a trunk full of moonshine in gallon milk jugs. The driver blew a .21, well over the legal limit. He was likely high on his own high octane shine. He was now in the drunk tank sobering up so he could be arraigned on multiple charges but the damage was already done and my head was throbbing.

The illicit manufacture and sale of moonshine is an ongoing problem in the county that I just can’t seem to get a handle on. The shiners always seemed to be one step ahead of me. ATF is no help at all, despite my pleading with them for information, assistance and resources. They have their hands full deeper in Appalachia and in the south. They aren’t too worried about illegal whiskey in Ohio; not yet. The Ohio Liquor Control Commission meanwhile, is more of a rule making body. They rely on local law enforcement to enforce the laws and bring shiners up for prosecution. The guy we caught, Ethan Funk, was likely small potatoes but, once he was sober, I had lots of questions for him.

I was so busy taking care of the business of being the Sheriff that I forgot to call Todd Bell about my decision to actually run for the office officially. I was seriously second guessing that decision this morning but it was no real surprise when Holly buzzed me a little after 10:00 AM to tell me that Commissioner Bell was on the phone.

I put a smile on my face and punched the lighted line button, “Commissioner, my apologies. I really meant to get back to you first thing this morning since we’ve got such a tight deadline.”

“Well, I’m assuming you’ve decided to run then but that’s not why I’m calling.”

“Oh, sorry...I thought...well, I guess you’re calling about the cruiser then?”

“The what?”

“The cru....Never mind. How can I help you?”

“I need you to get out to Aiden Quinn’s place ASAP and don’t delegate it. He called me requesting help and I told him you’d be there personally. He has a problem that’s quite sensitive and he doesn’t want it broadcast as radio traffic.”

“I see. Can you give me a heads up about his problem?”

“I’ll leave that to him. I’ll be in touch later about what you need to do as far as declaring your candidacy goes.” He hung up before I could respond.

I resented the Commissioner promising my appearance and assistance personally. He’s not my boss even though I was appointed to the position of Sheriff and not elected but, given that he was asking me to meet with Aiden Quinn, one of the richest oil men in the county, I knew it must be for something serious. By 10:30 I was in my county vehicle on my way to the Quinn Estate. 

The Quinn family has a long and storied history in the county. They were among the original settlers to buy land in the area to build on and to farm. Eventually, when oil was discovered in the area, it was land that the Quinn’s owned that turned out to have some of the richest, deepest pockets of the black gold. Over the years the family tapped well after well and parlayed the profits from each into more land and more wells. 

Aiden Quinn is the current heir to the bulk of the Quinn family holdings plus he owns wells in his own right too. Far from being the epitome of the ‘I’m better than everyone else’ rich snob stereotype, he’s a roughly 60 year old man who worked his way to realizing his fortune. At the behest of both his father and his grandfather, he got his start in the oil fields working alongside the hourly hands and he hasn’t forgotten where he came from. I could hardly resent the man for that.

I drove along and tried to enjoy the beautiful day for what it was. Spring had definitely sprung. The season sure didn’t know that my day had started out in the toilet. 

The Quinn estate was several miles southeast of Zanesville, almost back home to Morelville. Quinn property butted up against a northwestern edge of the Blue Rock State Forest. Much of their land was heavily wooded rolling hills. They’d logged out trees only where they’d cut access roads for wells. Over the years, most of those roads had been replanted, leaving only barely there trails for roughnecks on quads to go out and service the wells when needed.

There was a mansion Aiden’s grandfather had built near the front of the Quinn property but barely visible from the road given the hilliness of the area. Since the death of his grandfather, Aiden’s parents now lived in the main house. They were well up there in years. Aiden had built himself a slightly smaller home and office set up on another part of the family compound.

I’d been to the bigger mansion for political soirees that my former boss, Sheriff Carter, had prodded me into attending. The Quinn’s backed a lot of local politicians and Carter had certainly been that, more than he had ever really been a Sheriff. I’d never been in Aiden Junior’s own home.

Maybe if this goes quickly I can swing by the house and have a quiet little lunch with Dana before I head back to the office and all of the hullabaloo there...

A woman answered my knock almost before I lowered my hand. She stepped to the side as she swung the door open so I could enter. Before I could say a word, she said, “Mr. Quinn is expecting you Sheriff. This way please.”

I followed her as she moved quickly through the entry foyer of the large but not necessarily formal home. I could see that Aiden Quinn had good tastes but they leaned toward the more practical, functional side. That seemed to be in keeping with what I knew about the man. 

We entered what appeared to be a study or even a small library room. There was no desk, only walls lined with full bookshelves and a couple of comfortable chairs set on either side of an antique wood table.  My greeter directed me to go ahead and have a seat and then she discreetly disappeared. Moments later, the man himself strode in. 

I stood up.

“Sit, sit. How are you Sheriff?” 

“Just fine Mr. Quinn, and you?”

“Aiden, please. I hope you don’t mind meeting in my study. We won’t be disturbed in here.”

“This is lovely.”

“Thank you. I know your time is valuable Sheriff. I won’t beat around the bush.” 

I took out my notebook and looked at him expectantly.

“I have a few staff employees that go out and service my wells and so forth. Most of them have been with me for some time. They’ve earned my trust and they’re well compensated for their efforts. Almost a year ago, I want to say in June of last year, I had a guy leave my employ.”

At my raised eyebrow, he continued, “Oh, it was on good terms. He got an opportunity to work in the Gulf and he took it. He’s a bit younger than most of my men and he has a young wife and baby. I can’t match offshore rig money.”  

“I see.”

“I attempted to replace him with some even younger blood that came highly recommended but that just didn’t work out. Round about September, I had to let him go. The kid – young man – was doing more poaching off of my land than he was working and I believe he was poaching out of Blue Rock too.”

“Was any of that that reported?”

“My assistant worked with the county game warden on it. I don’t know if anything ever came of it. I know I made it pretty clear that he wasn’t welcome back on my land or in my employ. I gave him two chances. When he was caught the second time, I was finished with him.”

I hardly believe I’m here about poaching... “Can I get his name please?”

“Sure, sure. It’s Levi Jones. Do you know him?”

“No, I don’t.” I wrote the name in my notes. “About how old do you think he was? 

“I’d put him 22-23. He was an employee so Maureen, my assistant, will have his file.”

“Anyway, after I let Jones go, I was hurting for help. One of my other guys took extended summer leave. I called up a service I use when I’m setting up rigs and tapping new wells to see if they could recommend anyone. They suggested I contract with a guy by the name of Dallas Granger.”

“I do know him. He’s been around awhile. Good man, as far as I know.”

“Yes, yes, very good. He’s still under contract with me. He works all of the wells the kid was supposed to keep up with but couldn’t.”  

“What seems to be the problem then?”

“Well Sheriff, these past couple of weeks he’s been finding things and hearing things out in the far reaches of my property and a couple of days ago, he caught a glimpse of something that piqued his curiosity.”

“Let’s start with the first part of that statement. What’s he found?”

“Footprints here and there leading deeper into Quinn property that shouldn’t be there, bits of, for lack of a better term, ‘paraphernalia’ that would be used in things like making ‘shine and who knows what all else; that sort of thing. And, for the last couple of weeks, out at one of my deeper woods wells, he’s been hearing voices and other sounds off in the distance. Someone is out there doing something.”

“He hasn’t gone looking for them, has he?”

“No. I’ve asked him to play it safe but to keep me posted. When he was out to service a well that’s a little closer in a few days ago, he thought he saw some movement headed the direction of where he heard noise coming from before – two guys on quads. He wasn’t close enough to get a good look at them though. Late yesterday afternoon he was out to service the deepest wells and he could see smoke – steam – something rising from the same target area.”

“Ah. Have either of you spoken to ATF or the Liquor Control Commission?” 

“I haven’t and I’ve asked him not to. I wanted to keep this quiet as far as the feds are concerned to protect him. If ATF starts snooping around, it will take them forever to build a proper case, meanwhile my guys lives are in danger. The Commission is no better. They don’t do field work.

My sentiments exactly!

These people may be operating on my land though or on land just adjacent to it. Worse, they might be defiling Blue Rock with this. I want them stopped!”

“Gotcha! But, let me ask; since you brought him up, do you think Levi Jones has anything to do with this?”

“That I don’t know but, frankly, it wouldn’t surprise me and that’s why I mentioned him. He sure wasn’t the guy that was recommended to me. There was a whole lot of attitude in him and no remorse.”

“Who recommended him?”

“One of my guys that came up with me from my hands on, boots on the ground days. I trust him. Levi’s the problem child of another of his family members, it would appear. I think he was just trying to help out and set the kid on a better path. He actually had mechanical training so I gave it a go. He may well be putting that training to use to do something that’s well on the other side of legal.”

“I’ll need Levi’s information and I’ll need contact information for Dallas Granger so I can talk to him myself.”

“No problem.”

###

Once I left Quinn’s place, I dialed the number his assistant had given me for Granger. He answered right away and informed me that he was actually done with his morning rounds and just minutes from his home in Zanesville where he was going to grab some lunch. He figured now was as good a time for us to talk as any so I was headed his way, back into the city. So much for having lunch with Dana.

Granger’s house was near the convergence of West Muskingum and Muskingum in downtown Zanesville. I crossed over our famed ‘Y’ bridge and then found his home pretty quickly.

His truck was in the driveway with his quad for getting to less accessible wells and storage tank units loaded in the bed. He probably didn’t bother to take it out and put it away during the work week.

The front door was open allowing me a view into the house as I knocked on the screen door. No one came to the door and I heard no sounds from within the house. I called out for Granger but no one responded. I tried the screen door. It was unlatched. I poked my head in and called out again. There was still no response. 

I didn’t suspect any sort of foul play so, not wanting to enter the man’s home uninvited, I decided to see if he might be in the back yard, perhaps firing up the grill to make his lunch or maybe just sitting back there in the sun to eat.

I stepped off the porch and moved along the front of the house to the corner and called out again. Nothing. I walked down along the side toward the back corner of the house. As I approached it, I heard a faint rasping noise that stood out above the sounds of traffic on the “Y” bridge running overhead nearby. The sound made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. 

At the corner, I drew out my service weapon. I took a quick peek around the clapboard edge and sucked in a heavy breath. A man in Carhartts that I was reasonably sure was the Dallas Granger I knew but hadn’t seen in quite a while was lying in his backyard in a sticky pool of his own blood. His face was a nearly lifeless shade of pale pastiness but his eyes fluttered as he stared up at the blue of the sky. 

I scanned the area quickly, looking for any sign of further danger but I saw no movement. His assailant couldn’t have been gone long. I tightened my grip on the pistol and hurried to Granger’s side to assess his injuries. Blood drenched the front of his tan work shirt as it poured from the three puncture wounds that I could see. Judging by the volume of blood seeping out from underneath him, I figured there were probably other wounds that I couldn’t see. I pulled out my cell phone and called 911 to order back up and an ambulance. 

My heart sank as I took full measure of the damage. There was little that I could do but I attempted to put direct pressure on the three wounds I could see to try and stem the flow of the bleeding until the EMTs got to us. 

“Dallas, it’s Sheriff Crane. Can you hear me?” 

Granger’s face was turning a ghostly gray color. I knew death was close at hand. 

“Please hang on! The ambulance is on the way.” I could hear sirens screaming just a short way off. 

His lips moved slightly. I heard a soft gurgling sound as he tried to speak. I leaned closer, trying to make out the words. 

“He won’t quit,” he rasped out. 

“Who won’t quit?” 

“McClarnan,” he said. “Ryan McClarnan won’t quit. 

“Did Ryan McClarnan do this to you?” 

He clasped his hand weakly around my wrist. “You can’t run far enough from him,” he rasped. 

“I’m not going to run from him at all....” 

His grasp fell away. He gasped one last, shaking breath and then expired before my eyes. 

I rose to my feet and looked all around without really seeing. “You can’t run far enough from him...” I won’t be running at all Dallas. I’m going to find him and bring him down. 

###

“Mel, baby, you look exhausted.”

Dana was a sight for sore eyes and I felt bad that I’d brought my day home with me and couldn’t devote the evening to her. Still, it beat the alternative; spending Friday evening at the station. “Hon, I’ll be honest; I’ve had a day from hell. I’m all but wiped out and I still have work to do.” I sucked in a heavy breath. “I’m going to need to use my den for a little bit, if you don’t mind?”

“Of course. I’ll just go and sit out on the deck and stay out of your way.”

“What I’d love is for you to keep me company...if you want to, that is?” She tipped her head and looked at me with a quizzical expression.

“Actually, to be honest, I really could use your help.” I was pleading shamelessly but I missed her and I also needed someone who gets what I do for a living to bounce things off of. 

Dana lit up. “Have you eaten? Why don’t we get you something to eat and then we can get right on whatever you need.”

“That sounds good and it sounds like you might be missing working a little bit.” I was ribbing her because I knew she was itching to get back to doing something, anything that was more productive than planning meals for the Cranes.

“Just a little!” 

“So, why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me what’s going on.”

“That’s just it, I don’t even know where to start!” I thumped my forehead down on my desk for emphasis.

“Is it really that bad?”

Dana grimaced when I looked back up and she saw the look on my face.

“Let’s just say I’m reconsidering my decision to actually run for Sheriff. I’m thinking I should let that young punk come in and take over. He has no idea what he’s in for!

“Wow! It must have been a really bad day!”

I spent the 15 minutes filling Dana in on my two murder investigations that might be tied together but might not be, on wrecked cruisers, on moonshiners, on the visit to Aiden Quinn today, about my inability to find Ryan McClarnan and more while she just listened silently and took it all in. 

When I was finished, she asked, “Why would they kill Dallas Granger? Was what he might have seen really worth murder?

“I don’t know. Killing him doesn’t send a message to anyone that I’m aware of, so he had to have known something or he had to have possessed something of value to them.” 

“What’s so valuable that it’s worth killing him for?” 

“I don’t know that either. It has to be something big or something that would bring damage to more than one person.” 

“Why do you think that?” 

“Because before he was killed there was the death of Ben Tracy that seems to point back to the same person and now this.”

“Yes but this one appears to be done by a different hand and, obviously since it’s a stabbing and not a poisoning, it’s much messier than the first. The first was a planned, slow death. This was something totally spur of the moment with a very different M.O.” 

I shrugged. “It still could be the same killer. Maybe Granger just pissed McClarnan off one too many times or got too close too recently as I was being called in to investigate. If that’s what happened, McClarnan had to act fast. What I really think is that there’s a whole operation out there that’s running well on the other side of legal. Maybe Tracy knew about at least some part of it because he was an Ecstasy consumer. Dallas Granger on the other hand, is a local oil man. He contracts himself out to tap new wells and to service wells for a living...” 

Dana interrupted, “Oil?” 

“Yes, oil. There are drilling wells all over the southeastern part of the state. Do you mean to tell me that you haven’t seen the pump jacks everywhere?” 

Dana shrugged. “I guess I just didn’t think about it.” 

Well, these hills are rich in oil in pockets. A lot of the land out here is farmland or wilderness but, either way, large swaths of it are owned by a few families that have gotten rich off of oil. Granger probably stumbled across something somewhere while he was out servicing Quinn’s wells that McClarnan and his buddies thought was well hidden.” 

Dana shook her head. “I guess I’m really stuck on this whole oil thing. Oil, in Ohio?” 

Now I shook my head. “Really Dana? Yes, Ohio! Don’t you remember that it was first found in Western Pennsylvania? Why would it not be in Eastern Ohio? And, frankly, don’t you ever watch television?” 

“What does that have to do with it?” 

“Haven’t you seen the show, ‘Backyard Oil’ about oil families in Kentucky? Same difference.” 

“Interesting...Can’t say that I have!” She rolled her eyes at me like Beth did earlier. 

“Well look, whenever land is up for auction around here, it usually comes down to a bidding war between the Amish who want it for farming and the oil men who want it for drilling if they think it has production well potential. There’s a lot of money at stake and they take it really seriously.”  

“Maybe this is somehow about the oil then and not what we think it’s about?” 

I pondered that for a second then shook my head. “No. It can’t be. This is about moonshine or meth or some other such drug and alcohol dealings or something else like that. Look, the oil business is very heavily regulated and there’s a lot of reporting that’s on a constant cycle. Someone can’t just go onto another person’s land and drill for new oil or steal oil that’s already being pumped and sell it on any sort of a black market... not in this country, anyway.”

“So what do you think happened?”

“Well, what criminals like Ryan McClarnan do is squat on land that belongs to the oil families that the family doesn’t use at all other than for drilling and they do illicit things under the cover of private property. There are laws about how close together these drilling rigs can be. Some of these oil families own thousands of acres of farmland and wilderness. They space new wells as close as is legal by cutting roads through and drilling wherever there’s potential but, once a well is drilled, especially in a forested area, only the guys that service them or haul the oil from the holding tanks if they’re too remote to pipe it somewhere ever go out to them; guys like Dallas Granger. I think that in the process of doing his job, or because he got far too curious for his own safety, Granger ran across whatever they were trying to hide, something more than he actually let on to Aiden Quinn even, and he was killed for his trouble.” 

Just after 9:00 PM I was nearly done with the paperwork I’d brought home and Dana was starting to nod off. She hadn’t been able to offer much insight into such weak cases but it had been nice to have a sounding board to vent my frustrations to, if nothing else. I’d never been able to vent about the trials of my job to Kris or to my parents. They just didn’t understand.

I closed my laptop down and then I moved around the desk toward my groggy girlfriend. “Dana, honey, let’s get you ready for bed.”

“Kay,” was her only reply. She was sitting, reclined on top of the sofa bed with her back against the couch back. She was wearing light sweatpants and a tee shirt.

“Are you going to sleep like that or do you want pajamas?”

“Hmm?” She looked up at me but it didn’t appear she was really seeing me.

I leaned down so we were face to face and I asked her again. In response, she began to take off the tee shirt. The door was partially open so I moved around the end of the bed to close it so she could change. I rummaged in the closet for something resembling bed clothes. 

When I turned back around, I realized Dana had scooted to the far edge of the bed and removed her bra.  She was attempting to push herself up to stand using the bed and sofa arm because her crutches were just out of her reach. 

Without thinking, I rushed around the bed to assist her. As I caught her arms and helped her up, my gaze fell upon her breasts. I felt instant heat in my groin. I wanted badly to kiss her, to hold her, to do so much more with her. Memories of our first night together coursed through my brain.

Dana, tired and trying to balance on her good leg, was oblivious to what I was feeling. I shook myself in an effort to perish the wanton thoughts that were surging through me. In return, I got a slightly more awake girlfriend wearing nothing but sweatpants and an odd expression. 

I smiled and, still holding on to her with one hand, I began to loop the nightshirt I’d found over her head with the other. I managed to tame my libido enough to finish helping her to change and then to get into bed without ravaging her. I bussed her lips with an almost chaste kiss goodnight and then I headed out of her room in search of a very cold shower.  

Chapter 14 – Eye of the Survivor


Saturday, May 31st, 2014

There was a “Closed” sign on the door of The Hive. “Looks like the restaurant staff is going to the funeral.” Joe Treadway drove his own vehicle past the cafe that had been established by Ben Tracy. Detective Shane Harding nodded silently as he sat in the passenger seat studying the mug shot photos of Ryan McClarnan and the BMV photo of Manuel ‘Manny’ Rojas.

Treadway pulled the vehicle into a facing parking slot in a lot south of the Delong Funeral Home. The two men settled in to watch the mourners arriving at the front entrance to pay their respects.

There weren’t many arriving for the early portion of the viewing hour. Restless, Harding set his binoculars down and started digging through his coat pockets for gum. He almost missed checking out a vehicle that came south down the street toward them before turning East on 5th. He snatched up the spy glasses as the Silver Mercedes SUV pulled to the curb on 5th, just after it turned the corner. Manny got out of the passenger side and crossed the street walking back toward the funeral home. The SUV driver pulled back out and continued a little way down 5th before turning the high end truck into a church parking lot. 

He got out and walked back toward the funeral home himself. Neither man recognized him.

“Odd that he didn’t park in Delong’s lot. There’s plenty of space there.” Treadway looked at Harding. 

“It’s even odder that they didn’t just park and go in together. I got the tag number when he pulled over. I’m going to call it in before we go in there.” He took his duty cell out and called dispatch.

After just a minute or so, he turned to Treadway and asked, “Does the name Esteban Perez mean anything to you?”

Treadway shook his head. “No. It sure doesn’t.”

Harding wrote the name and address information down next to the plate number and thanked the dispatcher. “It’s almost time for the service. We should probably get in there Joe and see what’s going on.”

The two men jaywalked across the deserted downtown streets and into the funeral home. They quietly stepped into the back of the viewing parlor and took seats on the back row, away from each other. 

Treadway noted that Manny Rojas was seated with some younger people off to the left side of the room, near the front. He assumed them to be some of the other employees of the Hive. Esteban Perez, meanwhile, was standing at the casket, presumably saying his last goodbyes to Ben Tracy. Joe watched as he then took a seat more to the right, just behind the front row where some women who were in the receiving line and so likely Ben’s family members were sitting. Soon, Liberty Tracy took the empty seat right in front of him. She didn’t turn to look at him even as he leaned forward and whispered something to her. The deputy turned and looked at Rojas. He was staring intently at Perez from the other side of the room.

Joe looked toward Harding. Shane pursed his lips and nodded to Joe almost imperceptibly. He too knew something just wasn’t quite right. Once the service started, Shane signaled to Joe and the two men crept out quietly to resume their watching post.

Their vigilance was rewarded within the hour when Manny Rojas left the funeral home first and headed for the church lot where Perez had parked the SUV they’d arrived in. He was followed a few minutes later by Perez himself who also headed for the church lot. Within a couple of more minutes the men watched as the vehicle pulled out of the lot and turned to go further east up 5th street. 

Treadway looked at Harding, “Should I follow them?”

“Yeah, just hang back. Let’s see where they go.”

“That’s a Mercedes, ain’t it? Pretty damn nice vehicle for this area.” Joe scratched his head.

“You aren’t kidding. Bet it’s at least a hundred grand. Not many of them running around here, you’re right.”

After driving about ten minutes, the SUV pulled left into the driveway of a small Craftsman style home. Joe pulled to the side of the street. The two men were a little far away and at the wrong angle for them to see anything very clearly, even with the binoculars. They waited silently. 

Several minutes later, Manny Rojas exited the vehicle again. He walked around the front end, onto the porch of the small home and inside. Perez reversed out of the driveway and drove away. 

Joe crept forward toward the house Rojas had entered. Shane got his phone again and called the address in. The home was owned by Rojas. 

“Now what?” Joe questioned Shane.

“Let’s head to the station. We have a lot to digest. He started ticking things off on his fingers, “Rojas with Perez but not showing that they were together. Perez getting buddy, buddy with the widow. No sign of McClarnan which, despite the info we got yesterday, leads me to believe he’s a red herring thrown up by Rojas in this case...What else?”

Joe shrugged. “Don’t know what all the Sheriff’s got but she did tell me that she has a suspicion that Rojas was the drug connection for Tracy.”

“Okay, well I have a suspicion that Perez might be the actual dealer. You just don’t drive a vehicle like that around here. He was probably passing the stuff through Rojas for convenience.”

“You may just be right.”

###

I was waiting at the station for my officers to return from the funeral. I hated having to come in on a Saturday but two murder cases inside of a week and few clues to the identity of the killers dictated my presence. 

I’d have gone to Ben Tracy’s funeral myself if I hadn’t already met Manny. I was trusting Treadway and the detective I assigned to go with him, Shane Harding, to be practically invisible and to observe and to report. I prayed they came back with something, anything useful. 

My men sure didn’t disappoint me when they reported back but they ended up leaving me with even more questions than I had answers.

While I was waiting for them to return, I pulled the moonshiner, Ethan Funk, into interrogation and tried to pump him for information. Now that he was sober, he wasn’t talking. He’d clammed up pretty tight and he wouldn’t give an inch. The only thing that I was able to learn was that he was of the mistaken impression that all we could pin on him was running ‘shine and that, because he had no priors, he might get off with a slap on the wrist and a hefty fine. Apparently whoever he was running for never told him he could be sent up for five years on the charge, if convicted and he was too stupid to go and find that out for himself. It’s also possible that he just never figured he’d get caught. These guys all think they’re invisible and smarter than we are.

Funk, feeling like he would have it pretty easy,  didn’t bother to demand a lawyer until I informed him the department had a nearly totaled cruiser as a result of the chase to catch him and that he’d face charges over that as well. He’d been so drunk and hell bent on outrunning my deputies that he didn’t have any idea of the havoc he left in his wake. Maybe his lawyer will convince him it’s in his best interest to tell us the things we want to know if he doesn’t want to spend the next five to ten years in a 10x6!

Chapter 15 – Family Fun Day



Sunday, June 1st, 2014 - Dana

“Up and at ‘em! Cole, Beth, get your butts out of bed! Get a move on!” Kris stepped away from the foot of the stairs and moved back into the kitchen were Dana was sipping tea, her plate clean, and I was finishing my eggs. 

“So, you two wanna fill me in? What’s with family fun day?” I looked back and forth between the two of them. 

“My kids are in 4H,” Kris answered. “They raise dairy market feeder calves to show at the county fair every year in August. They got their calves a month or so ago and they’re off the bottle now. It’s time to a really good clean up after them, get them started on feed and to start working with them. That’s a part of our so called ‘Family Fun Day’ Sunday activities.”

“Just a part?” 

“Yeah, a part,” Mel said, looking up from her plate. “Dad always comes up with other stuff we need to do too...cleaning out the big barn, tearing something down, putting something up...you name it.”

I laughed. “Too bad I’m injured. I just can’t help.” I tried not to sound too sarcastic. 

Kris and Mel both guffawed loudly. “Obviously, you don’t know our dad!” Kris just shook her head and looked at me with pity. 

“Mom does always feed us good though.”

“Mel, baby, you just ate!” 

Kris rolled her eyes. Mel said, “Really? By the time we eat he’ll have worked us so hard, I’ll have lost several pounds I can hardly spare to lose.” She grinned that grin that was what attracted me to her in the first place. Still, it was my turn to guffaw. 

Four hours later, I sat in the farmhouse kitchen with Kris and Mel’s mother as we cut homemade noodles from dough. Earlier we’d set chicken to marinate for later grilling, we’d made fruit pies up that were now bubbling away in the oven, we’d peeled potatoes and we’d cut up vegetables for salad. So much food was in process, I wondered what army was coming for dinner. I was exhausted even though I was sitting down. Faye Crane was still on her feet and going strong. 

###

Mel

I walked into the house for a break. I desperately needed to get something to drink. Dad had us pitching hay for his cows, something that I was allergic to, not that he cared because the major affect to me was only a feeling of my throat being very dry and parched. He always said I should just suck it up. That’s the problem! I’m sucking too much of that crap up!

My mother was working my poor girlfriend’s fingers to the bone in the kitchen. I figured it was time for a little intervention.

“Hey mom, got any sweet tea made? I could sure use some.”

“Now Melissa, you know I do!” 

I winked at Dana while mom had her back turned to dig a glass out of the cupboard. “Why don’t you get a few down and let’s all sit out on the porch for a few minutes. The kids are getting ready to take the calves for their first walk.”

Dana looked at me with an odd expression. “The calves haven’t walked yet? 

“Not on a lead.”

She continued to look puzzled. I just said, “Come on hop-along! You’ll see!”

The three of us adjourned to the porch where we settled in to watch as dad and Kris directed the first movements of calves connected to kids via a halter and lead rope. They’d been wearing the halters all along so those weren’t new to them but they’d never been connected to anything before and they’d certainly never had anyone trying to direct their movements.

“Dana my friend, you’re in for a real treat. Walking a calf isn’t like walking a dog. Hang onto your hat!

The three of us watched and laughed hard as the calves alternately dug in their heels or jumped like jumping beans and the kids did their best to hang on and gain some semblance of control. Unfortunately, Beth and Cole had no control at all, even after several minutes. You’d think they’d never done this before!

After about ten minutes, mom looked at me pointedly, “Shouldn’t you be getting back to work?”

“Well, actually, one of the reasons I took a break is because I really need to talk with you...”

“Oh, can’t it wait? I have pies in the oven that I need to be gettin’ back to Melissa.”

I hate it when she talks to me like I’m five! “No, it can’t wait. We really do need to talk but we can do it in the kitchen. Let’s go and take care of those pies.”

We all wandered back into the kitchen. I got Dana settled back into a chair while mom tended to her baking.

She turned from the oven and waved her hand toward Dana and me, “Is this what you wanted to talk to me about?”

“Pardon?” I looked at Dana as she set her tea glass down with a bang and her entire body spasmed in a hard coughing spell. I thumped her back. “Are you okay?”

She tilted her head to look up at me and croaked, “Really?”

Light dawned for me. “Oh...oh. Mom, I...you...you do know that I’m gay, right? I...I  thought you knew...”

“Melissa, of course I know that!” She waved her hand in the air toward Dana. “I meant that you’ve moved your girlfriend in with you already. You barely know each other and, well...”

“Hold on mom, you’ve got the wrong idea.” I took a deep breath. This isn’t going the way I planned it.

“What should I think?”

Dana half rose from her seat at the table, “Mrs. Crane, Your daughters, both of them, have very graciously taken me in as a sort of border while I recover from my injury and while I work to close out the case that brought me to this area in the first place.” Dana looked at me before she continued and I smiled my gratefulness at her. 

“Are you telling me that there’s nothing else going on?”

My turn...I’m a big girl. I can do this! “Mom, in all honesty, we do intend to date but we’re taking things very slowly and we’re trying to be respectful of Kris and the kids.”

“Trying?”

“Mom! Please...this is really between Dana and me and it’s not actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“It’s not? Then what is it? Spit it out.”

I counted to ten silently and then I did just that, “Mom, I’m going to run for Sheriff officially in a special election the county is going to hold in August.”

Wordlessly, she moved to the table and sank down in a chair.

“Mom?”

Faye Crane, never a supporter of me being a police officer in the first place, was silent on the subject – and on any subject – for one of the few waking times I can remember in my life. Finally she lifted her gaze to my face and looked me straight in the eyes, “Can I ask, why?”

I blew out a breath, stepped over to her and put my hands on her shoulders to steady us both. “The gist of it is that I’m qualified for the job and I’m already doing it. A potential candidate has filed to run that isn’t qualified to hold my gun belt for me and it’s best for the county and everybody in it if he doesn’t run unopposed and get the job by default.” I knew I was being a little full of myself but I just couldn’t seem to help it and, deep down, what I was telling her was the truth.

“I see.”

“Mom, I know that you don’t approve of me being a police officer but I’m doing what I love and I’m good at it. This is the next logical step for me.”

“Melissa, I know that you love being a cop. I do...It’s just that I...I just worry so much about you. There are all kinds of crazy people out there. I worry about you all of the time...”

“Mom, I know. I love you and believe me when I say that I really appreciate your concern. You know that I’m as careful as I can be.”

“Yes but those crazy people out there aren’t!”

With that, Dana had another coughing spell, this one apparently not brought on by anything other than nature. Mom jumped up from the table and started the tea kettle and then began rummaging in the cupboard. 

“What are you doing?”

“I’m fixin’ your girlfriend a little drink to take care of that cough. That’s what I’m doing.”

I watched as she squeezed honey from a bottle into a tea cup. Another light bulb went on for me; After catching a quick glimpse of the label, I was pretty sure she was using Pure Country honey produced by Ryan McClarnan. 

I jumped up from the table, strode to the counter and picked up the bottle. It was Pure Country honey. “Mom, where did you get this?”

She looked at me and held her hand out for the jar. I gave it to her and she peered at it through her glasses. “Well, this here is the stuff I get from little Ryan.”

“Little Ryan?”

“Yes, Ryan McClarnan. He keeps bees and bottles this himself.”

“I’m aware of that but I’ve been looking for...for, some of this.” I haven’t been able to find any.” No way am I telling her that I’m looking for him because he’s a murder suspect...she will go off the deep end on me!

“Well you didn’t try very hard then! He sells it at the peddlers market just outside of town every weekend. Matter of fact, he was probably there yesterday.”

Damn! Yet again, my own mother holds keys that might just unlock a case for me...how does she do it?

I just have to ask... “Mom, how much do you know about Ryan or about his family?”

“Oh heavens, I reckon I know as much as I know about anybody else around here! Why do you ask?”

“I’m curious. They’re...I don’t know...different.”

“You got that right!”

Dana and I were both all ears. “Do you know anything about them being separatists?”

“What on earth does that mean?”

It means that they shun government and that they, for the most part, live lives apart from people who don’t share their views,” Dana supplied. She pushed aside the sweet tea and took a sip of the hot concoction. 

“That describes most of the McClarnans alright!”

“How so, mom?”

“Well, Melissa, let’s see; it all started as a war over moonshine. You know that McClarnans are all over the place here in the foothills, right?”

I nodded. For Dana’s benefit I added, “Everybody around here knows a least a couple of McClarnan’s. They’re as common as ants.”

My mom nodded in agreement and then she launched into her story. “Back in the 1950’s, a group of the men folk joined up with the Ohio Military Reserve. Their reasons were honorable then and the organization is a fine one but, in those days, it attracted its share of looneys. Some of the McClarnan men got mixed up with some government hatin’ folks who thought the militia might oughta’ take over and show the state of Ohio who was really in charge. They didn’t take kindly to the State keeping them from making moonshine. That was their livelihood.”

“What happened?”

“The folks in charge of the OMR would have none of it. They kicked a whole passel of rabble rousers out. Some of the ousted men, including all of the McClarnans, formed their own little militia group but most of them couldn’t stay out of their own whiskey long enough to fund any sort of real movement so much of the lot of them kinda fizzled away as any sort of organized group. Still, a few of the less drunkard members branched off from that group and started up a little, what did you call it? A little...separatist deal. They kind of had their own little commune if you want to call it that. They claimed a lot of the woods for themselves and took it over.”

She continued, “Those men folk didn’t want to take on the government but they didn’t want to be bothered by it either. They just wanted to live off the land and be left alone. They did continue to run ‘shine to make money for what they couldn’t grow or shoot and, I think, just to thumb their noses at the government. As the group grew and the younger generations of the family got involved, they started growin’ pot and makin’ other stuff.”

“Other stuff?”

“Cookin’ up stuff and whatnot. You know about that kind of thing better than I do, hon...or should I say Sheriff?” She pointed at me. 

“Did Ryan McClarnan grow up in the family business then?”

“Naw, not really. I hear tell that he’s maybe involved now but I don’t know that for a fact. He certainly wasn’t raised up with it.” 

“Hmm? How did he get involved in the whole separatist and living off the land movements then?”

“Well, let me go backwards a bit.” She took a sip of what was left of her sweet tea. 

I stifled a sigh. This is going to be a long story. I can feel it...

“Let me start by telling you that Ryan’s mama Callie was a Brietland, if you didn’t know that already.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Really?” I’m sure my astonishment showed. “A Brietland?” The Brietlands are the richest of the rich oil families in the area – even richer than the Quinns and, in the eyes of many in the family, socially several steps above many of their more recent oil rich peers including the Quinns. By more recent, I meant any time since 1940 onward. 

“Yes. She created quite a family fracas by seeing and later becoming pregnant to Ryan’s daddy, William “Billy Bob” McClarnan.”

“I bet! What happened?”

“Callie was a free spirited sort. She’d gone off to college and became infatuated with the whole 1960s and early’70s anti-war movements and anti-political establishment movements. She got into doing drugs and the whole 9 yards. Billy Bob meanwhile was an outlaw and a draft dodger that hid out in the hills around here. He was cut from the same cloth as the older generations of his clan; hell bent on runnin’ shine, growing pot and sticking it to the government whenever he could. Miss Callie was blinded by his good looks and enamored with his whole anti-government attitude.” She paused and took another sip of her tea. 

“I take it the Brietland family didn’t accept him?”

She snorted. “Not hardly! Oh, Callie was shunned and shut out for a time once she decided she was going to have and raise the baby rather than give it up. She left the family fold and moved into Billy Bob’s little cabin in the woods with him; the one his daddy had built just before he passed on from what folks speculate was liver disease. I hear it told that she gave birth to Ryan right there in the cabin with only Billy Bob for company. They gave the baby his last name but they were never married themselves. Billy Bob didn’t believe in marriage.”

“You said she was only shut out for a time?”

“Yes. Her papa cut her off but Callie’s mama wanted to see the baby. They began meeting secretly.”

“Let me guess; papa found out?”

“Oh boy did he ever! He raised holy hell about it too. He didn’t take it out on Callie and the baby though. Her mama wouldn’t have it. Instead, he went after that boy with a vengeance. Callie packed up little Ryan and took him back to mama and daddy rather than put Billy Bob through the seven kinds of hell his father was raining down on him.”

“Did it stop?”

“More or less. Ryan, who wasn’t even a year old yet, was sent away to live with one of Callie’s “more sensible sisters” as Papa Brietland liked to put it. She was married to a man Papa had handpicked for her.

“Mama Brietland didn’t try to stop him shipping the baby off too?”

“Well, the way it’s told, Callie started having all sorts of problems after she went back home. Some say it was because she was missing that boy. Others say it was because she was in withdrawal from being off of all of the drugs.” She paused.

I prompted her, “and?”

“The Brietlands – or rather, Papa Brietland, had Callie committed to a mental institution. She spent several years away while her sister raised Ryan as if he were her own. They never changed the child’s name though. I’d speculate they didn’t want to draw any more attention to themselves and to little Ryan.”

“What happened to Billy Bob?”

“Well now, that’s the kicker. Ol’ Billy Bob went to prison for life for the murder of an ATF agent that was poking around trying to catch moonshiners.”

She saw the question in my eyes.

“Most folks think he was framed.”

“By the Brietlands?”

She nodded.

“Is he still there...in prison, I mean?”

“Far as I know.”

“And Ryan? How did he end up a backwoods moonshiner?” 

As I spoke, my father, Jesse Crane, stepped through the door, into the kitchen. “McClarnan? In his blood, I reckon.”

I turned to him. “How much do you know about Ryan, dad?”

A man of few words, he shrugged.

“Was he in touch with his dad, ever? Could he have inherited that cabin?”

Again, all I got was a shrug but mom spoke up again.

“Melissa dear, I just told you his daddy is in prison. I don’t think he’s passed. If he still had the cabin when he was convicted, Ryan probably uses it now. He seems to have severed ties with the Brietlands since Callie, his mama, died.”

“Right, right. Sorry!”

Dana finally piped up, “Any idea where it might be...the cabin, I mean?”

Dad looked from me to her and then back at me, “Woulda’ been close to Blue Rock back in the day. Now-a-days the Brietlands and Quinns own most of that land. They’ve been swapping property back and forth that butts up against Blue Rock for years. Might be still there.” He shrugged again and clammed up.

Interesting!

Chapter 16 – Back to the Grind


Monday, June 2nd, 2014

The kids were already off to school on Monday morning for the first of their last few days for the school year when Dana and I said our goodbyes. She was a bundle of both nerves and excitement as she headed to Columbus for her first day back on the job. I’m not typically the cuddly, sentimental type but I could see her apprehension about what the day might hold for her. She’d been off for over a month and she was wading back into her very demanding job in an unfamiliar place. 

I pulled her in for a hug and held her close for a minute. Even though she was dressed up for a day in an office and she was wearing reasonably chunky shoes, given her medical condition, I still had a few inches of height on her. He head nestled into the nape of my neck, the scent of her shampoo tickling my nostrils. 

She tipped her head back and smiled at me. “Thank you. That’s just what I needed right now.” 

“Anytime,” I whispered. 

I kissed her goodbye, handed her, her crutches and helped her out to her car. Once she was safely underway I headed in to the station where I hoped to find at least a preliminary forensics report from the coroner after his examination of the body of Dallas Granger. 

I was in luck when I reached my desk. The forensics report from the coroner’s office showed that Dallas Granger had skin cells and blood under his fingernails that were not his own. They weren’t a DNA match. Unfortunately, they didn’t match the DNA of anyone in the national database either. Ryan McClarnan’s convictions were all for misdemeanors and never for anything that lead to the collection of a sample or even any time served other than a day or so in the county lock-up while he waited for arraignment. If he was on the scene and, in fact, Granger’s killer, we’d have to get a sample from him to prove anything.

Friday we’d dusted Granger’s house and vehicle for prints. Since that time, the crime lab had been able to match Granger himself but nothing else we found matched anyone in the AFIS database including McClarnan. At least his prints were on file! The bastard either didn’t touch anything but Granger or he wore gloves!

No murder weapon was left on site. A canvass of the neighborhood that same day hadn’t turned up anyone who saw anything. It was the middle of the workday in a working class neighborhood. Most people were at work where they would normally be at that time of day.

I really had my work cut out for me today. I had to make a concerted effort to find McClarnan and bring him in. I also had to figure out the Manuel Rojas/Estaban Perez connection to the death of Ben Tracy. I was starting to believe that Manny Rojas fingering McClarnan was a red herring effort to throw me on that case. It was probably just an odd coincidence that his name was linked to both cases. 

It was time to pull in both of my detectives – not just Shane Harding – and start hammering at these two murder cases. They were two cases too many in a county that rarely saw two murders in the same year.

“Holly, please get a hold of Harding and Rice and have them meet me in the conference room at 9:00.” I released the intercom switch.

“Yes Sheriff.”

Shane Harding is a hard worker and a good detective. He started out as a jailer just like most of the deputies in the department and then he worked his way out of there and up through the patrol ranks to earn his current spot. He’s smart, quick on his feet, available around the clock and a real asset in any investigation. 

Kelly Rice, on the other hand, is a different story. She couldn’t be more different from Harding if she tried. Rice started out in dispatch at the age of 18 and, when the department was forced by the state to hire more female deputies for law enforcement duties a few years later, she was pushed through the Academy and went right to patrol at the ripe old age of 21 – barely legal to hold Peace Officers Certification and carry a weapon in Ohio. A favorite of my predecessor Sheriff Carter, she advanced quickly and made detective by the time she was 26 which was only a couple of years ago.

Rumor has it that Rice performed sexual favors and otherwise slept her way to her position. We’d never know for sure now with Carter dead so, for the time being, I was stuck with her. We don’t see eye to eye her and I, but I have to tolerate her since I have no other alternatives at present. If I’m officially elected, she’s gone! She’s the first one I want out of here!

At ten minutes to 9:00, I headed to the conference room. Shane Harding was all of 15 seconds behind me and primed to go. 

“Good morning Shane.” 

“Boss!”

I grinned. Sheriff is such a formal title. I didn’t mind at all being called ‘boss’ in the office. “Take a seat Shane.” 

Before I could say a word, he asked, “So, what’s on the agenda for today?”

“Well, as soon as Rice gets up here we’re going to have to put our heads together on these two murder investigations and divide and conquer.”

“Gotcha.”

“Is she in the office?”

“Yeah but when Holly called down, she was on the phone.” He shrugged and wrinkled his nose up.  

I ignored it his obvious distaste with her. For now, I had to be evenhanded in my dealings with her and put my personal feelings aside. Instead, I asked, “What are you working on right now?”

“I was just finishing up my notes from our observations and our little following operation on Saturday. I brought them up with me so we could go over them and see if we could make any connections between what we saw and anything you’re aware of that we didn’t think about when you and I and Treadway met up afterward.” 

“Do you have any idea what Rice is working on?” 

“Maybe the moonshine stuff but...” He trailed off and shook his head. “I don’t really know...Not a clue boss, sorry.” 

“It’s okay. Let me take a look at what you have there while we wait for her.” He slid a printout of his notes over to me and I scanned through them. He’d also printed off the BMV’s driver’s license photo for Perez. I looked at it closely, trying to memorize his face. 

“So let me get this straight; Perez dropped Rojas off, parked a block away from the funeral home, then walked down and entered the funeral home himself but sat nowhere near Perez?” Harding nodded. “Then, after the funeral, Rojas actually left first and went to the vehicle they arrived in. He was followed a couple of minutes later by Perez who then drove to the residence of Rojas. They then sat in the vehicle for several minutes before Rojas went into his house and Perez left?”

“Correct.”

“It’s odd but it’s all explainable. Rojas sat with other employees from the Hive, right?”

“Yes, er, at least we believe so.” 

I described Michael Peng and Bree; the Hive employees that I was familiar with to him. 

“Yes, I believe they were both there where Rojas sat.”

“Maybe Perez knows Rojas and he knows the Tracy’s but not the cafe employees. He gives Rojas a ride and then he parks his expensive ride well away from other cars so it doesn’t get dinged up. After that, he goes in, pays his respects to the family and takes a seat...” I raised my eyebrow and looked at him.

“Nope. It just doesn’t add up. The vibe was different. Rojas stared at Perez during the service while Perez sat right behind the widow. Too, if they rode together and Manny was hitching a ride back home, why not wait for Perez and walk back to the vehicle with him? Nope, those two were together; they just didn’t want anyone to know they were.”

“Know they were, what?” Kelly Rice asked as she entered the room.

I didn’t have to say anything as Harding looked at his watch and did my dirty work for me, “So glad you could join us, detective.” 

She shot him a nasty glare, flipped her hair back and then flopped down in a seat across the table from him.

I shuffled Shane’s notes back to him and then flipped open my own notepad. “We’ve got a lot we have to get on so let’s get started.” I spent the next ten minutes bringing Kelly Rice up to speed on the two murders and the information we had to date.

“So, that’s what we know or have reason to believe so far,” I said when I was finished briefing her. I stood up and looked at them both and then started to tick things off on my fingers, “Here are the things we need to get on right now: One, we need to find McClarnan and get him in here. Period. Levi Jones may be a person of interest there and so too might our moonshiner collar on Friday, Ethan Funk. Two, there’s something Rojas is hiding. We need to figure out what that is and I think Michael Peng knows at least a part of it.”

I looked at Harding. “When I interviewed Michael, I was very soft on him. I think I let him feel a little too comfortable and he held something back...figured he’d told me enough. I think you should bring him in here – alone – and work him harder. He stutters badly because of trauma he suffered in an accident and he moves a little slow but he’s not dumb and he speaks English better than he lets on publicly. A little pressure should crack him.”

Shane nodded. “If I can get him, I can start leaning on Rojas.”

“Exactly.” I turned to my other detective, “Kelly if Rojas really is hiding something it probably has something to do with drugs and I believe that’s where Estaban Perez comes into the picture. We need to connect those dots. Michael Peng might be able to hand us Rojas but he probably can’t get us all the way to Perez.”

“Where do you suggest I start?” The attitude lacing her tone spoke volumes.

I stared at her, incredulous that she would ask such a question. “You start, detective, by investigating Perez, by tailing him, by interviewing his known associates, by staking him and/or Rojas out, by assisting Shane with Rojas, even by trying to find the connection – if there is one – to Liberty Tracy!” I had a head full of steam. 

I braced my hands against the edge of the table and leaned towards her. “Do I really need to tell you how to do your job? Do you want me to just go ahead and do it for you?” I knew I was turning red, the blood boiling in my face. As I straightened back up and loosened my grip, my hands shook with fury. 

I started to talk again but then thought better of it and reined myself in. After sitting back down, I folded my hands tight in my lap and took a deep, cleansing breath. I needed to calm down before I choked her out and I made it so that I really did have to do everything that I couldn’t delegate to Shane or to patrol. She had the grace to begin scribbling in her notebook and pretend that I was actually giving her suggestions instead of a dressing down. 

“Use the patrol and unmarked assets that you need for stakeouts and for following our potential suspects. I’m going to work on finding McClarnan. I work those angles I mentioned and see if I can’t just ferret out his hiding place. Meanwhile, if either one of you finds anything at all that ties these two cases together, I need to be the first to know.”

“Roger boss!” Shane tried to lighten the tension in the room.

I gave them a half grin and started to send them on their way but then I remembered something. “Guys wait! Hold up a minute.”

They both turned back to face me. “When I interviewed Rojas, I got the distinct impression that he might be gay.” I looked at Harding. “That’s my gut feeling and you can do with it what you want but that might play into what you were witnessing the day of Ben Tracy’s funeral.” 

“Thanks for the tip boss. We’ll check it out.” He turned again and walked away but Rice just stood and stared at me.

“Is there something else Detective?”

She spun on her heel and quickly trailed after Shane Harding. 

Chapter 17 – Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch


Aiden Quinn and I were meeting again; this time in his office. 

“Are you familiar with the name Ethan Funk?”

“No, sorry. I can’t say that I am.”

“How about Ryan McClarnan?”

He looked thoughtful for a moment. “McClarnan, yes. Ryan in particular? No.”

“What McClarnan’s do you know?”

“Personally? None. I more know of them than I actually know them. There seems to be a long running history of them right in this general area.” He studied something on the wall behind me. I turned to follow his gaze. 

The object of his attention was a large aerial photograph of what I presumed to be the bulk of the Quinn holdings. It was hung over a sofa in a conversational seating area. 

“Let me show you some things.” With that, he got up and strode around his desk toward the sofa and framed photo on the wall. I stood and followed him. 

He moved to one end of the sofa and indicated the other. Together, we moved it out of the way to have better access to the picture.  

“This was done a few years ago. Here’s the main house and all of granddad’s original holdings.” He traced a circle with his finger around an area that only took up about a tenth of the photograph. “Here’s where we are right now.” His finger touched a small dot that was easily a few of miles or more from the main estate. Suddenly, I had an entirely new perspective on the vastness of the Quinn holdings. 

“So, where are the wells Dallas Granger was servicing when he was seeing and hearing things that indicated illegal activity?”

“There was this one about 5 miles northeast of here, just south of the Blue Rock State forest boundary in that area. And then, the day he saw the smoke, steam...whatever it was, he was a few miles northwest of that, here.” He touched the photo in an area that was densely forested on Quinn property but not far from the Blue Rock boundary.

“How would he have seen smoke from that area?”

“A good question that I can’t answer...perhaps enroute to the well? The access trail runs along here where several areas are in the open.” He traced a line with his finger. “He would have been facing toward that area for most of the way to it.”

“Have you been in the area where he said he saw the smoke?”

“Not recently, no.” 

“But you have been out there? 

“Well, no, not exactly. Much of this land – he traced another circle with his finger that included the area where Dallas Granger reported seeing smoke or steam – my father acquired in an exchange of sorts with the Brietlands. I’ve personally flown over that area which, as you can see, is heavily forested but I’ve never been on the ground in most of it.”  

“Not even when the well was being drilled?” 

“No. My father commissioned that well. It was done just before I took full control of day to day operations...I’d say about 10 years ago, give or take.” 

“So you probably aren’t aware of a cabin or any other structure that might be on that part of the property or near to it?” 

“No, I’m not. My father may be but, I have to warn you, his memory isn’t what it used to be, I’m sorry to say. If you think it’s important to know that – and I get the impression that you do - we can go up to the main house and try to ask him. 

“That would be great but you certainly don’t need to go to any trouble to go up there with me. I know you’re busy too.”

“Quite frankly, you’ve got my curiosity piqued. I’d like to know too if there’s something more out there than just a still or something along those lines.” At my skeptical look, he back peddled softly, “Mind you, I’m not going to go poking around out there. I’ll leave that to the experts.” He nodded in my direction. “I don’t want any part of being involved in some ruckus over making moonshine which is what I think is probably going on!”

Quinn insisted that the fasted way to the main estate house was over land so we took his John Deere Gator there. Doing that gave us the added advantage of not moving my marked county SUV back and forth along Route 60 where it could be easily spotted if we were being watched by anyone on the lookout for a law enforcement presence. Chances are it was a lookout who saw me there before and that likely led to Granger’s death. The Gator running around between the estates would appear normal to anyone looking on.

Aiden’s father, Aiden Quinn Sr., met us in his own study. His was a decidedly more ornate room that had indications it was used previously as more of an office than as a library, unlike his sons study. It was evident it had been his workplace when he ran the Quinn business and oversaw the family holdings. Now, over 80 and not involved in business operations, his desk was devoid of anything but a blotter, a phone and a few photographs. There wasn’t a scrap of paper in evidence there or anywhere else in the room.

“Thank you for seeing me on such short notice Mr. Quinn.”

“My pleasure.” He looked me over so closely that I felt like I was back in the academy, under inspection. “Back in my day, women weren’t cops Miss Crane and they certainly weren’t Sheriff!” He leaned back in his oversized leather desk chair. “So young lady, how can I be of help to you?”

His tone toward me was more than a little condescending and his son visibly winced a couple of times but I wasn’t about to let his barbs get to me. I’d dealt with worse in my career with the department. As a woman in a traditional man’s role in Southeastern Ohio, it came with the territory. “About ten years or so ago, according to your son,” I tilted my head toward Aiden Jr., “you drilled a well on some land you’d previously acquired from the Brietlands. Do you remember that?”

He looked confused. Aiden Jr., jumped into the conversation. Dad, the well she’s asking about is on the land near the northwest corner of your holdings on this side of 60, just west of the Blue Rock boundary.”

“Ah yes! What about it now?”

“That’s land you acquired in a deal with the Brietlands, correct?”

“Yes, as I recall.”

“Were there any structures on the land when you took ownership of it?”

“Structures?”

“Yes sir, like a cabin, a stable, anything like that...”

“Brietland’s my rival you know? You’re aware of that, right?”

“Yes sir. I know that you’re both in the same business and competing for the same pockets of oil and natural gas reserves.” I spoke to him as if everything were present tense because that was his current line of thinking when it came to his long standing rivalry with the Brietlands. The elder Brietland that everyone referred to as ‘Papa’ had been dead for several years.

“I was mighty suspicious of Brietland wanting to give up that land! Our research back then showed it had good potential for oil.”

“Did he sell it to you?”

“Not a‘tall. He traded me a drilling rig and a pump jack for it.” 

“Why would he do that?”

The elder Quinn looked at me like I was less than bright. “Why young lady, he didn’t have a choice. He did it because he was leveraged to the hilt and he needed another pump jack and a better drilling rig than the one he’d run down to worthless, that’s why! We were all buying up land and drilling as fast as we could back then. We had to get to the oil before the damn feds and the state changed up the rules on us again!” 

“I see. So when you traded your pump jack and your drilling rig for Brietland’s land, were you aware of any structures on the land?” I hated to keep steering the conversation back to my questions but I had a murderer to catch and we were getting nowhere fast.

“That was more than 30 years ago, you understand. That boy was long gone by then. Brietland took care of that squatter. He never owned that land! Brietland bought it from the state fair and square and our deal was all legal like too!”

“Boy? Squatter? Are you referring to Billy Bob McClarnan?”

“Yes, that McClarnan hoodlum. He didn’t own that land to begin with! Brietland had him removed from it long before he traded me for it.”

I looked at Aiden Jr. He just shook his head. “So did Brietland have the cabin McClarnan was squatting in removed or did you, after you took control of the land?”

The old man just shrugged.

“Have you ever seen a cabin on the property anywhere Mr. Quinn?”

“I don’t recall.”

“You say your trade was 30 years ago, is that right?”

“There about young lady, yes.”

I turned to the younger Quinn. “You told me your father commissioned the drilling of the well on that land about ten years ago, correct?”

He nodded.

“I’m wondering, if you were so intent on drilling before the state or the feds halted you, why you waited 20 years to drill that last well.” I looked between the two men. Aiden Jr. deferred to his father.

“Economics, pure economics. We were already drilling in several areas. I’d just given up a drilling rig and a spare pump jack. The price of crude was dropping...” He trailed off.

His short term memory might be weak but there’s nothing wrong with this guy’s long term memory!

We were riding back to Aiden Jr.’s place to pick up my vehicle. “You know I’m going to have to do some sort of recon of that land, right?” 

“That’s hundreds of acres of heavily wooded, rolling terrain. If anyone is out there, they’re up to no good.” 

“I’m aware of that. They got to Granger within minutes of me meeting with you out here the last time but the guy that’s most likely out there may well be his murderer. I can’t let him get away with that.”

“What do you need from me?”

“Only access.”

“Of course you can have that. I can’t fathom how you’ll root anything out of there. It could be impossible to find after all these years and they...he...will probably be watching for you.”

“No, I don’t think so. Granger told you he saw smoke. You told me it was likely it was only seen from the access trail. We just need to figure out a way to traverse the trail unobserved...in broad daylight...and see what areas we can see and start with those for an in depth search.”

“I wish you the best of luck Sheriff but, with these clowns, it sounds like you or whoever does your bidding might be taking their life in their hands.” 

“I’ll figure it out.” 

Chapter 18 –  Twofer


Monday afternoon, June 2nd, 2014

Shane Harding was in an interrogation room interviewing Michael Peng privately. He’d picked him up after his shift at The Hive as he was peddling his bike toward home. Why can’t everything be that easy? 

I watched through the one way glass and listened as he worked on the boy’s conscience. Even after assurances that he wasn’t under arrest, Peng looked scared. He didn’t know that Shane was a pussycat at heart and I wasn’t about to step in and give him any sort of hope of squirming out of telling us anything this time that could be helpful to our case. 

Holly ducked her head into the room. “Sheriff, Commissioner Bell is on line one.”

“Crap!”

Holly gave me a funny look. “Would you like me to tell him that you’re with a witness?”

“Naw, I really gotta take the call.” I turned off the speaker for the room mic and headed back to my office.

I took a deep breath and picked up the phone, “Good morning Commissioner.”

“Crane, I trust you and your deputies are hard at work investigating this murder? Stuff like this is bad for business!” 

“Which murder are you referring to Commissioner?” 

“What do you mean, ‘which murder’?” He was yelling now. 

“Sir, there have been two murders in the county in the past week or so. We’re working on both of them.”

“Two? I wasn’t aware of that!” 

“Yes sir; a poisoning and a stabbing. The poisoning wasn’t heavily publicized on purpose but it’s common knowledge around here and among the victims known associates.” 

“Listen, is either case anywhere near resolution?”

“We’re working our leads Commissioner. We’ll get to the bottom of both.”

“No one’s in custody?”

“No sir. Not at this time.” 

“I’m beginning to think I’m calling on the wrong person!”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Crane, you need to get a campaign going. That’s why I’m calling; to light a fire under you. You need to petition for voter support to get on the August ballot. There’s not a lot of time to play with here and now you’re telling me you’re working two murder investigations and you don’t have diddly squat on either one! Maybe someone with big city experience would be better suited to the job...let you get back out on the street like you wanted.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing! Of all the nerve! I tried to hold my temper in check. “Commissioner, I completely understand your concerns.  These are, however, official investigations and I really can’t talk about them. Rest assured, we’re doing everything we can.” I covered the handset and blew out a hard breath. If I could have reached through the phone and choked him, I would have.

“Here’s the thing Crane; I have a lot on my plate. We’re taking bids for a big downtown redevelopment project that’s going to bring in more people and more businesses. That’s a lot of work! On top of that, I promised to advise you on your campaign...under the table, of course. I can’t show favoritism, you see, but you have to meet me half way here!”

“Commissioner, I’m doing exactly the job that I’m being paid to do. Additionally, I’ve committed to running for Sheriff and I will run. I’ll hire a campaign manager ASAP and handle the campaign the proper way so you don’t have to be involved and we can both tend to the things we need to tend to. How about that?” I was speaking a little louder than necessary but I just couldn’t help myself.

“Fine Crane. Just get these cases solved and get on hiring someone pronto!”

“Good day Commissioner.” I hung up. So much for ‘Todd’ and ‘Mel’! Honestly, where does he get off? 

There was a tap on the door. Before I could say anything, Holly let herself in. She stood, arms crossed, giving me a look like I’d been a bad child and she was about to scold me. 

“What?” I shook my head. “He’s just so aggravating sometimes!”

“That’s not why I’m here and you know it!”  

“I suppose you overheard that I’m running for Sheriff?”

“Yes. The question is; why didn’t you tell me? I thought we were friends.” She smiled to soften the blow of that last bit. 

“We are Holly. That’s not the issue at all. It’s a decision I had to make late last week. With these investigations, I just haven’t had time to...”

“Had to make?”

“Yes...I suppose I should explain.”

She took a seat. “I’m all ears!” 

As I explained, Holly jumped up and began pacing my small office. When I finished, she was buzzing with excitement.

“This is great Mel!”

“It is?”

“Of course it is. You really should be the officially elected Sheriff. You’re doing a hell of a job. That snot nosed kid has nothing on you!” 

“You remember him?” Holly hadn’t been with the department quite as long as I had.

“Troutman? Boy, do I! He’s one of those guys that think he’s a real charmer. I pulled him over a couple of times for speeding, reckless driving,” she waved her hand in the air, “that sort of thing. Because I’m a woman, he always thought he could sweet talk me out of citations. The little dickhead even had the nerve to ask me out once.” 

I winced both at her slam and at the thought of the what-for she must have given him when he dared to ask her out. He might be from a wealthy family but Holly has more class in her little finger than he’ll ever have, even though she called him a dickhead...

“It’s going to be a real pleasure helping you kick his ass in an election!”

“Helping me?” 

“Mel, please! Who do you think organized everything for Carter’s last go around? I’ll have you a campaign manager by the close of business today and we’ll get this baby rolling!”

“Unfortunately, that’s the last thing I need you to do on department time.” Because that can only come back to bite me in the butt...

“Fine, I’m putting in personal time and taking the rest of the day off!” 

I leaned back in my chair and looked at her. She was nothing short of a ball of energy. “You’re serious?”

“Deadly serious!”

“Well, there’s just one problem...”

“What’s that?”

“Money. How much is a campaign manager and a campaign staff going to cost me?”

“Don’t worry Mel. I’ll get a deal for you on the manager. We have such a short lead time to work anyway. As far as your staff goes, they can be all volunteer. You’re going to have to put out for some yard signs and such but we have a little time to do some fundraising in that regard. They can be printed up in a couple of days so as long as they’re out for a couple of weeks...”

“What don’t I know that I need to know right now?”

“Nothing. Your campaign manager can help you get petitions going and then get all the appropriate paperwork filed. You just keep doing what you do.”

“Alright then! Go do whatever it is that you need to do.”

“Aye ma’am. She saluted, turned briskly on her heel and marched out the door.”

I went back down to interrogation. The room Harding had been in with Michael Peng was empty. His desk was vacant too but Rice was sitting on her butt at hers. 

“Any idea where Harding went?”

“Said he was taking that kid home.” She stared at me.

What the hell is her problem? “Did he say anything else?”

She shrugged. “Not much...not in front of the kid.”

“Good point. Any progress on the Perez front?”

Rice sighed and then motioned me toward her. She pointed at her computer monitor where she had his rap sheet up on the screen. “He’s got some minor misdemeanors, mostly a couple of years ago...drunk and disorderly, possession of drug paraphernalia and a couple of others. Nothing he did time for.”

“What else do you have?” 

Her eyes darted away. “Last known address, some credit info...I’m still, uh, digging.”

“Credit info?”

“Yeah. The Mercedes is leased. The BMV showed the dealer holding the title. I pulled a credit report. He’s making lease payments on it.”

“Does his report show any form of employment?”

“No but they don’t always.”

“Do you have any info on a possible employer?” 

“No. I’ve looked a little but nothing so far.” 

“Who in their right mind leases a high end vehicle to a guy with no job?” 

Rice shrugged. 

“That might be something you’ll want to look at closer.” With that, I left her to her doing as little as possible. 

Chapter 19 – Pants Down


Late Monday afternoon, June 2nd, 2014

“Sheriff, I think we need to go and talk to Manuel Rojas.”

I looked at Shane Harding. “Did Michael Peng come out with something after all?”

Shane nodded. “He admitted that he’s seen Manny give pills to Ben.”

“Bingo! We sort of knew that though but the confirmation is nice.”

“Oh, but that’s not all.”

“Well, do tell!”

“He states that he overheard Manny telling someone that he called Tab on the phone that the restaurant would all be his someday.”

“That’s Interesting because Manny swears that he doesn’t want the restaurant.”

“Liars lie. The larger point here is that he’s talking to someone named ‘Tab’...possibly short for Estaban?” He drug the name out to emphasis that Tab could be a shortened form of it.

“Listen, we could go out and get Rojas but we can’t hold him on anything unless you’re able to prove he’s dealing.”

“That’s just it; my gut says Perez is the dealer and Rojas just supplied to Tracy and maybe a few others. Nothing about the guy screams dealer.”

“Unfortunately your detective counterpart hasn’t made much progress on the Perez front.” I left any more than that unsaid.

“Where do we go from here then?”

A cold chill ran down my spine. “I just thought of something! How about you and I pay a visit to Liberty Tracy?”

###

Harding and I sat in an unmarked county vehicle just down the street from the home of Liberty Tracy. A silver Mercedes SUV was parked at the curb in front of her house. The plates on it were registered to Estaban Perez.

“What do we do now?”

My mind was running in circles with all sorts of possibilities being thrown into the mix. “I’m not sure. On the one hand, all three of them – those two and Rojas – could have been in cahoots to kill Ben. But, the more I think about that, the less likely that seems. Libby Tracy had nothing to gain by that. On the other hand, she is hiding something that deals with the DMT she took and who knows what all else and since we’re reasonably certain Rojas was the end supplier for Ben’s Ecstasy habit...”

“We have to assume everything actually rolls downhill from Perez,” he finished my sentence.

“That’s my thought, yes.”

“Sheriff, if they’re all in cahoots, why would Rojas and Perez pretend to not be together at Ben’s funeral? Who besides the widow would be the wiser about their connection to everything?”

“That’s a very good point!”

He was quite for several seconds. Finally, he asked, “Do you think she’s in danger in there?”

“She could be.” I paused and thought for a minute myself. “You know what; I have a couple of hunches. Let’s try and take a peek inside and see what we can see first.”

Harding pulled the vehicle up closer to the residence. The light of the late spring day was fading fast playing heavily into our favor. We got out of the unmarked unit and crept toward the SUV first. I peered through the driver’s side window while Shane looked in from the opposite side. There was nothing of any interest visible in the front seat. The other windows were too heavily tinted to allow any sort of view. 

We moved on toward the house. I motioned Shane around the left side while I tiptoed onto the porch. I could hear music coming from inside as I worked my way toward a window to the right that looked out across the porch and over the street from inside the Tracy parlor. The curtains were pulled but there was enough of an opening slit that I could see in a little. 

What I saw inside was plenty. There was a bong on the coffee table in front of the couch. A bong...how 1970’s! 

Liberty Tracy was on her knees on the floor in between the couch and the table giving head to a younger man who was still in his jeans but shirtless with a 4-pack of abs showing. I couldn’t see his upturned face clearly enough to know if it was Perez she was blowing.

I crept to the left side of the porch and leaned over the rail to look down along the side of the house Harding was exploring. When I realized he was still on that side trying to get a view through different ground floor windows, I clucked my tongue to get his attention. He tiptoed back toward me. 

“They’re in the front parlor,” I whispered, “in a compromising position and there’s drug paraphernalia on the table in front of them.”

Harding waved his hand toward the front door, looked at me and shrugged. He was asking if we should go in and interrupt their little party. I nodded my assent. 

Staying along the wall, I worked my way back to the front door in the center of the Victorian. Shane came up the front steps quietly and went straight for the door. He opened the screen door carefully, trying again not to make a sound. Back still against the wall, I reached over and tried the handle of the main door. It was unlatched. We were in luck and we had the element of surprise on our side.

I held up one finger, then two, then three. Shane, all in one motion, drew his service weapon and kicked the door the rest of the way open. I drew as well and we both called out, “Police! Nobody move!”

Shane faced right immediately as he got around the door and moved quickly into the parlor with me on his heels. I watched over his shoulder as Perez tried to jump up. He knocked Liberty Tracy over from her already kneeling position on the floor. She fell against the coffee table hard enough that the bong toppled over and other items went skittering across the surface.

“I said don’t move!” Shane aimed his service weapon directly at Liberty. We both moved all the way into the room which reeked of marijuana and took up positions facing the two.

“You,” I pointed my .45 at the man that I was now sure was Estaban Perez, “Now you can get up! Do it nice and slow!”

He put his hands down on the couch to lever himself up. His once hard cock was deflating fast. “Can I put my shit away man?”

I nodded. Turning to Shane, I said, “Search him.” All he had on were jeans and jockey shorts but you just couldn’t be too careful in our line of work.

I moved over to Liberty who was now seated on the floor. “You stand up now too.” The immediate danger diffused, I holstered my weapon while she got up shakily. She hadn’t uttered a word. 

“This is a private party man. What are you busting in here for?” Perez complained as Shane patted him down. 

“For this!” Harding held up a tiny baggie containing a single pill that he’d pulled from Estaban’s right front jeans pocket. “Care to explain?”

Liberty Tracy looked lost, like she was in a trance. What was happening between Harding and Perez didn’t appear to be registering with her. Rather than pat her down, as had been my intention, I helped her backward into the orange colored arm chair I’d sat in myself my first time in the home. I didn’t know for sure if she hit her head hard when she got knocked over or if she was under the influence of some mixture of the drugs that were present. 

“Libby does your head hurt?” There was no response. “Are you in pain?” Again, there was no response. I felt the back of her head for swelling but I found nothing. 

Turning to Perez, I asked, “What did she take?”

He played dumb, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I looked at the stuff that was still on the table and what had slid to the floor. Besides the obvious marijuana, there were pills that I was sure were Quaaludes and barbiturates and there were some tabs that were probably LSD. Nothing resembled the pill Harding was currently holding. 

I gingerly took the baggie from Shane and held it up to Perez. “Let me guess; DMT?” A look of fear flitted across his eyes and then disappeared.

“D-M what?” 

“DMT; the drug you gave her last Monday.”

“I didn’t give her nothing...no...no...D-M whatever!” He was pretending the pill wasn’t DMT and that he didn’t know what DMT was but his eyes said different.

“And I suppose you didn’t bring any of this stuff here either?” I pointed at the table.

He looked at Liberty. I could just see the wheels turning in his head. If he laid everything that was there on her, he lost at whatever game he was playing with her. He didn’t answer me. 

“Libby, look at me. Libby?” She finally looked up at me. “Can you tell me where all of this stuff came from?” I again indicated the stuff on the coffee table.

Her eyes shifted to Perez and held but she didn’t speak.

“Cuff him and read him his rights. I’m calling for back-up to do a vehicle search and for transport.”

“You ain’t searching my vehicle without a warrant!”

“We don’t need one hotshot! We have probable cause.”

Shane cuffed him and started to Mirandize him. 

“I want my lawyer.”

“Detective, please go through the dining room there and take him into the kitchen. We need to separate him from her.”

Once Shane had moved Perez out of the room, I started to work on Liberty Tracy. “Libby, can you talk to me?”

She looked at me and attempted to speak but words just wouldn’t come.

“I’m going to ask you a few questions and you just do the best you can to answer, okay?” Her eyes were focused on me and she seemed to be listening but she didn’t answer or nod. “Can you tell me what you took?” 

Almost imperceptibly, she shook her head no. 

“Libby did you smoke pot?”

She nodded.

Well, she may have at first, but she’s awful out of it for pot...

“How about these pills?” I pointed at the downers. “Did you take these?”

She nodded again.

“Okay. So now I know what we’re dealing with.” It was pointless to try and question her anymore. She wasn’t anywhere close to her usual feisty, law enforcement leery self. I wouldn’t be able to get anything useful out of her until the drugs were out of her system. I radioed for an ambulance.

A sweep of the SUV turned up a wad of cash, more pot and lots of Ecstasy. I had the vehicle  impounded and Perez transported over to the station for booking. Liberty Tracy, meanwhile was transported to Genesis for another night of detox. 

Since Perez was insisting on a lawyer, he’d just have to enjoy a night with the drunks and junkies in holding. He’d be arraigned on Tuesday and we’d hold him as long as we could. 

I told Shane to go home and get some rest. He and I and Rice would hit it hard on Tuesday morning to bring in Rojas and get them both talking, lawyers be damned. We still had McClarnan to find too. 

What a day!

Chapter 20 – Comparing Notes


Monday Evening, June 2nd 2014

It was after 9:00 PM when I was finally able to head home. The occasional long day is a part of the job that I had never really given a second thought to before now but, with someone to go home to, it was frustrating. 

I couldn’t wait to hear about Dana’s first day back in the saddle. As soon as I was out of the city limits, I hot footed it down every back country road shortcut to Morelville that I knew of. I managed to make it into the village in a little over 20 minutes. I was pulling into the driveway just before 9:30. 

There were no lights on in the front portion of the house which meant Kris had already run the kids upstairs and everyone was settling into bed. The school day starts early for Beth and Cole with a bus pick up around 6:30 AM. I hoped Dana hadn’t turned in when they did and she was still up.

I entered through the side door into the kitchen. Dana powered her way into the room on her crutches to greet me.

“Long day?”

“Very, but you’re a sight for sore eyes again tonight.” 

She laughed. “Hardly! I’m in sweatpants and a tee shirt...”

“Dana, you’re beautiful.” I moved toward her and pulled her to me, crutches and all, for a hug. “You feel so good...” She looked up at me. I couldn’t help myself. I dipped my head to kiss her. 

I started gently at first. I touched her lips with mine and then I used my tongue to trace her bottom lip. She opened her mouth and granted me entrance. I took my time; my tongue moving slowly against hers, tasting her and enjoying the feeling of warm wetness as her tongue began to tangle with mine. I snaked one arm around her waist and laced the other hand in her hair pressing her harder against me. She leaned in even more, lost in the moment and forgetting all about her crutches until one clattered to the floor and startled us both out of our kiss induced haze.

Once I was sure she was steady leaning on a single crutch, I bent to pick up the fallen one. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” She smiled and my heart felt like it would melt. 

“Well, alright then, I’m not sorry for kissing you and just about knocking you down but I am sorry to be getting home so late. I’m dying to know how your day went but, well, I don’t want to keep you up if you’re tired.”

“Hon, it’s okay. I know what’s going on for you right now and I’m anxious to hear about your day too. Are you hungry? Do you want to eat something and fill me in?”

“Naw. I don’t like to eat this late. How about we get you settled into your bed and you fill me in first and then I can give you an overview?”

“Deal.” 

We made our way into my den turned Dana’s bedroom. While she got settled into her bed, I took my service weapon out of my holster and locked it away in the lock box I keep in her closet and then I hung up my gun belt. It was a relief to finally take it off.

I moved behind the desk and sat in my chair. Putting a little distance between myself and a bedded down Dana seemed like the best course of action right now. I smiled at her. “So, spill it; how did it go today?”

“Baby, I have to admit, it was rough physically and mentally. I spent the day trying to find a serviceable office swivel chair and a way to keep my leg elevated on the physical side and playing an extreme game of catch up on the mental side. There’s so much that’s happened with my case in the last three weeks that I’m going to need at least a week to catch up. The thing is, I may not have it because there’s so much interagency fighting going on that the whole thing could come off the rails for me any time. 

“I’d be willing to bet if you get your physical needs under control, you’ll be able to tackle the mental stuff.”

Dana burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny? What did I say?” When she continued to laugh, it finally dawned on me. I shook my head and threw up my hands, “You know what I meant!” 

She took a deep, cleansing breath. “Yes, I know but I needed that. Anyway, I’m going to spend the rest of the week getting up to speed so I won’t look like an idiot when we start prosecuting these folks.”

She shook her head. “Look, you know all about my case. Let’s talk about what you’ve got going on.” 

It was my turn to shake my head. “Honestly, my day was nothing short of crazy. I started off by sitting down with my detectives to divide and conquer and ended up having to restrain myself from strangling one of them. It was up and down from there.” I filled her in on Shane’s interview with Michael Peng and on our trip out to see Liberty Tracy and what we found there.

“Back up a minute Mel. What made you want to go and see Liberty Tracy in the first place? Why did you and your detective head over there?”

I jumped literally and figuratively. “Oh my goodness Dana; thank you!” I pulled my laptop toward me and booted it up.

“Thank you for what?”

“For reminding me what I’d thought of before everything got sidetracked by Perez being at Libby’s.”

“What did you think of?”

“When Shane told me that Michael Peng overheard Manny Rojas, the cook, saying the restaurant would all be his someday I remembered something Commissioner Bell – who also called me today, by the way – said. He said he was working on a big downtown development project. They’ve been talking about a major overhaul of a several block area of downtown Zanesville for a few years now. Apparently, they’re ready to solicit bids. I wondered if the area around the restaurant was affected and if Manny knew something that Liberty Tracy doesn’t.”

“Ahhhhhh!”

I got into my web browser and started searching for news about the project. Dana got up and looked over my shoulder. What we found was a real eye opener.

Chapter 21 – Sticks


Tuesday, June 3rd, 2014

“We have to find Ryan McClarnan!” I was standing alongside the back to back desks of Harding and Rice. “Today! That’s key.” I looked back and forth between them. For once, two sets of eyes were fully engaged and not just one.

“Here’s what’s got to happen: Shane; you go over to Genesis and interview Liberty Tracy.”  I filled him in on what I’d found online overnight. “If she says what I think she finally will, your next step will be to round up Manny Rojas and bring him in for questioning. Make sure Perez is brought up from holding so he’s there to see it when you bring Rojas in. We can’t make Perez talk without his lawyer unless he volunteers to but Rojas hasn’t been around the block like Perez has. You can probably get him to spill everything if you play it right and you might get Perez talking too even if it’s to save his own ass.” 

Harding nodded. “On it boss.”

I eyeballed his counterpart, “Kelly, I’ve already tried all of the traditional ways to trace McClarnan. He’s not traceable but I have a pretty good idea that he’s living in his grandfather’s old cabin that’s hidden on land that isn’t his. We have to find that cabin and, if possible, any illegal operations he may be running there or nearby.”

“Ethan Funk may be working for McClarnan. I’m going to pull him into interrogation and try to work on him again for a little bit. Meanwhile, you see what you can find out about a man by the name of Levi Jones.” I gave her the information I’d gotten from Aiden Quinn’s assistant Maureen. “Once you’ve pulled his rap sheet, bring it up for me to review then I need you to work on laying on a chopper, a light plane, whatever you can get to get us up in the air over the area where Quinn land meets the Blue Rock State Forest.”

“Quinn?” 

“The land that belongs to the Aiden Quinn Jr. and Sr. families?” Her face was a complete blank. I tried again, “They own at least half of the oil producing wells in the area?” Still nothing. 

“Look, pull that rap sheet and bring it to me and then take about 10 minutes to figure out who the hell they are and what they own in the area I just outlined and then you need to get on getting us a flyover! I’ll be back down here by 10:00, ready to go. Now get on it!”

I walked out shaking with rage. There’s no way she grew up here and yet she’s that dumb! What the hell game is she trying to play?

My gut has been telling me that Ethan Funk runs shine for Ryan McClarnan or someone in the McClarnan clan. His lawyer tried to get him bond at his arraignment but, because of the amount of illegal liquor he was transporting and the amount of damage to county property that he was directly responsible for, his bail request was denied. He was being held at the county jail pending his trial or a later on plea agreement.

As an already indicted and arraigned defendant that is represented by legal counsel, I can’t legally interrogate Funk again unless he waives his rights. He’s young – just recently turned 22 – and he has no prior record. He’s the type of mark the long time criminals in the county look for to do their bidding. Caught at well over the legal limit for OVI in Ohio and transporting that much ‘shine, most older defendants who’d been around the block before would have pled out and would already be in one of our state prisons serving their time.

I was hoping that spending a few days locked up for the first time had started to change his world view a little bit and that he might waive his rights and talk to me. 

I was right. When one of my jailers brought him up to interrogation from the lockup, he looked bedraggled, tired and ready to tell all. I read him his Miranda rights again and then, in front of a witness and running video and audio recording devices, he signed a waiver. 

I started off easy. “Do you understand why I had you brought up here?”

He nodded wordlessly. He had a case of the jitters that may have been from alcohol detox or drug withdrawal or he may have just been extremely nervous.

“Has your lawyer has explained the charges filed against you and the sort of punishment you could face if you’re found guilty?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” I paused and leaned back in a little more relaxed pose and then jumped right in; “How long have you been running moonshine?”

Funk looked down at the table in front of him. “It was my second run.”

“When we caught you, that was only the second time you’d transported moonshine?”

“Yeah.”

I didn’t believe him but at least he’d just admitted to transport in this instance. With the physical evidence and his admission, our case – good without the confession – was now airtight. I didn’t want just him though. I wanted the man I suspected to be his boss. 

“Who were you running for?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“That’s what I just said. I don’t know who the producer is.”

“Where did you get the ‘shine?”

He looked everywhere in the room but at me. “I pick it up from a drop point.” He was too young to know that no cop more than a year out of the Academy would buy his story. 

“Not right from the still site?”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

He hesitated for several long seconds then he popped out with, “I was told I’d be as good as dead if I even tried to find the still.”

“So how do you know when to pick up and where the drop point is?”

“Well, um, my contact lets me know.”

“Your contact got a name?”

“I dunno.” He’s the dealers’ guy.”

Dealer? Interesting word choice.  “You don’t know if he has a name?”

Funk looked at the ceiling and waited several long seconds before he replied.. “Everybody calls him ‘Sticks’ on account of he lives out in the sticks. That’s all I know. These people, they’re real cloak and dagger. Don’t nobody know anybody’s real name.” 

“I see. So what do they call you?”

He blinked several times, rapidly. “They don’t call me nothin’ man. I told you, I just started runnin’ with them.”

I knew that he was lying again but I was getting too much actual information from his inexperience at being interrogated to call him on it. “So, how do you connect with Sticks?”

“He uh, he texts me.”

“He texts you and tells you where to pick up the ‘shine?”

He was again quiet for a long time. I could see the wheels turning in his head trying to remember everything he’d told me. “What was the question again?”

“How do you find out where the drop off point is going to be?”

“Oh, like I said, Sticks, he texts me.”

“So you know exactly where the moonshine is being stashed from a text?”

His head shot up and he stared at me. “Um, what do you mean?”

“Surely you meet with Sticks somewhere so he can give you detailed directions to get to the drop off location?”

“No. I uh, I’ve never even met him...”

He was lying again. “Not at all?” 

“Nah and I don’t want to.”

“Okay...So then I gotta ask; how does a twenty something guy like yourself get hooked up to run ‘shine under the direction of someone you’ve never met who is the middleman for someone else you’ve never met? I have him now! He looks like a deer caught in the headlights. 

A knock sounded at the door. I kept my eyes on him as I answered it to find Kelly Rice standing there holding the rap sheet for Levi Jones.

“A word Sheriff?”

I stepped out of the room and closed the door firmly behind me. This better be good! “Go ahead.” 

“You said Levi Jones was a 20 something year old guy?”

“Yes, that’s what Aiden Quinn told me.”

“The Social Security Number you gave me from his employee record was for a Samuel Levi Jones, deceased in 2001. He’d be nearly 50 now, if he were alive. I did a little digging. Samuel Jones has a son, Levi Jones; different Social Security Number, obviously. This is his rap sheet.” She handed me the printout. 

There were three pages of charges with convictions for petty theft, battery, possession, OVI, open container...you name it. All were minor crimes for which there would have been little jail time but what was on it was enough of a bad record that Quinn wouldn’t have hired him if he did background checks on his employees. He probably pulled the scam with his dad’s info get the job and nobody caught it. The question was ‘why’? I thought I knew the answer. 

“Thanks Kelly. I need to work on this guy some more and this will help.” I tossed my head toward the interrogation room. “Have you even started working on that flyover yet?”

“I put a call out.”

“See if you can get it for noon or later.”

“Roger.”

She left and I stepped back into the interrogation room. Funk was still sitting in his chair, his cuffed hands resting on the table top. He had somehow managed to work up a sweat in my absence. His forehead showed beads of perspiration which I figured for nervous sweat. I’m about to make you sweat a whole lot more!

I took a seat across from him again and laid the rap sheet for Jones face down in front of me. He stared at it.

I leaned across the table toward him and spoke softly, “Do you really want to help yourself and possibly lessen the impact that the things you’re charged with are going to have on you?”

He nodded.

“Then you need to start leveling with me.”

“I’ve been straight with you...”

I held my hand up to stop him. “I wasn’t born yesterday.” I paused for a beat but he said nothing. “Okay, look; let’s talk about something else for a minute.” I pointed at the papers on the table. “This is a rather lengthy rap sheet for a buddy of yours.”

He was all ears now. 

“How long have you known Levi Jones?” I was taking a shot but I had a pretty strong hunch.

Funk slumped in his chair. “I’ve known him for a minute.”

And my hunch pays off! “How about defining that for me. A year? Longer?”

“Couple of years, maybe.”

“Did he recruit you for this?”

“Yeah.”

“Is he ‘Sticks’?”

Funk hung his head. His “yeah” was barely audible. And hunch number two also pays off!

###

Tuesday, June 3rd, 2014

Genesis Hospital

Shane Harding checked in at the security desk and then proceeded to the nurses’ station. Liberty Tracy was being housed on a locked psyche ward in the upper reaches of the hospital for her own protection.

When he made his way down the hall and stepped into her room, he found her awake and alert if not a little the worse for wear. 

“Mrs. Tracy, I’m Detective Harding with the Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department.”

Libby looked him up and down.

“I need to ask you some questions ma’am.”

She motioned him into the only visitors chair and looked at him expectantly once he was seated.

“How are you feeling today?” 

“Okay...better than yesterday.”

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“On this looney ward no, but I’ve been told I was brought here to detox...again.”

Shane held back a wince at her barb. “Do you remember what you took yesterday that landed you here?”

She shook her head, “Not all of it, no. You people must think I’m some sort of addict...”

He ignored the remark. They’d told him at the nurses station that a routine drug screen performed when she was brought in showed the drugs in her system that he and Mel had already suspected she’d taken, marijuana and barbiturates. “Were the drugs you ingested yesterday supplied by Esteban Perez?”

Libby Tracy looked away. 

“Mrs. Tracy?”

“Yes, they were.”

“What is your relationship to Mr. Perez?”

“He’s my lover.” She had the good grace to blush. “I know he’s the reason you’re really here. Look, I don’t like talking to cops in general but I keep landing here after seeing him and, well...something just doesn’t feel right anymore.”

Harding adopted a gentler tone, “How long have you been seeing him?”

“A, a few months...”

“Ma’am, let me step you backward a little bit. The Monday after your husband died you were brought in here in an extremely agitated state. Your lab tests then showed that you had the highly potent hallucinogenic drug DMT in your system. Do you recall anything about that day?”

“I told the Sheriff a little bit about that morning before but I didn’t tell her about Estaban.” She paused and got a faraway look in her eyes. “He was there that day. He came later in the day; after I dealt with Ben’s family on the phone and then slept again. I didn’t sleep well Saturday night or Sunday. Anyway, he said he’d heard about Ben’s death over the weekend and he thought someone should be with me. We just sat for a while and talked...talked about Ben. We don’t usually talk a lot...”

“Were Ben and Estaban acquainted?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Did he offer you any drugs that day?”

She blew out a heavy breath. “We normally do a little LSD when he comes over. He brings just a little good stuff that usually gives me a nice trip. He said he didn’t have any that day but he did have something that would help me relax and rest. I took the only one he had. That’s all I remember about that day at all. I woke up Tuesday morning in the hospital.”

“Did you see him after that?”

“I guess you could say that. He, he came to Ben’s funeral service. He wanted to talk to me but I couldn’t talk there...not with Ben’s mother and sister there.”

“Do you know what he wanted to talk about?”

She shook her head no.

“Mrs. Tracy, I know this is hard but I need you to answer honestly,” He waited for her nod and then he continued, “Do you believe that Estaban Perez is a drug dealer?”

“Estaban? No, no! He’s just...he always...I don’t think so...” 

“Do you know where he works? Does he have a job?”

“He’s a...a consultant for the music business, he told me.”

“Did you meet him because of his job?”

She shook her head no.

How did the two of you meet?”

Libby thought for a minute. “We were introduced at a party, I believe.”

“Who introduced you?”

“I don’t remember exactly...”

He sensed that she wasn’t being honest but she was cooperating where it counted so he didn’t press it.

“Just a few more questions ma’am. I need to talk with you about the restaurant.”

“The Hive? What about it? I don’t know what I’m going to do with that...I remember that...that’s one of the things that Estaban and I did talk about that Monday after Ben died” 

“Oh? How so?”

“The Hive was Ben’s baby. I never had anything to do with it. I don’t know anything about it. I’m not interested in operating it and I don’t really need the money. I think I should probably just close it down or sell it but I, I just don’t know who would want it.” 

“Has Manuel Perez offered to buy the place?”

“Manny, the cook?”

“Yes.”

“No...not that I’m aware off. Certainly not to me, anyway.” She paused. Now that I think about it, Estaban told me after Ben died that if I decided I wanted to sell it, he had some contacts who might be interested.”

Harding nodded. “Did he give you any names?”

“No. We didn’t really go into it.”

“One last question ma’am and I’ll let you rest; Are you aware of a downtown revitalization project that will affect several buildings in the vicinity of the restaurant?”

She waved her hand in the air “They’ve been talking about that for years. Nothing ever comes of it.”

“Actually, the project is slated to get underway this summer. Everything has been contracted. The buildings across the street from The Hive are scheduled to be gutted and interconnected. Inside, they’ll be developed into a theatre and concert hall venue. Outside, the old façade will be preserved.”

Liberty Tracy looked genuinely shocked. 

“Mrs. Tracy?”

“I had no idea...That would make the restaurant prime...” She didn’t finish the thought. Her eyes clouded over and she began to tear up. “Do you...do you think Ben being killed had something to do with that? That maybe somebody knew this and wanted...wanted to get the restaurant property to, to...I don’t even know what to say...”

Chapter 22 – Bzzzz


Tuesday, June 3rd, 2014

Somewhere over Quinn land...

Kelly Rice managed to convince the Ohio BCI to do a helicopter flyover of the Quinn property I wanted to get a look at and to let us join them. The situation wasn’t ideal; I didn’t want the Bureau sticking its collective nose into my investigation but Muskingum County lacks the aerial resources to do overhead recon. Beggars can’t be choosers. 

We were in the air a little after noon. I was up front with the pilot, Max Sherry. Rice was in a jump seat behind him so we’d have eyes on both sides of the bird. The three of us were all helmeted and mic’d up so we could talk to each other over the noise of the helo. 

“We’ll be over the area you want to get a look at in just a few more minutes Sheriff. It’s pretty heavily wooded there and the trees are in full leaf. I’ll get as close as I can so you can get a better look but I can’t promise a lot.”

I’d brought along binoculars so I got them out and got them adjusted while we flew towards the Blue Rock State Forest. 

“Okay ladies, heads up. Here we are.” He began a slow descent over the open field areas of Quinn land and then began to fly a long loop around all of the heavily wooded area. “I’ll do a wide circle first and then we’ll close it in further.”

With my first overview I looked for anything that would indicate steam or smoke from a cabin, from a still...anything. There was nothing like that. I was looking hard down through the trees with my naked eyes but we were still too high up for me to make out much through the canopy. I started alternating in the binoculars whenever anything looked a little darker or a little lighter than what surrounded it but I had no luck. 

Max waved off of his first big loop and then he flew the chopper in tighter and just a little lower. We all scanned the area in silence for a couple of minutes. Other than the pump jacks that Dallas Granger had serviced, there was nothing to see but endless trees.

“Max, can we do one more loop getting a little tighter in on the coordinates that mark the edges of the Quinn/Blue Rock boundaries north of that last pump jack we flew over?”

“Yes ma’am.”

After a minute of peering down through the trees, Kelly’s voice came through my helmet. “There’s a tiny clearing I can see off of my side but I can’t see into it very well from this angle.”

We were less than a half a mile north of the northernmost pump jack. Max leaned his head against his window and peered down. “I see it. Let me get us spun around Sheriff so you can get a good look at it with the binoculars.”

Once we were in position just over the edge of it, I looked at it with my bare eyes first. Again, I saw nothing. There was no still, no cabin...nothing. I was beginning to feel like we’d struck out completely but I went ahead and raised the binoculars to examine the edges of the clearing anyway as Max hovered the craft. I moved the spyglasses slowly along the tree line. I scanned right over something and then jumped back to it. Rather than the universal white, it was a bee hive stained a wood color to let it blend in with the forest behind it.

“I have a visual on a bee hive!” I kept looking along the same tree line, opposite our hover position. They were really tough to see but I picked out a couple of more.

“Max, can you circle around please and hover over the opposite edge of the clearing?”

“Roger Sheriff.”

Once he’d maneuvered the helo around, I resumed my scan of the tree line and picked out several more hives on the opposite side of the clearing. We’d found what was likely the crux of McClarnan’s honey producing operation. 

“Kelly I can confirm at least seven hives. There are possibly more. They blend in well. Wherever his bees are, he can’t be too far away.”

“Whose land are they on though Sheriff? Is it Quinn’s or is it part of Blue Rock?”

I looked at Max. He shrugged and checked his GPS reading. “It’s real close Sheriff but I’d say that little clearing is at the very edge of Quinn’s land.”

I voiced the thought in my head out loud, “It makes me wonder if it was always a clearing or if McClarnan cleared it quietly over time? Bet in the summer we see lots of stuff worthy of peak season pollination and honey production down there.”

We spent a couple of more minutes examining the forest around the clearing. If anything was down there, it was well camouflaged. To find anything else, we were going to have to recon on foot.

Tuesday, June 3rd, 2014

2:00 PM

My duty cell rang as Rice and I were headed back into the station. It was Shane Harding.

“Where are you Shane?”

“I’m near The Hive. Sheriff, you’re never going to believe this; a vehicle registered to Rojas is parked behind the building. They just closed for the day so I’m sitting here watching it, waiting for him to leave so I can nail him. Your hunches about what Liberty Tracy knows and doesn’t know seem to be correct.”

“Okay.” I was confused. “What’s wrong? Do you need backup?” 

“Well that’s just it; another vehicle, a capped camo painted pick-up truck just pulled up and two guys jumped out, grabbed some boxes from the bed and went into the restaurant with them. One of them is McClarnan.”

“Holy shit!”

“Exactly! What should I do?”

I started to think fast. Both men were suddenly in easy reach and we needed to nail them both but Shane couldn’t do that alone, especially since there was a third man present. I was too far away to get there quickly enough to do a bust and radioing patrol could alert the men if they were listening to our radio traffic and put Shane in a very tight spot. “I’ll tell you what, forget Rojas for now. We know where to find him. Wait for those other two to come out and tail that truck. I’m on my way to assist so we can switch off.”

“Roger boss.”

“Do you have a plate number?”  

“I can’t read the front one. It’s covered in mud. I’ll call you when I get a look at the back one.” 

“I’m headed your way. Be careful!”

I grabbed the keys for an unmarked from the Desk Sergeant and high-tailed it back out the door. I was easily five minutes away from Shane on a good day. Traffic downtown was rarely good on a weekday afternoon. 

As I was pulling out of the lot, my cell rang again. It was Shane. I put him on speaker and rolled out headed in his general direction.

“Sheriff, they’ve left the Hive but they’re still in the downtown area.”

“Where are they now?”

“They’re headed south on 7th toward Market.”

“So you aren’t far but that’s one way going south and I’m already south of you.” I was thinking on the fly. “Tell you what, I just came out of the back lot with an unmarked. I’m going to cut across Fountain to 6th and come north and then work my way east toward 7th. Keep this line open and keep me posted.”

“They just turned west on California and they’re pulling into a lot.” He was quiet for a minute. “They both got out again. Sheriff, it looks like they’re just making routine deliveries...”

Of all the dumb luck! “You know what, let’s let them do that. Once I get there, I’ll take over and tail them around. We really need to get to McClarnan’s operation. I didn’t have a whole ton of luck this morning. Maybe this guy that’s hauling his ass around will take him back there and solve our problem for us.”

“Damn, wouldn’t that be nice?” 

“Amen! Anyway, once I’m in position, you can go track down Rojas and bring him in. Use patrol help if you need to. I’m betting he doesn’t know we have Perez. We have to work on our original plan. We don’t know when Perez will be arraigned for what we have on him so far but it will probably be soon and a judge could grant him bail when he is.”

“Roger that.” He was silent again. 

A couple of minutes later he reported, “Okay, they’re back now and pulling through the lot. I’ve got a partial plate number for you. Sorry; the back is only slightly better than the front.” He gave me what he had and I committed it to memory. I’d call it in from my cell once I was in position.

“I’m on Market now. Which way did they turn onto California?” 

“They’re headed back toward 7th. I’m a couple of cars behind them.” 

“Roger.” I took my time picking my way over to 7th. If they were coming all the way back to it, California ends. They would have to turn south. A minute later, as I sat in the right turn lane at the corner of Market and 7th, the muddy, camo painted pickup went by me. I pretended to fiddle with the radio to keep my head down in case they looked my way.

“I’ve got them Shane.” A couple of more cars went by and then he approached the intersection himself. His light was still green but he let me turn out in front of him and fall in behind the cover cars. Once I was in position, he turned off. 

The two men continued past Fountain Square toward Main and then made another stop. I continued past them, did a quick loop and pulled off to the side at the corner of 7th and Fountain to watch for them. It was a good thing I was quick. Only McClarnan had gone in and he was  back within a couple of minutes.

The bed of the truck wasn’t that full. I figured the two men had to be close to being finished and I was right. After two more stops along 7th, the truck was empty. 

After they pulled out of their last stop, they continued down 7th to its junction with State Route 146, turned East on it and followed it out of town. The State Route would take them to Route 196 which ran a few miles short of the northwestern edge of the Blue Rock State Forest, the area that I suspected they were headed toward. The road was a familiar one. I’d driven it thousands of times to get to and from home.

Traffic was heavy at first affording me some good cover but as we got further out of town it melted away. I hung back as far as I could while trying to keep a visual on the camo painted truck. I didn’t recognize it at all but then lots of guys in the area over-painted older vehicles in flat camo. Most were hunters but some were outlaws and some were just ‘different’. 

The driver who was helping McClarnan with his honey deliveries was quite a bit younger than his passenger, a man in his forties. The twenty something year old looked vaguely familiar but he was a little scruffy and in need of a good haircut and a shave. All of his hairiness detracted from his face. I didn’t recognize him any more than I recognized the old GMC pickup he was driving. 

I went ahead and called in the make, model and the partial license plate number that I had since I couldn’t see the plate any better than Shane had. I’d just have to wait on a response from dispatch who would have to do a little more digging than usual since I couldn’t give them a full plate number.

After nearly thirty minutes of driving, the truck turned onto 196. The two men would be in wide open farm country for a couple of miles that was mostly Brietland owned on the west side of the road and, as they moved further south, Quinn owned on the eastern side. I slowed. I didn’t want them to notice me turn onto 196 behind them. They’d have a hard time losing me out here. They were in my stomping grounds.

Near a copse of trees before State Route 196 turns into SR 385, the truck slowed and pulled off the road. I was about a half mile and 40 seconds or so back with nowhere I could legitimately pull off too and not tip them off that I was following them. I was stuck driving by them as McClarnan exited the vehicle and headed into the stand of trees. In case I was recognized, I turned south down Burnt Mill Road and ignored the pickup truck, it’s driver and McClarnan. If they came to realize it was the Sheriff who had been behind them for the last several miles, I wanted them to think that I was just taking a back route to go home.

The pickup didn’t follow me. He either turned around to go back the way he came or he continued onto SR 385. I thought I glimpsed a quad crossing the road behind me as I watched my rearview mirror. If it was McClarnan on a four wheeler and he was headed into the woods toward the clearing we’d spotted while we were up in the helo this morning, he’d be trespassing on Quinn land. 

I attempted to call Quinn on his business line, the only number I had for him. The voicemail recording came on. I left a brief message that he should get in touch with me as soon as possible and then I hung up. It was nearly 4:00 and I was minutes from home so I decided to keep going. Once I was within the village limits, I pulled over and called Shane.

“Hey buddy, where are you?”

“I went back to the restaurant to sit on Rojas again but his car was already gone. I figured he’d go home but, so far, no luck. I’m down the street keeping an eye on his place.”

“Do you think he might have gone to Perez’s place? After all, we’re assuming he doesn’t know we’ve picked up Perez.”

“It’s possible but I don’t want to drive in circles. What do you think I should do?”

“I’d just sit tight there for a little bit. If he did go looking for Perez, he’ll probably head home when he doesn’t find him.”

“So, how did it go for you?”

“I tailed them all the way onto 196. The driver of the truck pulled over and let McClarnan out at 196 and 385. I had to keep going but I thought I saw McClarnan on a quad headed toward where I think his hideout is.”

“So you found something when you went up earlier?” 

“Well, not exactly.” I gave him a brief overview of what we had been able to see. “Since we couldn’t catch him while he was out and about, we’ll probably have to go in after him.”

“Ouch...”

“We’ll figure it out.” My phone showed a call coming through from Dispatch. “Hang on Shane. I’m about to get an update on the pickup driver.” I put Shane on hold and answered the second call.

Chapter 23 – A Brilliant Idea


Late Tuesday afternoon, June 3rd, 2014

I sat in the unmarked shaking my head. I almost forgot Shane was waiting for me to get back on the line with him. I opened my conversation with him back up. “Detective, it’s your turn to hear something unbelievable!”

“What’s that?”

“The camo pickup truck is registered to Levi Jones, the guy Aiden Quinn fired. He looks quite a bit different now from his last mug shot but I’m pretty sure it was Jones driving.”

“He has a record?”

“Oh yes, a lengthy one full of misdemeanors but wait, that’s not the half of it; Ethan Funk, the guy we’re holding, pointed at Jones as being the middleman for McClarnan’s moonshine operation at the least. I suspect that isn’t all.”

“Harding whistled low.

“I know, right? We had all three of the men we want in our custody in our reach today and, so far, we’re empty handed.”

“Agreed boss but, you know what, the threads are starting to come together. We’ll get them!”

“I certainly hope you’re right. On that note, listen; I’m in Morelville since I was so close to here anyway. I’m going to go home, grab some dinner and work out a plan to grab McClarnan. How about you only sit there until quitting time and if Rojas shows up, you nail him and call me? I’ll come back in. If he doesn’t show up, go on home. We’ll grab him tomorrow.”

“That sounds like a plan Sheriff. At least we know where this guy’s going to be.”

I’m not usually home quite so early. I was about to shock the kids who were home from their next to the last day of school and apparently feeling their oats. They had junk laying everywhere and the television blaring in the living room with nobody watching it. 

I looked out the kitchen window. Beth was in a chair on the deck, feet propped up, surfing on her phone, a smart phone I felt she was a little too young to have in the first place. Meanwhile, Cole was further out in the yard tinkering with God knows what this time. 

I raised the window and called out, “You both have about a minute to get in here!” 

Beth was through the door first but she was still busy with her phone texting or doing some such thing. Cole came in about 10 seconds later. He looked a little nervous. “Aunt Mel! You’re home early!”

“Yes I am. Surprise!” I smiled my official ‘you’re in trouble now smile’ at them. “So, first of all, what’s with the mess?” I swung my arm to indicate the piles of notebooks, clothing items. And various other school related bric-a-brac strewn across the kitchen table, a countertop and hanging off of chairs.

Beth rolled her eyes at me, “It was locker clean out day at school. Tomorrow’s the last day.”

“Drop the attitude and get this stuff put away. You two know better.” They both busied themselves doing what they should have done when they got home.

Once the table was unburied, I found the days note from Kris to the kids. She always left one listing any chores they needed to accomplish and telling them about whatever she’d put together for their dinner. She wasn’t much of a cook especially when she couldn’t be right there to hover over the cooking process so what she had for them was usually along the lines of sandwich fixings or microwavable stuff. Tonight wasn’t an exception.

Cole saw me reading their note. “What did mom leave us for dinner?”

“You hungry buddy?”

“I’m always hungry!”

“Why don’t you grab a snack? I’ll call Dana and see when she’ll be home. If she’s close to getting out of there, I’ll make something we can all eat together.”

He didn’t answer me; he just started to dig in the refrigerator.

By the time Dana walked through the door just after 5:00 I’d changed out of my uniform and put together a decent meal. It wasn’t Grandma Rossi’s lasagna but it would do. We ate with the kids and then they headed back outside while I cleaned up and Dana sat at the table with her left leg up.

“Mel, I could get used to this.”

I laughed. “Baby I enjoy doing it. Unfortunately weeknights when I get home this early are few and far between. For the record, I typically work every other Saturday for at least a few hours too.” 

“You don’t have to tell me. Until I got laid up, I was the queen of long hours. This 8:00 to 4:00 stuff is highly irregular.”

“Did things go any better for you today?”

“I think I’m getting a handle on everything but it’s all research and legal argument stuff and in-fighting between agencies, between defendants...That’s not what I signed up for. I wish I could just get back out into the field where I belong.” She paused. “That didn’t come out right. I didn’t mean that I’m anxious to get away from here, I’m not. It’s just, it’s just...Oh, I don’t know how to explain it.”

“Dana, it’s okay, really. I know where you’re coming from. I’m in the same place. I don’t want to be a desk jockey either.”

“Speaking of that; what about your campaign?”

“Oh wow! In all my excitement last night, I totally forgot to tell you about that.” I filled her in on my conversation with Todd Bell and about what Holly had set out to do.”

“Okay. So that was yesterday; what did Holly come up with?”

“You know, I don’t even know. I’ve been so busy all day that I haven’t had two seconds to sit down with her. I guess I better make a little time to talk with her about it in the morning but tomorrow looks like it will be a big day for me too.

“Care to fill me in on what happened today?”

As I cleaned up the last of the dishes, I spent several minutes giving her the blow by blow.

We retired to the den where I booted up my computer and shot Holly a quick email with my apologies. She usually made it in before me so she’d see it in the morning unless she was diligent about checking her email from home. I didn’t expect her to be. I certainly wasn’t. 

Dana sat in a chair that I’d had to move into a far corner of the room since the sofa bed was pulled out to make things easier for her.

“Would you like me to pull that chair over here so you’re not a mile away while we chat?” I grinned at her.

“No. You really need to figure out how you’re going to get this McClarnan guy. I should just leave you alone and let you work.”

“I want you here babe. Having you around is much more of a help to me than it is a hindrance, trust me.”

It was her turn to smile. She tipped her head to the side and leaned back, “Mel, you’ve lived here pretty much all of your life, right?” 

I nodded. 

“Has there always been this much trouble with the bad elements around the county or is this something new? 

“Both, I suppose. The moonshiners, drug dealers and the rabble rousers have always been around but recently they seem to have coalesced together and become much more effective at plying their crimes. I just can’t figure out what’s keeping them all working together.” 

“Probably their association with whatever street gang is supplying what isn’t being cooked locally and also the money. There’s a lot of gang activity everywhere these days, not to mention a ton of cash in running moonshine and in the drug trade.” 

“True. But if it’s money we’re talking about, what are they doing with all the cash they’re bringing in? I mean, most of these guys we’re after around here are living much as they always have. No one seems to be going crazy buying up property, or ‘stuff’ or flashing wads of cash. Where’s it going? I don’t think money is the motive here for most of these guys. I just don’t know what else it could be.” 

“I don’t know either babe. I guess that’s what you have to figure out.”

“What I need to figure out first is how to get to McClarnan.”

“Mel, obviously this Levi Jones...er ‘Sticks’ character is his chauffer since he doesn’t drive. Maybe if you get Jones, you can get to him?” She shrugged.  

“Tail Jones around?”  

“Why not?”  

“He hasn’t technically done anything wrong other than via hearsay evidence given to us by a moonshine runner in custody. We do, however, know where his residence is. It’s out in the middle of nowhere and not even close to where we believe McClarnan’s to be. We might be a while running around behind him hoping for a break. I don’t even know that we have the manpower to pull it off without calling in reinforcements.” I wrinkled my nose up at the thought of doing that. 

“Hmmm. I don’t know what else to tell you... Oh, wait a minute!” Dana started to jump up before remembering she had a bum leg and grabbed the chair arms quickly. 

“Dana be careful!” Once I was sure she was settled firmly into the chair again, I asked, “What? What did you just think of?” 

“Mel your mom told us on Sunday that Billy Bob is still alive in prison as far as anyone around here knows, correct?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Maybe you should pay him a visit and see if he’ll tell you anything about that cabin.”

“You’re suggesting that I go into a penitentiary and speak with a man convicted of killing a federal agent about where a cabin he last saw about 40 years ago is, if it’s still even there, and you’re assuming he’ll tell me?”

“It’s worth a shot. I mean, what else ‘ya got?”

“As far as Aiden Quinn Sr. knows, Papa Brietland had the original cabin demolished. When Callie Brietland took Ryan back to live with her folks, he was still an infant. Shortly after that he was placed with relatives and he lived with them for a long time. He wouldn’t remember that cabin and it’s not likely he had any contact with his father while he was growing up. Papa Brietland would never have allowed that. I bet he’s got some sort of cabin or shed or something that he built on the land that he’s squatting on that doesn’t have anything to do with the original cabin or its location.”

“And you know this for sure?”

“Well, no. Aiden Senior’s memory isn’t the best but Dana, it’s been over 40 years. What are the odds?”

“Okay, well then what about this Papa Brietland? Can you ask him if he knows where it is or if he had it leveled?”

“No, unfortunately. He died a few years ago.”

“If you’re not so sure tailing Jones is a good option then maybe going into whatever prison this guy is being held in is your next best bet.” She stared at me hard.

“What would you do if you were in my shoes?”

“You’re joking, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“Mel, might I remind you that I went into Stateville to interview a gangbanger on my last case who, in reality, had just as much to do with your counterfeiting case as my smuggling case. In fact, that Secret Service Agent Webb that was investigating the counterfeit money was the one who requested that I interview the guy so you know I’d go in! There’s no question.”

Chapter 24 – Swirling Vortex


Wednesday, June 4th, 2014

My brain was already in overdrive when I walked into the office on Wednesday morning. I knew I had to get a handle on everything that was going on and I had to do it soon. I didn’t expect to be hit immediately by an exuberant Holly bent on setting up an election campaign for me to run for Sheriff as soon as my shadow darkened the door.

I checked my watch. It was all of 7:30 AM. I’d tried to get an early start so I could get my bearings first and then spend a few minutes with her when she came in before I went on about the business of rounding up a couple of suspected murderers but, no such luck. 

Not only was Holly already at her desk when I got to the station, a slim, dark haired gentleman of about 40 or 45 in a good suit was seated in front of it chatting with her. Spread out all over the desk where forms and campaign sign samplers and heaven knows what all else. The guy had parked a wheeled tote that must have spewed forth the volume of stuff I was seeing.

“What’s going on?”

“Sheriff, I’d like you to meet Tyler St. John. He’s agreed to be your campaign manager.”

St. John stood and stuck out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Sheriff. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.”

Hmmm, smooth talking like he’s a politician himself...

“Mel...er...Sheriff, I hope you don’t mind the lack of notice but, well...”

St. John interrupted, “What Holly is trying to say is that she knows you’re quite busy but we’re facing a really tight deadline. If you intend to run, we need to get going right now.”

I nodded. “I understand and I do...intend to run, I mean but I’m tied up in two major cases right now and, well, I just don’t know what has to be done let alone do I have the time to do it.”

I looked at Holly. “I’m really sorry for not getting with you yesterday about this stuff but I thought we might discuss a few things before we, um, hired anyone...Pardon me, Mr. St. John.”

St. John again took control, “No offense Ms. Crane and, please, don’t blame Holly. No contract has been signed. I’m actually based out of Columbus. This isn’t normally a busy season for me but I’m working a special election in that area right now too. I had an opening this morning to come over here and talk with the two of you and so here I am.”

“I see.” I blew out a heavy breath. “Can you two give me about five minutes to catch my breath and get my bearings? After that, I can probably give you a half hour or so but...”

“Of course!” they both said, practically in unison.

An hour after I’d walked into the office, I had a signed contract with a campaign manager that I’d found to be a salesman on the surface but a likeable guy overall. Tyler St. John had run more than a few campaigns in his time and he really seemed to know his stuff. He left with a signed application for office from me, a check for my $80.00 application filing fee and a petition form with the first two of only 50 registered county voter signatures I needed to get on the ballot – my own and Holly’s. A call to my sister netted me a volunteer to take it around and collect at least another 47 registered voter names after she signed it herself. Tyler would drop it off to her personally. I’d told him, if Kris couldn’t find that many registered voters willing to back me in my hometown of Morelville alone then I had no business running.

Both Holly and Tyler thought it would be best for me to draft a short letter to the deputies and other staff in the department explaining that there would be a special election in August and about my own intent to run so no one was blindsided by the news of an election or by my pending candidacy. Tyler helped me to word a quick note that imparted this information without implying that their endorsement of me was required or even requested. Humble and matter of fact were best he’d said. It was the last time I’d be humble for a while.

Once St. John was packed up and on his way to Morelville, it was time for me to get down to business. I wanted at least one suspected murderer in the net today. I started to grab my hat and my gear bag but then I remembered that I needed to try and figure out where Billy Bob was being held. I sat down at my desk and buzzed Holly. I Should’ve asked her before I walked out of her office and back to mine...

“Yes Sheriff?”

“Holly, I’m sorry; I just remembered something. I need to find out what prison Ryan McClarnan’s dad is being held in. Can you help me with that?”

“What’s his full name Mel?”

“I don’t really know for sure. Everyone refers to him as “Billy Bob” and that might be correct but it could actually be “William Robert McClarnan” too.”

“You never know in this area...I’ll figure it out.”

“You always do.” I chuckled. “And hey, thanks for your help this morning and your patience.”

“Well you’re welcome but, really, I’m the one who should be saying I’m sorry for blindsiding you with that all of that when you came in.”

“There’s no need to be sorry. I just hope I can get these cases solved and not mess up my chance to get elected and I also hope actually campaigning for Sheriff doesn’t interfere with solving cases.”

“Roger that!”

“I’m off to roust my detectives and try to round up some criminals. Call me if you find out anything.”

###

“What’s going on Shane?” I asked him as I approached his desk.

“Good morning Sheriff. Actually, I’m about ready to head out. Patrol reported that the restaurant was open as usual this morning and the vehicle I saw yesterday that’s registered to Rojas was outside when they went by just after 6:00 AM and again about an hour ago. He’s at work where we hoped he’d be this morning. I’m going to go and bring him in.”

“Do you want a ride along?”

“Be my guest, Sheriff. I was going to have patrol assist...”

“You won’t have to. We can take my SUV if we’re just going to go in and grab him.”

He nodded.

I looked around. “Any idea where Rice is?”

“I haven’t seen her yet boss.”

“Hmm, okay. Well if you’re ready, let’s go.”

As he started to get up, his desk phone rang. He smiled and shrugged at me and then grabbed the receiver. After listening for several seconds he turned to me, “Sheriff it’s the desk Sergeant. He’s saying that a man just walked in who wants to file a missing persons report on my collar Estaban Perez.”

“Is that so? Who’s the man?”

Shane spoke into the receiver, “Did you get his name?”

He turned back to me, “Manuel Rojas.” He spoke into the receiver again, “Tell Mr. Rojas that I’ll be right up to take his report. Please have him escorted to an interview room.”

“Well of all the dumb luck!” I stood there shaking my head.

“Yeah,” Shane said. “What are the odds of lightning striking twice in two days like that?” He scratched his head. “So how do you want to play this? It’s too late to bring Perez up from holding for our planned little dog and pony show and the word is he’ll be arraigned today.”

“We need to act fast then. I’ll find out when they’re planning on moving him over to the court house for the arraignment and, if it’s early, I’ll see if I can get his time pushed back a little. You go ahead and sit down with Rojas and start to get his story. That ought to be real interesting. I’ll come up as soon as I can and we’ll start working him.”

I got Holly on the phone. “I hate to be a pest but I need you to drop what you’re doing for a minute and find out if a man we’re holding, Estaban Perez, will be arraigned today and, if so, what time they’re moving him over to the court house.”

“Can you hold for a minute Sheriff?”

“Yes.”

I stood at Harding’s desk tapping my foot impatiently while I waited on hold. Kelly Rice was still not at her desk. I glanced over there. Against department policy, she left a lot of files and other paperwork laying around in the open. I wasn’t very happy about that. There’s another thing I’m going to have to speak with her about...

A slim file folder that was tucked under the edge of her keyboard caught my eye. It didn’t seem to be labeled. I reached across Shane’s desk to hers and tugged it free. When I opened it, I was shocked to find news clippings from my recent counterfeiting case and from Dana’s smuggling case, official reports from the counterfeiting case and reports and notes from some other recent cases that I specifically had been involved in. Why would she be collecting this stuff? It doesn’t make any sense...

“Sheriff?” Holly was back on the line.

“Yes?” As I answered, I tucked the file folder back where I’d found it.

“Perez will be arraigned today. He’s scheduled to be moved into the courthouse after the noon recess.”

“Thanks Holly!” Shane and I had until noon or so to get enough on him and Rojas to charge them with the murder of Ben Tracy and, possibly, the attempted murder of Liberty Tracy before he might be set free on bail on the lesser charges and disappear completely.

Chapter 25 – Just a Friend



Shane was playing ‘good cop’ to the hilt with Rojas. I watched through the one way glass and listened as he finished stepping him through an actual, honest to goodness missing persons report. Since Rojas already knew me, I was waiting for just the right moment to step into the room in the role of the bad cop and begin turning the interview into an interrogation.

“Mr. Rojas, just one more question and I’ll let you get back to work; you were a little vague on your relationship to the missing man, Mr. Perez. Can you clarify your relationship for me please?”

“I told you he’s a, a friend, a good friend. I’m just very worried about him.”

“You can be honest with me Mr. Rojas. Is he more to you than a good friend?”

Manuel Rojas started at Shane for a minute and then nodded silently. Harding knew he needed to get a verbal response from the man. “Can you tell me what your actual relationship to him is?”

Rojas looked down at the table. I couldn’t see his eyes but his response was clearly audible. “He is my fiancé.”

And there’s my cue! As Shane wrote that on the form or pretended to, I turned the speaker off and then knocked on the interrogation room door. Shane got up and let me into the room. 

Manuel Rojas, with a look of shock on his face, started to stand. “Sheriff...I...I didn’t expect to...to...”

“To what Manny? To see me here?”

“No, no, nothing like that! I just...just needed to report something. Now I really need to get back to the restaurant to get ready for lunch. The good officer here has been more than kind.”

“I see. Why don’t you go ahead and just have a seat?”

“But I just told you, I need to get back to my...my job.”

“You were here to file a missing persons report on Estaban Perez, were you not?”

“Well, yes. I went to the Zanesville police station first and they sent me here. I’m not sure why...”

I interrupted, “What’s your relationship to Mr. Perez?”

Rojas looked at Harding. Shane just nodded. He looked back over at me, “Tab is my fiancé Sheriff.”

It was my turn to nod. “And you don’t know where your fiancé is?”

“No. As I explained to your officer here, I last heard from him on Monday morning. He does not live with me but it’s unusual that I do not at least hear from him every day.”

“Has he reported to work?”

“He...he’s a consultant. He works for...for himself.”

“Is that right?” I was ready to let the first hammer fall, “It might interest you to know that your fiancé’s consulting business appears to involve distributing illegal drugs. He’s been in our custody since Monday afternoon. Take a seat Mr. Rojas. We’re going to be here for a little while.”

Manny’s tan like skinned face blanched nearly white. He sat back down in the chair he’d previously occupied with a thud.

“I’d like to introduce detective Harding, not officer Harding or even Deputy Harding. He and I picked your so called fiancé up on Monday in a rather, shall we say, compromising position.”

“I, I don’t know what you mean by that Sheriff.”

I looked at Shane and nodded. 

“Mr. Rojas, ‘Tab’, as you call him, was having sex with a very drugged Liberty Tracy, your current employer and the now widowed wife of your former employer.”

We both watched Rojas closely for his reaction. What we got was little reaction at all which I found to be more telling than if he had pretended shock or anger or revulsion. 

After several long seconds, Rojas asked, “Is having sex with her somehow illegal?”

I smiled inwardly. Really, he’d chosen a brilliant response but he didn’t know everything that we knew. The hammers were about to keep falling.  “No Mr. Rojas, having sex isn’t illegal but sexual battery is in Ohio when you’re having sex with a person that isn’t able to consent, and Liberty Tracy was in no position to consent.” I prepared my next card as he sat there looking almost smug.

“Do you want to know what else is against the law?”

He tipped his head and looked at me with a question in his eyes.

“Attempted murder.”

His face drained of color again. “What? What do you mean?”

“One of the drugs we found in the possession of your fiancé Mr. Rojas was DMT, a highly potent hallucinogenic than can make some people crazy enough to do things that might get them killed. We have reason to believe he was going to administer the drug to Liberty Tracy, not for the first time. What do you know about that?”

“Me? Why would I know anything about that?”

“We know Estaban deals drugs Mr. Rojas and we have sworn testimony that you do as well.”

“Me, no, never. I’m not a drug dealer! You have no evidence of that.” He was out of his chair and moving about like a caged animal. “Look, just go ahead and do whatever you need to do right now with Tab. I’ll get him a lawyer and we’ll prove he’s innocent of whatever you’re charging him with. I need to get back to the restaurant.”

“You’re not going anywhere until we get some answers.”

Shane stood up. “It’s best that you sit down Manny. If you really want to help Tab, we need your help.”

Manny bought Shane’s good cop subterfuge and took his seat again. I nodded to Shane to take over the questioning now that we had Rojas in a submissive position. 

“Manny, how long have you been with Tab?”

“A couple of years, on and off.”

“Has he been dealing all of that time.”

Rojas nodded. “Most of it but mostly small stuff; weed, some LSD...” He trailed off.

“Ecstasy?”

“I don’t, don’t know. Ma...maybe.”

He stutters a little when he’s nervous. 

“Who’s he dealing to?”

“Mostly guys at the clubs in Columbus and at private um, parties. He, he doesn’t stand on street corners or anything like that...no, no kids.”

“Who’s his connection Manny? Where does he get the stuff?”

“I don’t know. I’m not involved. I’m just a chef. Cooking is my life.”

I jumped in, “You don’t have any idea who his connection is for drugs? So are you saying that he’s big time and he’s importing stuff himself or that he has his own growers?”

“No! No! Nothing like that! I...Look, I don’t know much but, but there is a guy but Tab only talks about him.” His nervousness was palpable. “I’ve never met him. I don’t know him. I don’t even know his name. Tab calls him ‘Sticks’. That’s all I know, I swear!”

Harding glanced at me quickly and then scribbled a note on his pad. 

“So Tab gets his stuff from Sticks and he distributes it in gay clubs and at private parties, is that correct?” I leaned back in my chair and studied him closely.

“Yes, that’s right.” He seemed almost relieved. 

I went in for the kill, “So Tab got the Ecstasy that you later sold for him to Ben Tracy after you added arsenic to it?”

“No. No! I didn’t add anything to any Ecstasy.”  

“But you do admit that you sold Ecstasy that you got from Tab to Ben Tracy?” 

“I, I didn’t say that either...I never sold drugs.” 

Shane said, “Mr. Rojas, we have sworn testimony that says that you did.” 

Rojas collapsed down in his chair. 

“Read him his rights detective.”

Chapter 26 – Confessions



“In a few months, I will have my culinary degree. I will be a chef. Mr. Tracy...he didn’t care about that. He didn’t listen to me. All he cared about was looking young and going to the clubs. He wanted to dance and fuck all night with the young guys and act like he was one of them again. I...I got him the Ecstasy so he could go to the clubs and do his thing and leave me alone.”

Shane asked gently, “Did you get it from Tab?”

“Yes.” He dipped his head and shook it, “I would sell it to Mr. Tracy and then give his money to Tab. I...I didn’t like doing it but, but It made Mr. Tracy hap...happy and he left me alone to run the restaurant.”

“But you really didn’t run the restaurant did you Mr. Rojas? You ran just the kitchen and only that under the direction of Mr. Tracy; isn’t that what you told me?”

“Well yes, but...”

“You also told me that you didn’t like the fact that Mr. Tracy didn’t respect your culinary school background, correct?”

“Uh yes. I...he.”

“He what Manny? He didn’t consider you a chef? You called yourself a chef earlier but you’re not one yet are you?”

“No.”

“So you resented Mr. Tracy for not treating you as something that you really weren’t yet anyway because he had no culinary degree himself, didn’t you?”

Rojas nodded. 

“If you don’t mind my asking, Manny,” I was trying to keep a softer tone now, “what was your vision for the restaurant?” He looked directly at me and visibly brightened when he heard my question.

“I wanted Ben to look toward the future – past the office breakfast and lunch crowds. I thought we could be a full service, fine dining establishment...a nice little bistro even.”

Time to reel him in! “In downtown Zanesville?” I tried to sound very skeptical.

“Yes. There is a lot...a lot of potential for that but Ben didn’t understand that. He, he didn’t care. He wanted his nights free on the weekends and sometimes during the week to party and to have a good time.”

“Why do you think there’s so much potential for a fine dining restaurant in downtown Zanesville?” 

Rojas looked startled. His eyes darted back and forth between me and Shane. He answered slowly, “Because everyone knows there are plans to develop a concert and theatre district down there.” 

“Do they? Did Ben Tracy know?”

“Of course he knew. That’s why I kept trying to get him to expand our hours, our offerings...” 

“So here’s what I think happened: You saw the potential there but Ben Tracy wouldn’t budge and do what you wanted him to do so you and Tab came up with a plan to get rid of him and take over the place for yourselves, correct?”

“No. That’s not what happened!” 

“Then what did? Explain why Tab is also trying to take Liberty Tracy out of the picture if that isn’t true?”

Rojas shot upright in his chair. His eyes were wild as he came to the realization that he was nailed. After more than a minute of us staring hard at him, he said, “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I want to talk to Tab.”

“I just have a couple of more questions Manny and then we’ll be done.” 

“Yes Sheriff?” Rojas loosened up like he thought that meant that he would be free to go. He seemed to forget that he’d been placed under arrest and read his rights.

“Did you know that Ben Tracy had a heart condition that he took medication for?”

“No...no.” 

He’s lying! “How about this; can you tell me when Tab began seeing Mrs. Tracy?”

“I don’t know why that’s important...”

“Humor me, please.”

“A couple of months ago, I guess.” 

My thinking was that the arsenic laced ecstasy was taking longer to work than the two men had thought it would and they were trying to get into the Tracy home to tamper with Ben’s medication as well. 

“One more thing, if I might?” 

He nodded.

“Why did you tell me Ryan McClarnan might have killed Ben?”

“Mr. Tracy once told me that he and Mrs. Tracy went to college with him, that they all ran around in the same crowd. When Ryan would come into the restaurant they would argue about old times and about politics and stuff. I, I just thought...I don’t know...”

I acted like I was satisfied with his answer. I got up and started walking toward the door like I was going to leave the room. Like it was an afterthought, I asked over my shoulder, “Hey, where do you think the arsenic and the DMT came from?”

He was a fool and he played right into my ruse, “I don’t know. Sticks probably got them.”

I really did leave after that. I had an arraignment to stop, search warrants to request and more charges to file. 

Chapter 27 – Jonesing


Early Wednesday Afternoon, June 4th, 2014

Holly handed me a slip of paper when I finally walked back into the office. Billy Bob McClarnan was alive and kicking at the Big Sandy Federal Penitentiary near Inez, Kentucky about four hours and a world away.

“Thanks Holly!” I tucked the slip away for future reference. With Levi ‘Sticks’ Jones in the mix in both of my cases, I now thought I might have another way to get to Ryan McClarnan.

Holly had other stuff on her mind, “Sheriff, I got that notice all done up about you running. Do you want me to print it and distribute it?”

I held up my hand, “No. Don’t do that. I wouldn’t want that to be printed on department copiers using department paper. Doing crap like that gets politicians in trouble all the time. Email it to me and I’ll send it out ‘A Distribution’ to everyone who has email. ‘I’ll get letters printed elsewhere for distribution as well since not everyone has email.”

“I can take care of that printing for you tonight Sheriff and then get them out in the morning.” 

“I appreciate that. Tell you what, you get them printed and I’ll distribute them to all of the boxes tomorrow. I don’t even want it to look like anybody is doing anything for me on department time. I just have a really bad feeling about that sort of thing.”

“Okay Mel, whatever you think is best...um...well...”

“Is something wrong?”

“No, not really. I just guess I better get used to calling you Sheriff...at least during the campaign since we’re being so correct about everything and all.”

“Holly, we’re friends. Me running officially doesn’t change that. When we needed to be formal at times before I signed a candidate’s form, you always were. Just keep doing that. When it’s just you and me, you continue to call me whatever the hell you want!” I grinned at her and shook my head. “Like I said this morning, I really appreciate your help and I appreciate your concern too.”

She smiled back and gave me a quick neck hug. “You know I love you Mel, right?”

We both laughed.

“Oh no!”

“What? What’s wrong?”

I looked at Holly and shook my head. “There’s something I probably really should have told Tyler St. John this morning.”

Holly looked confused, “What?”

“Um, that I’m gay and that I uh, have a girlfriend...”

“What!” It was more of an exclamation than a question.

“I’m gay...”

She interrupted me, “I know that! I mean the girlfriend stuff...when did that happen?”

“I know that you know but most of the department doesn’t and most of the public doesn’t. He should probably know before my campaign goes public.”

“Mel, trust me, he knows and for that matter, I can’t speak for the public but most of the department knows. Look, I don’t have time to spell it out for you because we really need to talk about this girlfriend of yours!”

“Ha...how do they know?”

“Don’t change the subject; the girlfriend?”

###

I called Liberty Tracy. 

“Libby?”

“Yes?”

“It’s Sheriff Crane. I thought you’d like to know that we have two men in custody in Ben’s murder.”

There was no response from the other end of the line. “Libby, are you still there?”

“Y-yes Sheriff. I’m afraid to ask w-who...”

“Libby did my detective ask you the other day if you knew about a downtown redevelopment project?”

“Yes, why?”

“That project is the reason we believe Ben was killed. Manny Rojas and Estaban Perez – whom Manny claims is actually his fiancé – plotted to kill Ben when he wouldn’t consider turning the café into a more upscale place with evening hours. It’s sitting on a potential goldmine and they wanted the property for themselves.”

“Oh my God!” She began to sob into the phone. 

“I’m sorry I had to break it to you like that Libby but I still need your help.”

“My help? What can I do?”

“Do you ever see a man that goes by Ryan McClarnan?”

She was quiet.

“Libby, did you hear me?”

“Yes. I haven’t seen him in years but Ben has. We knew him for a little bit in college. He’s from around here somewhere and he kind of hung with our group for a bit but he was pretty extreme. He dropped out some time in our junior year.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“To talk to him it’s probably been more than 20 years...” I’ve seen him a time or two in passing. Ben mentioned him occasionally though. Was...was he involved?”

“Not that we can tell Libby; at least not directly, but he may be tied to something else we’re working on.”

“Well, I haven’t talked to him since back in the day but, back then, I wouldn’t have put anything past him.

###

“Kelly, could you come up to my office please.” I called the wayward detective directly myself rather than have Holly summon her this time. I really didn’t want to pull her into the Dallas Granger murder any further because I was very leery of what exactly she might be up to but, with Shane potentially tied up for hours or even days working the Ben Tracy case now that Rojas had told all on himself and his fiancé Perez, I needed another set of eyes, ears and hands. She was all I had. I was stuck.

Once she was in front of me, I started without preamble, “Ethan Funk, the guy we caught running moonshine, is being held over in the jail pending trial. His bond was denied. He’s a first time offender and he’s become very cooperative after spending a couple of nights locked up. He’s admitted that Levi Jones, who goes by the nickname ‘Sticks’ is his connection for moonshine.”

Rice scribbled down what I was telling her.

“Yesterday, Shane Harding and I witnessed Jones driving Ryan McClarnan around helping him to make product deliveries for what we presume was his honey. Today, Manuel Rojas dropped a dime on someone he calls ‘Sticks’ whose real name he purports he doesn’t know, as the drug connection for his boyfriend Estaban Perez.”

“The Perez we have in holding?”

“The very same. Rojas and Perez are being charged with the murder of Ben Tracy.”

Kelly’s eyes went wide. I ignored her reaction. “Shane can fill you in on all of that later. We need to find Mr. Levi ‘Sticks’ Jones and arrest him. We have an address but I’m more interested in nailing him at his place of work, the still site which I believe belongs to Ryan McClarnan.”

“Where’s that?”

“Well now, your guess is as good as mine! We didn’t find it in our little aerial recon yesterday, if you recall. I’ll bet Ethan Funk knows where it is or where the drug producing or packaging operations are though. Maybe you could chat with him and see if you can’t just get a little more out of him?”

“Hasn’t he already been arraigned?”

“Yes. I just told you, he’s cooperating. He signed a waiver yesterday. I suggest you pull the statements from yesterday and give them a quick look over and then get over there and pull him out for a chat again.”

“Okay.”

“Also, he pretended he didn’t know who Sticks works for but he slipped up at one point and said the words, ‘the dealer’. I think McClarnan has his own little empire out there with not only Moonshine but drugs too and Jones is his right hand man for both. You might actually want to refer to ‘the dealer’ and see if it gets you anywhere.”

“Oh, all right. I’ll try.” With that, she left. 

I had the sinking feeling that I’d made a mistake and that I should have just gone back down and pumped Funk some more myself. Rice was young – only a few years older than him – and pretty if you liked high maintenance sort of women. I thought she might be able to put the scared young man at ease enough to get him to babble something useful to us but now I wasn’t so sure. 

I flipped on my computer and got into the case files. I started pulling up stuff that Kelly had worked on over the last couple of years. She didn’t have a horrible track record but she really hadn’t worked on a lot of high level stuff either. Of course, murders and other felony level unsolved crimes that required detailed detective work because the perpetrators were still at large just weren’t that common in Muskingum County. I had to give her case load the benefit of the doubt there.

On a hunch, I pulled up Shane Harding’s case load. While it was true that he had a couple of years more seasoning than his more junior counterpart, the difference in their stats was striking. Harding had worked more than twice as many cases and had dozens of more collars than Rice.

I dug a little deeper. The comparison over the past few months was even more startling. Kelly Rice was involved in almost no case work at all while Shane Harding had been in the thick of plenty of stuff.

Is she a total slacker or is something else going on?

I pushed the intercom button. 

“Yes Sheriff?” Holly answered.

“Can you come in here please?” She appeared in the doorway moments later. 

“Holly come on in and close the door.” She complied and sat down.

“Is something wrong Mel?”

I steepled my hands and leaned into the desk, “That’s just it. I’m not sure but it sure doesn’t look or feel right.” I was practically whispering.

“What’s going on?” she whispered right back.

“Besides her employee history and the scuttlebutt about sleeping her way to the top, what do you personally really know about Kelly Rice?”

Holly sighed. “Not much that will likely be of any help to you with whatever you’re wondering. She’s pretty aloof Mel. In fact, she’s borderline unfriendly. She doesn’t talk to anyone but Shane and my impression is that she only talks to him about police business, period.”

“That’s just it. I don’t see that she’s involved in much ‘police business’.” I showed her what I found. Holly was as puzzled as I was.

“She reports every day right?”

“As far as I know, yes.” Holly was the primary scheduler for patrol but the two detectives worked as their cases required with the expectation that if nothing else was going on they would report Monday through Friday and stagger their hours a little.

“How’s she staying out of the mix and why?”

“Maybe patrol just isn’t calling her?” Holly shrugged.

“Can’t be. They go through dispatch for investigative support or, at least, they’re supposed to.”

“Maybe they aren’t when she’s on duty.”

“The whole department?”

“I don’t know boss. Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I just gave her an assignment that I’m really worried she might botch or blow off. I don’t know what to do.”

“What did you ask her to do?”

I sketched a quick overview for Holly.

“Mel, you’re the Sheriff. Just go down there to interrogation and listen in like you did this morning.” 

“That was intentional this morning. It was part of a plan. If I do it now, she’ll think I’m checking up on her and I don’t want to tip her to that if something really is going on.”

“Well, what other options do you have?”

“Not many. I can go and arrest Levi Jones at his home on hearsay evidence and hope he’s cooperative.”

Holly shook her head. 

“No? Okay, then I can tromp willy nilly through the low western Appalachian foothills looking for Ryan McClarnan’s cabin, still site and drug operation.” I raised my eyebrows. 

Holly made a sound like a timeout buzzer going off.

“Or, I can go and visit a federal prisoner in Inez Kentucky and see if he’ll tell me anything.”

“Honestly Mel, if you’re not going to go down there and listen in on any interrogation she’s doing, visiting Billy Bob in the pen is probably your best bet.”

Chapter 28 – Home Locked Home


Wednesday afternoon, June 4th, 2014

After my conversation with Holly, I decided to call it a day. She was going to work on getting me on the Big Sandy visitors list. Meanwhile, I had a lot to think about. I headed home where I’d get at least an hour of peace before the kids got home from their last day of school. 

Once I was out of the lot, I called Dana. I didn’t know if she’d be able to talk; I just wanted to hear her voice. She answered on the second ring.

“Hey Mel, this is a surprise. What’s going on?”

“Let’s just say that I’ve already had quite a day and I decided to cut out early. It sounds like you’re driving. Where are you?”

“I’m probably not far behind you, actually. I forgot I had a therapy appointment today. I spent a few hours in Columbus and then I drove back to Zanesville for it. I pulled out of the medical center a couple of minutes ago.”

“How’d your therapy go?”

“Okay, I guess. They had me do a lot of flexibility stuff with my leg as a whole that seemed to go all right but they still won’t let me do much weight bearing exercise. They said that I’ll get to do more of that at the next session. I’ve scheduled that appointment for Tuesday, early. No more forgetting and no more having to leave work in the middle of the day.”

“So you’re headed home now?”

“Well yeah, now that you’re going there. I don’t have a key but since it’s nice so I was just going to hang out somewhere until the kids got home.”

“We’ll get one of their keys from them when they get home. They won’t be needing them anymore now that school is ending. I’ll see you at the house in just a bit babe.”

“It’s a date!”

“A date? I like the sound of that!”

I stopped at the station to fuel up and say hi to Kris. I’d completely forgotten that Tyler St. John had dropped off a petition off for her to get signatures on. As I pumped gas, two different people came up to me and said they supported my candidacy. I smiled and nodded and thanked them in a daze that word had traveled so fast.

On my way in to pay another woman that I barely knew grasped my hand and said, “I’m with you Sheriff. You have my support.”

Once the door had closed behind her and it was just me and my sister in the little station I asked her what was going on.

“That Tyler guy dropped your petition off at the house before I was scheduled to come in here. Nice guy. Anyway, I brought it with me and talked to my manager about it. She signed it herself and then said I could keep it here and ask people that we know personally if they would like to sign it but that I couldn’t just keep it on the counter. So far, counting me and her, I’ve gotten 21 people.”

“Wow! That was fast! We’re almost half way there then but are they all registered voters?”

“Of course they are! I’ve been making sure to ask. Tyler also gave me a stack of voter registration cards for anyone who isn’t actually registered. They can’t sign the petition but they can register so they can vote for you when the time comes.”

That worried me. “Kris don’t put your job in jeopardy by doing this for me. You shouldn’t be campaigning for me here.”

“Relax. I’m really not doing any such thing. Look at these names so far and you’ll see what I mean.” She handed me the petition form.

I scanned the names. Every person that had signed so far was someone I’d known most of my life or they were close friends of my parents. I was touched by the names already gathered. If only I had as much support in the rest of the county as I have in this little village...

I handed the petition back to Kris and said my goodbyes. Dana would be almost home by now and I didn’t want her to have to wait for me. 

I managed to get into the house and get my gun belt off and stowed away before she showed up. She was out of the car and maneuvering toward the ramp to the front door on her crutches before I could even make it down the side door steps that I always used to go out and assist her. 

I watched her with admiration, “You’re getting pretty good with those things ma’am.”

“I’m trying. I’ll be honest though, I might not have a lot of nerve feeling but the muscles are definitely sore from the therapy.” 

“Already?” 

“Well I’m supposed to do sets of flex exercises throughout the day and they increase daily. I’ve been trying to do them and I’m starting to feel the burn.”

“Dana that’s probably a good thing.”

“You’re right; I just wish it was a faster process.” “She reached for the screen door but it was locked from the inside.”

“Oops! Dana I’m so sorry. I’ll go right on around. Hang on!” I scooted back around the side and went through the house to the front door. 

Our home is over 100 years old. The front door has an old fashioned skeleton key lock just below the handle and a bolt throw that are both only accessible from inside. The screen door had a simple thumb latch inside with no way to unlock it from the outside either if it was latched. Getting Dana access to the house now that school was going to be out for the summer was going to be a problem that I hadn’t considered. 

As she stepped through the door I asked her, “So how have you been getting in?”

“The kids.”

“I think I told you before that they won’t be here much over the summer and their keys won’t do you any good since they’re for the side door so we have a problem.” I showed her the locks. 

After considering it for a minute I told her, “Here’s what I can do. I’ll just take this slide bolt lock off of here and put a regular key lock dead bolt on like the one that’s on the side door. We’ll take the skeleton key out and put it up so no one accidentally locks the handle and we just won’t latch the screen. That’s no big deal.”

“Mel, I don’t want you to go to all of that trouble. I’ll just use the side door.”

“You’re not supposed to be doing stairs or bearing any weight outside of therapy yet.”

“I’ve got my crutches. People have been using crutches on stairs since the dawn of time!”

“You’re so hard headed!”

“So are you!” She stuck her tongue out at me.

“Seriously? What are you; five?” I laughed. 

“Nana-na-na-na!”

“Okay, now you’re just being silly.” I moved toward her and gave her a light swat on the backside. “I’m going upstairs to change. Do you need anything before I go?”

“Nope. I’ll do the same. Just make sure you change your attitude too!”

“Me?” I laughed and then half jogged up the stairs.

When I got back downstairs, Dana was already changed. She was standing in the kitchen doing her best to pour a gallon pitcher of Kris’s sweet tea into two glasses while she balanced on one foot. Her crutches were leaning against the counter.

“Would you like a little help with that?”

“I’ve got it. This is the easy part. Carrying everything around is the hard part!”

When she was done pouring, I put the tea back in the ‘fridge for her.

She pointed at the two glasses, “Would you like to take these to the deck?” She stepped back from the counter and started to reach for her crutches. 

“That would be nice but first, I’d like to give you a proper greeting.”

“Oh yeah? What’s that?”

I moved in close and puller her gently toward me. I slid my hands up her back and tangled them in her long brown hair as I hugged her lightly. Her breath was hot against my cheek. She turned her lips to mine in a soft, almost chaste kiss. Almost... 

I parted my lips and instantly felt the slick heat of her tongue as it lightly skimmed my lower lip. The intensity of her exploration ratcheted up a notch and that was all it took. I claimed her lips with wanton abandon. 

From my aroused state, I came to realize that Dana was standing, putting significant pressure on the leg that she was supposed to be babying along in its recovery. I slid my hands down to her backside and cupped it firmly then pulled her upward. She moaned in response and wrapped her legs around me as I lifted her smaller form from the floor. 

I carried her into the den now turned into her room and laid her gently on the bed then followed her down there without ever breaking our kiss. As I lay beside her, I pulled her tighter to me. She laced her good right leg up over my left thigh. 

Though we were both fully clothed, the close contact set my spine tingling and touched off fireworks in my brain. I cupped her ass again and urged her forward creating a heady friction between our bodies. 

I dragged my lips away from hers and buried them in the curve of her neck. She smelled delicious, her scent sending me reeling even more. I kissed and nipped her neck and along her jaw line and then reclaimed her mouth. 

She surged toward me even tighter and flattened her chest against mine. Then, just as quickly, she pulled back slightly and replaced the pressure of her body with her fingers. They skimmed my breasts with only light pressure through my tee shirt but they sparked a surge of heat in my blood. I thought I just might combust. I was almost completely consumed in the moment. 

Somewhere in the far reaches of my brain I heard the sounds of a teenage argument brewing. I groaned and dragged my lips from Dana’s and glanced toward the wide open door to the room. I realized Cole and Beth had arrived home from school and were headed into the house. 

In my kiss addled state, it was all I could do to rise from the bed and push the door gently closed and then click the ancient thumb lock into place. I turned to Dana and raised a finger to my lips cautioning her to be quiet for a moment.

She worked on sitting up while I did my best to compose myself. Once my breathing had slowed a little, I stepped out to go in search of Dana’s crutches and to face the maelstrom. 

Cole brightened when he saw me, “Aunt Mel, you’re home early!”

“So are you buddy. What’s up with that?”

“Oh Zach’s mom was picking him up since it’s the last day and all and she just gave us a ride too so we didn’t have to take the bus.” Zach was the kid down the street that was Cole’s friend and Beth’s not so secret admirer that she wouldn’t give the time of day to.

Beth looked around, “Where’s Aunt Dana?”

“She’s in her room changing.” I picked up the crutches. “I better get these to her.”

Cole tipped his head and looked at me sideways. “How’d she get all the way to her room without those?”

I hated lying to them but they had me on the defensive, “Oh, she must have walked. Part of her therapy is to put weight on it from time to time.” I smiled and shrugged. “Why don’t you two go play in traffic or something and I’ll call you when it’s time for dinner?”

“I don’t play.” Was Beth’s haughty response. She turned and headed for the stairs and her room.

“Aunt Mel, you know there’s no traffic in Morelville! Well, except during the Mushroom Festival.” Cole wagged a finger at me and shook his head at me in mock disgust and then he left. 

When I got back into Dana’s room she was still sitting on the edge of the bed. “I’m so sorry that took so long.”

“Mel we can’t do this.”

“Do what?”

“Start a relationship right now. We can’t be physical with each other because we never know when the kids will be around...”

“Dana, I think we need to tell the kids that we’re a couple. I’ll talk to Kris about it and...”

“No Mel. It’s not just that!”

“What then?”

“Baby I can’t keep my hands off of you. Even if the kids know about us, I’m not comfortable being that way with you here and, as you’ve seen, I’m going to have a hell of a time trying to hide it. And then, what about this boyfriend of Kris’s? I imagine he’ll be around at some point too?”

“Yeah, this weekend. She said he’s due in Friday but he’s not a concern, trust me. You’ll see.”

“Fine but there’s still all the rest...Oh, I don’t know what to do...”

I took a deep breath. “We’ll figure it out. I promise.” I gave her a quick neck hug and then put a little distance between us while helping her up at the same time. “Right now, let’s think about dinner.”

Chapter 29 – Kelly Did or Kelly Didn’t


Thursday Morning, June 5th, 2014

Holly beat me into the office again even though I was there just after 7:00 AM. I’d spent a sleepless night and I just wanted to get my day started with things that I felt like I did have some control over.

Dana and I had talked until Kris came home about my cases and about hers but most of all about us. Afterward, I spoke to Kris upstairs privately about talking with the kids while Dana kept them occupied in the living room below. Kris was okay with the idea because she felt the fact that I had some sort of relationship with Dana might come out during the election anyway but she too had concerns about us being physical in any way with each other in the house and I understood that. It wasn’t bigotry on her part. She was cautious showing affection with the men that she dated in front of the kids too and they never stayed over. She didn’t want to send her children mixed messages.

For my part, I really didn’t know what I wanted or didn’t want to come out during the run up to the election and I sure didn’t know what to do about Dana’s dilemma or, for that matter, my own. I wanted her just as much as she said she wanted me. 

I tried to put all of that out of my head when I stepped into the outer office that was Holly’s domain.

“Holly, you’re at it early again, I see.”

“Yes ma’am. I got those letters printed up last night and they’re all ready to go. Did you want me to put them in the boxes after all?”

“No, no. I’ll just run down and do that now. It won’t take but a minute. Once I come back, I’ll release that email too.”

I headed down to the mailbox bank that was located outside of the locker rooms and across from the roll call room. Roll call was empty. The day shift deputies were already on the road. Any deputies lingering around after night shift were likely still here only to finish up paperwork. Their shift had ended at 6:00 AM. 

I put a letter in each box that had a name assigned to it and then I turned to head back up the hall toward the stairs. Kelly Rice was coming down the stairs. When she saw me, she paused for a moment before continuing her descent. I couldn’t put my finger on the look on her face but she sure wasn’t happy to see me. 

“Good morning detective. You drew the early straw this morning, I see.”

“Uh, yeah. Good morning Sheriff.”

I turned and walked with her toward the squad bay and her desk. “How did it go with Ethan Funk yesterday?”

“It uh, didn’t.” 

“What do you mean, “It didn’t”? Did you talk to him?” 

“I tried. He zipped his lip and wouldn’t say a word.” 

That’s pretty hard to believe. “Nothing at all?

Rice stared at me. “That’s what I said. If you don’t believe me, watch the tape. The guy wouldn’t talk. Somebody must have got to him.”

“That’s odd. We’ve had him by himself, under lock and key.”

Rice shrugged but said nothing. Her whole demeanor just didn’t sit right with me.

“Holly what did you find out about getting me into Big Sandy?”

“With 72 hours’ notice, you can go in on any day as a law enforcement official. Anybody on the approved visitors list and any professional or any law enforcement official on police business can go on Saturday or Sunday during regular visiting hours.”

“Which are?”

“8:30 to 3:00 both days.” 

“Do I need to give them notice if I go on Saturday or Sunday?”

“Yes; to make sure he’s administratively available.”

“I see.”

“Kelly didn’t get anything from Ethan Funk, I take it?”

“Zip. She claims he wouldn’t talk at all. She even insinuated that somebody might have got to him over at the jail.”

“Isn’t he segregated right now?”

“Hell yeah!”

“Well then that doesn’t make any sense. She isn’t implying one of our jailers might be playing both sides is she?”

“She didn’t say that directly. She did tell me that I should watch the tape if I didn’t believe her.”

“Maybe you should then but it’s not tape. It’s all digital. I can show you how to pull it up if you like?”

“Thanks. I think I better have a look. I just have a bad feeling about it all.” 

Ten minutes later we had the whole audio/video sequence of Funk’s latest visit to interrogation cued up on my computer. Holly stood and watched over my shoulder as I pressed play and the recording started. We watched as Detective Rice and Ethan Funk both entered the room. Kelly spent about 10 minutes peppering him with questions. Her technique wasn’t the best but it didn’t matter because Funk really wasn’t saying a word. He didn’t even flinch when she used the term “the dealer” as I had instructed her to do. It was like he was sitting in a whole different time and place than she was and he couldn’t even hear her. 

When the recording finished, Holly and I just looked at each other for a minute. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes but it still seems fishy to me.”

“I don’t know what to say Mel. I mean, it’s right there on the screen...”

A thought popped into my head, “Wait a minute! How do I start it over?”

“Just push the play button again. It will restart at the beginning.”

Once the video started over I immediately hit the play button again to stop it.

“Right there! Do you see that?” I pointed at the screen.

“I see the two of them coming into the interrogation room...”

“Exactly! It’s just the two of them. Standard protocol is that an officer or a detective can go to the lock-up and pull a prisoner but there’s always at least one jailer escorting the prisoner too until they’re seated in interrogation. There’s no jailer with them.”

“She brought him over with no escort?”

“That’s how it looks. Can we pull video from other cameras to confirm that?”

“Absolutely. Let me call tech.”

Just what the hell is she up to?

Within the hour I had confirmation that Kelly Rice had sweet talked a jailer into letting her move Ethan Funk without an escort. There was also video confirmation that she’d said something to Funk along the way in a hallway but she ducked her head and said it low to keep it inaudible for the camera. I’d have to have the audio enhanced to know exactly what she said. Regardless, she was playing a dangerous game and I was about to call her on it.

Not wanting to give her any warning that she was about to feel my wrath, I headed back down to the squad bay. When I walked in, she was sitting at her desk holding my recently distributed letter in her hand, staring off into space, her face burning red. 

When she realized I was there she tossed the letter down on the desk and stood up. Facing me, she said, “I quit.” She tossed her keys, badge and her department issued handgun on the desk and then took a step to go around me.

I held up a hand to stop her. “Not so fast! I accept your resignation but you’re not leaving. You’re under arrest.”

She guffawed loudly. “On what charge?”

“Accessory After the Fact for starters. I’m sure there will be more charges later.”

She didn’t back down. She got right in my face and yelled, “I want a lawyer!”

I stayed calm, “You’re probably going to need one.” I called out to the duty Sergeant who had just entered the room from the other end, “I need an assist please.”

“Yes Sheriff?” He looked at me and then at my grip on her and then back at me, a question in his eyes. 

“I’m arresting her and charging her with ‘Accessory After the Fact’. Bag this stuff while I search her.” I pointed at the stuff on the desk. The folder I’d seen the day before was still in the same spot. I pointed to it, “Bag that file folder too.” 

“That’s personal stuff in there!”

“Personal to whom, Kelly?”

“I’m not saying anything else until I talk to a lawyer.”

I read her, her rights and then I had the duty sergeant take over. She could sit in booking and then in holding and cool her heels for a little while until I figured out what was really going on.

Ethan Funk was having his third go around of the week in an interrogation room. This time, he had me again instead of his erstwhile accomplice.

“I ain’t waiving my rights no more Sheriff. I’m only going to deal with my lawyer from now on.”

“That’s fine. I just thought you’d want to know that I’ve charged Kelly Rice, the detective whom you spoke with yesterday with “Aiding and Abetting After the Fact and placed her under arrest. Similar charges will be added to the charges pending against you.”

All of the color drained from Funk’s face. For a minute, I thought he might pass out. When he finally spoke he could barely choke out words, “What...how...”

“She’s on video Ethan instructing you not to answer her questions. She broke the law and she’s going to pay for that and so will you and anyone else that she helped.”

“What do you want to know? I’ll tell you anything I can, I swear! I don’t want to make this any worse!”

Chapter 30 – Beans


Thursday Afternoon, June 5th, 2014

Shane Harding, a Deputy DA and I were sitting in interrogation with Ethan Funk and his lawyer. An exhausted but still ready for a fight Shane was scribbling notes furiously as Funk spilled the beans about everything he could think of. I interjected questions now and again to steer the flow of information pouring out of him. 

“Sticks – Levi, he recruited me. He said he worked for this guy that made a little ‘shine that needed it run and that if I did good at that, I could get a cut of some other stuff too.”

“What sort of other stuff?” I asked.

“He has a grow operation and he makes some harder core stuff. Sticks is his distributor for all of it and he has some dealers under him.”

“Have you seen those growing or manufacturing operations?

“The growing stuff...well, sort of.”

“Define ‘sort of’.”

“It’s underground. We get around everywhere on quads. The only time I was ever inside, we drove around in the woods in what seemed like circles for a while and then we stopped and they put a sack over my head and walked me into the grow site. We walked at least 10 minutes. They did the same thing walking me out.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“Sticks and the dealer.”

“You don’t have any idea where the grow site is?”

“Not a clue.”

“Is the still underground too?”

“Naw, that’s too dangerous.” 

“But you do know where it is?”

“For now, yeah, if they ain’t moved it since ya’ll have had me in here. It ain’t big. Sticks says they move it if the heat gets too close to findin’ it. He says they usually move it a couple of times a season. They keep camo nets up over it. It’s pretty hard to see when it ain’t running.”

“Where was it the last time you picked up product?”

“On a little stream, pretty close to Blue Rock or maybe even just inside of Blue Rock.”

“Let’s talk about the dealer. Who is he?”

“Sticks...er...Levi, calls him Killer.”

“Killer? Who did he kill?” Could it really be this easy?

Funk chuckled briefly, “Sticks says it’s short for killer bees. The guy keeps bees. Sticks is allergic so he says that to him that they’re killer bees.”

“You don’t know his real name?”

“No, I really don’t. I swear!”

“Have you heard him called anything besides ‘Killer’?”

“Boss. That’s it.”

“How about a name like, say, Ryan?”

Funk shook his head. The name didn’t seem to register with him at all.

“Okay, can you describe him?”

“Older than me – 40s maybe. White. Long brown hair...keeps it in a braid most of the time. Wears glasses. Always wears camouflage clothes. Ain’t never seen him in anything other than pants and long sleeves...weird...he’s just really different.” He shrugged.

“Different how?”

“I really can’t explain it. The dude is just odd.”

“If we show you a photo lineup, are you willing to indicate to us if he is in it?”

Funk looked at his attorney who nodded at him. “Yes.” Shane left the interrogation room to get the photos.

“Has Sticks worked for this guy, the dealer, long?”

“A few years at least. They have some sort of family connection.”

“Are they brothers, cousins...?”

“I don’t rightly know.”

“Anything else you want to tell us?”

Funk looked at his attorney. The suit turned left and leaned toward his client, “You’ve said this much. If you know anything else, you might as well tell them everything.”

The ‘shine runner swallowed hard, “You can’t ride quads though Blue Rock. We have to get to the still site and the grow site too I guess by going through private property. Killer has people watching for the guy that owns the property and for his hands and other people. He doesn’t want anyone getting too close to his businesses as he calls them. He says the people ‘what own the land we’re using took it from a guy that actually stole it from his father. He thinks the land should be his and that he’ll do whatever it takes to protect what’s rightfully his.”

I sat back. “Ethan, have you heard the name Dallas Granger before?”

Funk shrugged again. “Doesn’t ring a bell.” He looked at his attorney. 

The suit said, “If you know the name, tell them.”

“That’s just it, I really don’t. Should I?” He looked from me to Shane who was studying him hard and then back to me.

“He’s an oil field worker that was murdered. We believe the boss, ‘Killer’ killed him or is responsible for ordering his death because maybe the people that were watching the property for Killer decided he was a little too close to something for comfort or maybe he actually found something while he was out doing his job.”

Funk looked genuinely shocked, “You think he actually killed someone?”

“Or had him killed, yes.”

“I didn’t do it and I don’t know nothin’ bout that, really I don’t!”

“Relax Ethan; we know you didn’t kill him.” I looked at the Deputy DA and then nodded toward Funks’ attorney. “We picked Ethan up for OVI early Friday morning. Granger wasn’t killed until Friday afternoon.” I addressed Funk again, “We’re curious though to know if you heard anything about anyone sticking their nose in where Killer thought it didn’t belong before you got picked up?”

Funk just shook his head no. His attorney stepped in, “I think my client has told you everything that he knows. If that’s all, we’d like to discuss the terms of a plea agreement...”

Shane came back into the room. 

“Hold on just a minute,” I said. “He agreed to look at a photo lineup.”

Funk nodded his assent. Shane laid eight photos of similar looking men out on the table in front of him. The Deputy DA and I looked on as he picked the photo of Ryan McClarnan out of the lineup without hesitation.

###

“Dana, it’s Mel. Listen, I’m really sorry to call you at work but I need a little help that you may be able to give me. Is this a bad time?”

“No, not at all. You’re fine. What do you think I’ll be able to help you with?”

“Billy Bob McClarnan is a prisoner at the Big Sandy United States Penitentiary in Kentucky. I’m scheduled to see him Saturday morning...the day after tomorrow...”

“Umm, okay...”

“I can’t seem to lay my hands on his federal case file. I really need to know what I’m dealing with before I go waltzing in there on Saturday and end up making a fool out of myself. Can you help me?”

“Mel honestly, I can try, but this is really short notice and I’m going to have to call in a favor or two, to be blunt.”

“Dana, you know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. I’ve chased every other lead I had down the same rabbit hole but I just can’t get a GPS fix on the hole.” I knew she would know what I meant without me giving anything away if our conversation was being recorded by the powers that be at the U.S. Customs and Border Protection Service.

“I know. I’ll see what I can do. What info can you give me?”

“He’s a prisoner under the name Billy Bob McClarnan. The sparse records of his trial and conviction that I can find show that he was sentenced in 1975 for killing an ATF agent some time in 1974. He would have been about 25 when he was locked up.” That’s it. That’s all I have.”

“That isn’t much. I’ll see what I can find and, Crane?”

“Yes?”

“You’re going to owe me for this!”

“Roger! Thanks Rossi!”

###

Duty Day’s End

Thursday, June 5th, 2014

“Sheriff, some big money mouthpiece from Columbus has been calling here every 20 minutes or so asking if Kelly Rice has been charged yet. He’s becoming a royal pain.”

“We have 48 hours to charge her. Any word on that video sound enhancement?”

Holly sighed. “IT is working on it but they need a little more time.”

“IT?” I winced.

“The other option is to send it to the crime lab in Columbus. That will take even longer.”

“Well then her high dollar lawyer that she shouldn’t even have been allowed to call yet is just going to have to wait. We just made some strides with Funk in exchange for a plea deal but nothing he said implicated her beyond his word that she told him not to talk in interrogation and he would be rewarded. We’ll get a sworn statement out of that but I want to know what her full connection to the whole shooting match is.”

“Gotcha Sheriff.”

“Who’s her attorney anyway?”

“A guy in private practice, Boswell Bates, Esquire,” Holly read from a note on her desk.

“That weenie? He is a pain in the ass!” I thought for a minute, “He’s also on the high end of steep. How does she plan to pay him on a former cops’ salary?”

“Mel, you didn’t already fire her did you? That could come back to bite you in the butt!”

“I didn’t have to. She quit and I accepted her resignation.”

Chapter 31 – Soft Evidence


Thursday Evening, June 5th, 2014

Dana was late getting home. She’d called and said she was on the way and that she had something for me that was going to cost me pizza and beer and whatever else she could get out of me. If she had what I hoped she did, I didn’t mind any cost that she decided to extract from me.

I called Kasey over at the pizza shop and ordered a large with everything since it would be just Dana and I. The kids didn’t like anything but meat on their pizza but they were spending the night at the farm and Kris wouldn’t be home until almost ten. I went over and picked it and a six pack of Bud Light up.

When she pulled in, I was waiting for her at the front door, frosty mug in hand. She laughed and waggled the crutch on her good side at me in a mock attempt at bludgeoning.

“I’m glad to see that whatever you had to go through to bring me whatever it is you have wasn’t too bad.”

“Melissa....Melissa Crane, you have no idea!”

“Raye.”

“Huh?”

“Raye...that’s my middle name. Obviously you wanted to use it to call me out.”

“Well then, Melissa Raye Crane, you owe me! The pizza I smell and that beer in your hand are just the start.” 

“Let’s eat first and just enjoy the food in peace. You can show me what you have and extract further payment later.”

“In peace?”

“We’re alone. The kids are at the farm and Kris won’t be here until her usual time on a work night.”

“I see. Lead on then; take me to pizza.” Dana had a huge smile on her face. I couldn’t hide one myself.

We ate on the deck enjoying the evening, the beer and each other’s company. Once we were finished and we’d taken the remnants of our meal inside, Dana said, “There’s a file box on my passenger seat that I can’t carry. Why don’t you go and get that and bring it in here.” She took a seat at the kitchen table while I played fetch. 

When I got back, I placed the case file box in front of her and started to take a seat. She looked at me pointedly, “We don’t have this here. It never left the federal court house, got it?”

I nodded. 

“Do you have gloves on your belt or in your go bag?”

“Of course.” I went and got them and put a pair on.

“I officially requisitioned this so my fingerprints are expected to be on it. I’m just playing it safe with yours.” 

She opened the lid and reached inside. “Billy Bob was tried at the Federal Court House in Columbus. BCI out of Columbus actually headed up the investigation into the ATF agent’s murder since murder isn’t ATFs specialty. This is a copy of the original case file from the lead investigator that worked the case.” She handed me a slim case file folder.

I leafed through the file. “You’re kidding me, right?” She shook her head. “This is it? This is his whole file?”

“So it would appear.”

“What else is in the box?”

“A copy of the court transcript and some things that were entered into evidence. The trial only took a couple of days. The transcript isn’t lengthy.” 

She handed me the transcript. It was under 300 pages. I’d seen short trials for misdemeanor offenses that had longer transcripts. 

“Well that’s pretty underwhelming for a federal murder trial. What was submitted for evidence?”

“The transcript says he was strangled and stabbed. There’s a piece of twisted steel wire here that was used as the garrote and then left with the body.” Dana held up a double bagged coil of wire with obvious blood evidence staining both the wire and the bag. I took it from her and looked at it closely.

The dried blood was flaking off the twisted wire but there were obvious brown spots still along it that were blood and not rust. One of the wire ends was clearly visible. It was jagged like it had been cut in haste. I peered through the doubled up plastic evidence bags at it. I thought I could see brown blood spots on the cut end. 

“Dana, look at this end and tell me what you see” I held the bag up under the overhead light and pointed at the end.

“It looks like all of the rest of the dried blood.”

“But, is it like all of the rest? Could it be the killer’s from trying to hold it there and not the victims?”

“Oh, I see your point.”

“Mom said most people thought Billy Bob was framed. These files would certainly indicate a thorough investigation wasn’t conducted. Think about it...there was no such thing as DNA evidence in 1975. That didn’t come along until well into the ‘80s.”

“You’re saying the blood on the end might not belong to the victim or to Billy Bob and that could prove he wasn’t the murderer?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“How on earth do we prove that?”

“At this point we don’t, but I use the possibility that DNA evidence exists that could exonerate him to get him to talk when I go to see him on Saturday.”

“So that’s a done deal, huh? There’s no other way to get to his son?”

“Oh believe me, we’re trying. Chips keep falling but nothing has fallen so far that can help me find him and now, I have new information about his operations that make me really want to nail him where he lives and take the whole thing down.” 

Dana was putting the stuff back into the box when I thought of something, “Hey, hold up. Does that transcript give Billy Bob’s address or last known address?”

“You don’t think I’d have already looked? You don’t know my investigative mind that well do you? It’s the first thing I checked. It’s listed as unknown.”

“Drat! Oh, and sorry. I didn’t mean to imply you aren’t a top notch investigator. The thought just popped into my head and...”

“Flattery will get you nowhere. Now then, why don’t you get this box back to the car and then join me in the den? You have an aching back and leg to rub and, if you’re good at that, I might let you rub some other things too.”

Chapter 32 – Big Sandy


Early Saturday Morning, June 7th, 2014

I left the house and a sleeping Dana at 3:30 AM. The kids were staying out at the farm at least through the weekend and Kris had gone over to spend the night with her boyfriend after she got off work. 

We’d had the house to ourselves all night but rather than do anything crazy or forbidden to us when anyone else was there, we just tried to relax. I was keyed up about my visit with Billy Bob at Big Sandy and Dana was wiped out from her week.

I’d given Shane Friday off since there wasn’t much we could accomplish short of tromping an Army through the forest on a suicide mission. He was going to keep an eye on the Peddler’s Market today and see if McClarnan turned up to sell his honey. He and a patrol deputy would attempt another tail if he showed. I didn’t hold much hope there.

I don’t know what Ryan McClarnan knows about our investigation into the Dallas Granger murder but, after hearing the enhanced audio tape confirm what Ethan Funk had sworn Kelly Rice said to him, I figured she was somehow playing for the bad guys and McClarnan was probably onto us.

The U.S. Penitentiary was a four hour drive away. I didn’t relish making an eight hour round trip drive in a day all alone on a beautiful Summer Saturday but I was running out of options. I just hoped for payoff for my trouble. I’d thought about bringing Dana along for company but she really needed the rest and she wouldn’t be authorized to do the prison visit with me anyway.

I’d given myself plenty of time to get to Big Sandy but my mind was churning so fast that I was passing the long line of visitors sleeping in their cars, waiting to get into the prison to visit their loved ones before I even knew it. I was early for my own purposes but glad that I didn’t have to wait behind all of them since I was here on official business. 

Once it was after 8:00 AM, I checked in with the prison administration as I’d been instructed to do. A matronly guard led me to an interview room not far from the main visitors’ area. She marveled that I’d come to see McClarnan. According to her no one, professional or otherwise, had been there to see him since the prison had opened in ’03 and he was transferred in. 

I took a seat and waited for them to bring him in. Soon it would be 8:30 and the masses who were now lining up for security checks would start being let into the visitors area. I wondered how McClarnan would react to being pulled over to this building after years without any sort of visitor at all.

It wasn’t long before the questions playing through my mind were answered. McClarnan was escorted in without shackles or cuffs and wearing the jumpsuit of a trustee about ten minutes later. 

Billy Bob looked every minute of his 65 years and more. An adult life spent primarily in prison hadn’t been kind to him. 

He looked me up and down.

“Mr. McClarnan, I’m Sheriff Crane from Muskingum County, Ohio.”

McClarnan turned to his escort. “Take me back to my cell. You people know I don’t want any visitors and I sure ain’t talking to no cops.”

“Billy you just simmer down. She’s here on official business. You probably ought to at least here what she has to say.” 

“McClarnan stared through me. “Is this about my son?” 

“Well, yes.” 

“He’s not waiting out there to see me is he? He came here trying to see me 20 some years ago. I didn’t want him to see me in here in control of the man then and I don’t want him to see me in here now.”

“No Mr. McClarnan; Ryan isn’t waiting to see you.” 

“He alive?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then the only reason you’re here is because he’s in some kind of trouble. I don’t have a damn clue why you would think you should come and see me about that!”

We were still standing. “Would you please take a seat for a few minutes and I’ll do my best to explain it?”

McClarnan muttered, “I don’t know why I bother,” as he shuffled in his prison slippers toward the chair opposite me. His escort took up a position near the door.

I could see I had my work cut out for me. Forty years in prison hadn’t softened McClarnan’s still massive disdain for law enforcement. He probably wasn’t going to be inclined to help me at all to ferret out his son but I had to try. I threw offering him the chance at his own freedom using DNA evidence out the window. He definitely wasn’t the carrot and stick type.

“Sir, the reason...”

“Don’t you go callin’ me sir. You don’t give a damn about being polite to me. We both know you want something. You just talk and if I want to tell you what you want to know, I’ll tell you.

“Fair enough.” I launched into my story, “A little over a week ago an oil field worker reported to his employer that he suspected moonshine was being made on heavily forested property that belonged to him. I was called to investigate. The worker has since been murdered but, before he died, he implicated your son as his killer.”

Billy Bob interrupted. “My boy is no more of a killer than I am. I was framed all those years ago and now you’re framing him too! I’ve already heard enough!” He stood up. The guard came .forward. 

I stood too. “Sit down Mr. McClarnan! We’re not finished yet!”

Shocked, Billy Bob sat.

“A dying man directly implicated your son in his death.” That wasn’t the complete truth but I was the only one on earth who knew that. “Since that time, we’ve received evidence that your son is, in fact, manufacturing and distributing moonshine in the area where the murder victim thought that he was. The victim, incidentally, was a toddler when you were sent up. He was just a year or two older than your son. He doesn’t know anything about you and he has no ties to the past.”

McClarnan was defiant. “Go on.”

“We also have evidence that your son has an underground marijuana growing operation and, quite possibly, an operation either manufacturing or importing other illegal drugs. We’re still working on that part but we do have evidence that drugs and toxins supplied by Ryan were responsible for the death of another man and the attempted murder of a woman.” Again, I was playing a little loose with the concrete facts but I could see that I was getting through.

“What do you want me to do about all of this? I haven’t seen or spoken to the boy in more than 40 years. He was an infant when his grandfather sent him away; not even a year old.”

“We can’t get to Ryan, Mr. McClarnan. He’s hiding out in those woods you used to run in all those years ago. We need to find him. Surely you can understand that he needs to answer to the murder charge?” 

“Let the boy be! If he really did do this, and you probably can’t prove it, then I’m already paying for his crime. I didn’t kill that ATF agent back then. If Ryan killed that oil man now, then the McClarnan’s are all squared up with the man.”

I shook my head, “It just doesn’t work that way. Look, Ryan may be innocent. The only way to find out is to let the system work.”

“Fuck the system! It didn’t do shit for me!”

“Times have changed Billy. We have DNA evidence capabilities now that we didn’t have when you were convicted in 1975. We have the killer’s DNA. If it’s not a match with Ryan’s, he’ll be exonerated.”

“Guys have gotten out of here because DNA cleared them. There was evidence kept from my case. Could they get DNA from that?”

“It depends on what they have and the condition that it’s in after 40 years.” 

“But it is possible?”

“Yes.”

“And so the deal is, if I tell you how to find my son, you’ll help me?”

“Well it’s possible that I can help you, yes, but I didn’t come here to cut you a deal.”

“I’m just trying to get this straight; if I sell my boy up the river I get the chance to get out of here?”

“Mr. McClarnan, if you don’t help us to find Ryan, we’ll still find him. It’s only a matter of time.”

Billy Bob looked down at the table and stared at it for several long seconds. When he finally looked up he looked at the guard, “I need to stand and stretch my legs for a minute boss.” The guard nodded. McClarnan got up and backed away from the table and then stretched himself. He paced the floor for a couple of minutes and then he finally sat back down. 

“You weren’t even alive in 1975, were you?”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“It was the height of the ‘shine season. Me and my partner, we were ‘running day and night with our little still. No one had heard of no kind of ‘ATF’ back then. They were new. The only law we worried about was the Sheriff...like you...only back then, only men could be Sheriff and that guy was a worthless piece of shit. We paid him off in ‘shine.”

He paused but I just waited for him to continue. I was sensing a breakthrough and I didn’t want to lose him.

“I was in the woods workin’ when they say that agent was killed. I didn’t know nothin’ bout nothin’ till I come out of the woods and all kinds of hell broke loose. That old Sheriff I’d been payin’ off for the past few years arrested me and turned me over to the feds. I wouldn’t rat out my partner so I had no alibi. I was railroaded through a so called trial and sent to the Ohio Pen. When that closed, they moved me around for a while and then I landed here.”

“Brietland wanted me gone. He probably tipped ATF and then set the agent what come out up. He wasn’t above arranging a murder to get what he wanted. Hell, he was rich enough to pay off every cop, judge and juror for miles around. I didn’t have a prayer. I’m lucky I didn’t get the chair. Sometimes though I think that might have been better than life inside...”

“I shouldn’t be here and Brietland, if the old bastard is still alive, should have to pay!”

“He’s alive Mr. McClarnan and I can push to have your case reopened but I need a little help. Ryan needs to be his own man and face up to the murder charge against him.”

He was quiet for several long minutes. Finally, he said simply, “What do you need from me?”

“Can you tell me how to find your old cabin?”

“You can’t possibly be serious. That cabin is long gone.”

“Did Brietland have it removed?”

“Brietland? Hell no! I burned it down myself so he couldn’t have it. After he took my son and he sent Callie away, there wasn’t any point to leaving anything else around that he could take.” 

I sighed. “That leaves me right back at square one then.”

“Not so fast on your part now Sheriff. I burned the cabin but I bet I know where Ryan is.”

“How do you know?”

“You said he has an underground grow operation right?”

“Yes.”

“That means that he’s found my secret moonshine storage vault and, by the sounds of it, he’s expanded it quite a bit.”

He had my full attention, “Vault?”

“Yes, I dug it from under the cabin. It joined a natural tunnel that led to a cave that was accessed just across a run off of Buffalo Fork from a dirt road. I reinforced the tunnel and we used it to move ‘shine to and from the vault. Burning the cabin down didn’t do anything to the vault or to the tunnel. He’s probably holed up in the vault.”

“Could the cave and tunnel be what’s housing the growing operation?”

“I doubt it. The mouth of the cave was pretty good sized but I filled it in over a little time and let it grow over to hide the entrance. Just past the mouth and all the way up to the vault was narrow and dark, barely wide enough for a man to pass through. It was really just a tunnel then. If he’s using any of that, he’s expanded it a lot.”

Chapter 33 –  Coon Ridge


Early Saturday afternoon, June 7th, 2014

I checked out of Big Sandy and headed home. I had a lot to think about and four hours of driving ahead of me to do it.

Things had changed a lot since Billy Bob was running around on the land that now belonged to the Quinns. The dirt road he remembered was likely an access road back then that’s now either overgrown or a part of a State Route or county road.

There are a few creek runs in the Buffalo Fork area but most of those are pretty small creeks these days. They tend to dry up in the heat of summer. On the other hand, if Ryan McClarnan was keeping his still site close to the vault or the growing operations, then some of the runs might have enough of a flow to be his fresh water supply from springtime when the trees started to leaf to hide his still operations into July when they started to dry up. You can’t make moonshine without fresh water. You can’t grow marijuana without water for that matter either.

As I drove, I continued to think about the area. I remembered that the little clearing where I’d seen the beehives was east of the area where Jones dropped McClarnan off and maybe a mile north of Boggs Creek. Boggs was a decently flowing creek most of the year that ran through Quinn land and into Coon Ridge, the northernmost area of the Blue Rock State Forest.

The more I thought about it, the more I was convinced that everything McClarnan was involved in had to be in the Coon Ridge area. The moonshine coming from his still had to be transported from somewhere. Westcrest Road was close enough to the hive site and to the creek that if a still was in the area, Ryan and crew weren’t hauling product far through the forest to a drop off point or a waiting vehicle. The only question was, what could Dallas Granger have seen from his vantage points going out to service the wells? 

I called Shane Harding. He told me that McClarnan hadn’t appeared at the peddlers market and I told what I’d learned from Billy Bob. We concluded together that we’d have to gather all of the available intel and the Special Response Team and send them into the Coon Ridge area on Monday to root him out. 

It was mid-afternoon by the time I drove back into Morelville. It was so nice out, I decided I’d see if Dana wanted to go for a drive up to Dillon Lake or over to Senecaville Lake. We could get some dinner and maybe stay somewhere to make an evening of it. Neither of us had to be anywhere else until Monday.

I parked my duty SUV beside her car. We’d have to take it on our drive if she wanted to go. My new truck was parked at the station where I’d left it Friday evening since I’d planned to take my official vehicle down to Big Sandy and back. 

I let myself into the house through the side door like I always do. Inside, it was quiet. Kris was apparently still gone. I called out, “Dana?” but there was no response. I walked to the sliding door and looked out on the deck. She wasn’t out there. Maybe she’s in the bathroom...

I went into the den. The bed was unmade but Dana wasn’t in it and the bathroom was empty; the door standing open. A sense of foreboding hit me hard when I realized that her crutches were leaning within arm’s reach of the shower stall. Her car was here and her crutches were here but she wasn’t. 

My cops’ intuition was telling me something was very wrong while my brain was trying to tell me that everything was probably fine. Nausea welled up from my stomach as I tried to call her cell phone. There was no response. I called it again. This time, someone took the call but said nothing. My fear bubbled over. Another attempt to call her phone rolled right to her voicemail. Whoever had half answered her cell before had turned it off so that it couldn’t be tracked. 

I didn’t need to track it. I knew who had Dana and why. I just needed to get there before it was too late.

###

It had taken nearly three hours to get to the station, contact and assemble the SRT team and brief them, arrange ground support from my own patrol units and to arrange air and ground support from BCI. I prayed during all of that time that Dana was still alive and unharmed.

Shane had come in too. He wasn’t part of the SRT but he would ride with me and we’d go in behind them once they rooted out McClarnan’s hiding place. When I called him, I told him what my real relationship to Dana was. He’d come in for moral support. He was the only one on the force besides Holly that knew the whole story.

It was nearly 6:00 PM by the time everyone rolled toward Blue Rock. We had a few hours of daylight left. 

BCI investigators hit the home of Levi Jones straight away while SRT and another team of BCI agents took up positions around Coon Ridge and prepared to stage a sweeping ground search. No one was at home at the Jones residence. All indications were that he’d been there but left in haste because he’d left his truck there, the house wide open and drugs and drug paraphernalia everywhere but he was nowhere to be found. I suspected he’d eventually turn up wherever we found McClarnan. 

They have to know that this isn’t going to end well for them...I just hope it doesn’t end badly  for Dana...

The SRT and BCI investigators on the ground were working toward the center of the target area at Coon Ridge from all directions. Those going overland from the open land on the Quinn side first took the time to evacuate both Quinn families. After they’d got wind of the warning from Ethan Funk that McClarnan had eyes along the wood line, they didn’t want to take a chance on anyone from either family getting hurt.

The Quinn side team had air support to watch for wood line snipers. My gut told me McClarnan didn’t have any men out there willing to pull a trigger for him against another human aside from maybe Levi Jones. His dealers weren’t separatists like him or even gang bangers like in the bigger cities. They were guys looking to make a buck or two to buy beer and chew and maybe to put a few dollars in the collection plate on Sunday. They’d kill for meat or to protect their families but not because someone told them to just to protect himself.

Shane and I were sitting in my county SUV in a staging area off of Coon Ridge Road. The teams were methodically working through the area looking for any outcropping that could contain the mostly concealed mouth of the cave. Finding that would be far easier than finding the entrance to the vault where the men were probably holed up with Dana. Since that was under the original cabin before Billy Bob burned it down, it would be flat to the ground and very easy to conceal. 

In theory it would be easier. Reality is that a huge team has been out here for 30 minutes and no one has reported back to the mission commanders from SRT and BCI about finding a thing yet...

I looked at Shane. He was listening to ever blip of the radios the two commanders had. He felt my eyes on him and he turned to look at me.  

“Where’s your head at right now Sheriff?”

“Shane, what if I’m completely wrong about the area? What if this vault is miles from here?”

“It’s not. It’s here because this is the only area that makes logical sense. Keep your head up.  They’re going to find it.” 

“What if they find it too late?”

The SRT commander’s radio crackled to life. “Tracker found a still chief.”

The team chief responded, “Comb the area.”

“Roger, out.”

My eyes grew wide, “They found his still!”

“See! Keep the faith. These guys are good. You picked a couple of the SRT folks yourself over the past year. You know what they can do.”

“Tracker’s getting a gold medal if he sniffs out the cave or vault.” 

Seth “Tracker” Hanes was one of my deputies. My predecessor, Sheriff Carter, had actually convinced him to join the SRT team. He’d honed his skills hunting over a lifetime and he was more talented than most bloodhounds although a pair of those and a drug sniffing dog were also in the mix tonight.

We waited several more minutes in silence, just listening, but no more reports were immediately forthcoming. 

“Let’s say they find the mouth of the cave Shane; then what? They could be walking into an ambush. This is a no win situation.” 

Shane just shook his head. He probably didn’t know what to say to me. I sank into despair. I didn’t want to lose Dana and I didn’t want to lose any of the men out there either.

The minutes stretched into an hour without us hearing anything else at all. The sun was starting to sink below the horizon. In another hour, we’d be faced with total darkness and a much more dangerous situation for the search teams.

I stepped out of the vehicle to stretch. While I walked a little to work the kinks out I caught site of two men hightailing it up the road together with a bloodhound. They were from the BCI team. Both team chiefs stepped out to greet them.

One man started talking, “Red tracked the scent of Levi Jones to a dead stop. He was alerting on the spot, so I pulled him out. We think we’ve got the entry to the vault.”

“Can you get in?” I asked.

“No Sheriff. It’s too risky. We’re not sure how close to the entry they are. If they’re close they’ve heard Red and they’ll be waiting for us. Maybe knowing we’re up there though will flush them the other way and out of the cave.”

I bristled, “They haven’t found the cave entrance yet.” I eyeballed the two men.

“They will. Either way they try to come out, we’ll nail them Sheriff.”

The men loaded the dog into his kennel, checked their equipment and then went back the way they came. 

About 20 minutes passed after the two BCI men left to go back to their colleagues at the vault entrance before a voice broke the silence over the radio. “We’ve got the cave mouth chief.”

“Oh my God!” I was shaking. 

The voice over the radio gave the coordinates.

The two commanders mounted up in their shared vehicle. We followed behind them. We’d all get as close as we could by four wheel drive truck and then walk the rest of the way in. 

We were stopped a few minutes later by a team member who stepped from out of denser woods to greet us. He said we’d have to go about 600 yards on foot. 

We walked single file, several yards apart for the next 15 minutes. We were picking our way through the dense forest slowly and as quietly as possible. Shane and I both carried rifles but we would not be the ones to breech the entrance and try to take the tunnel and vault. We were carrying for our own protection and to lay down fire for the team if needed. 

I was next to the last with Shane behind me. Everyone in front of me stopped so I did too. Slowly we crept forward again and were directed left and right and cautioned to keep low and be quiet. A low rock outcropping was in front of us After several long minutes that seemed like an eternity, SRT and BCI team members approached the entrance and went through. One after another, six men went into the mouth of the cave until only the two commanders and the two of us remained. 

The SRT chief moved forward to the cave. He flattened himself against one side of the entrance and keyed his mike once, briefly. A low answering tone came back. He nodded to the rest of us to follow and he went in. The BCI chief went next and I followed him. 

We entered in total darkness but there was light coming from somewhere up ahead of us. After a couple of minutes of creeping through the dark the air changed and became warmer. We rounded a slight bend and came into the light.

I was standing in the entrance to the largest grow room I had ever seen. Trays of plants stretched more than a football field away. Everything was irrigated and lighted for year round growing. What the hell is powering all of this?

An SRT team member was taking photos to document what we were seeing. We were urged on by another man toward a narrow opening at the other end of the room. The original tunnel must have been widened out to form the grow room. The opening we were headed toward I assumed must be what must have remained of the tunnel that lead toward the vault. 

Four men were massed to go forward. The guy taking photographs and a guard would stay back. The first four men would enter the vault and subdue the occupants. The remaining four of us would enter behind them. If McClarnan and whoever was in there with him were flushed out, the men overhead would pick them up. I crossed my fingers and hoped for the best.

Things went from just slightly more than calm and ultra-silent with the toss of a disorienting flash-bang. The four men rushed forward, guns out front and barking orders. 

Shane put one hand on my shoulder. I took a deep breath and blew it out. There was a lot of shouting and noise coming from ahead of us. It was confusing and concerning and waiting was killing me.

The SRT commander was shouting into his radio. The response back advised him to advance with caution.

We moved forward again through a framed out doorway, a small hallway and another framed door that actually had an open steel fire door that had been breached to swing open into a cavern room of about 20x20. Sitting on the floor in the middle of the room with their hands on their heads were a very drunk Levi Jones and Ryan McClarnan. Two of the four entry team members held their guns on them.

I couldn’t see Dana. I looked about the large room frantically. It was a well-lighted drug production lab with portable battery powered lights and oil lamps. I marveled at what it must have taken the men to haul fuel down here constantly for the lamps and to power the generators that were probably somewhere keeping the lights on in the grow room but my first priority was still Dana.

I stepped forward and got in front of McClarnan. “Where is she?”

He laughed. 

“I said, where is she?” I was yelling and he was still laughing.

“How does it feel Sheriff to have something taken away that you love?” McClarnan cackled loudly. “I may be going to jail but you and your girlfriend are going to hell!” She’s on her way and you won’t get out of here alive.”

I looked around. The team, other than myself and the two guards, were searching the room. I turned to Jones. “Is she alive? Tell me where she is!”

Jones, in his drunkenness was more loose than belligerent. “Don’t worry, she’s had some good shit man. She isn’t feeling any pain anymore.” He wavered and toppled over. 

The BCI team chief said, “We’ll find her Sheriff. She can’t be far.” He radioed for the remaining bloodhound to be brought in. SRT cuffed the two men and removed them. McClarnan screamed about his rights the entire way out of the vault.  

I didn’t know whether to go back out myself or stay inside. Something just told me Dana was inside this dug out monstrosity.

A hatch opened overhead. A BCI team member climbed down through what must have been the original vault entry from the cabin. He was soon followed by another and then a third. The room began to feel suffocating. I was in distress and I had to leave. 

I went into the hallway and back out into the grow room. The bloodhound handler had arrived and released his dog from the other end of the room. He started sniffing rapidly in my direction but then he diverted right and ran up a different aisle. His handler followed carrying one of Dana’s shirts. I stood and watched the dog and prayed. 

The hound went to the end of the row and then over one further. It rounded the end and alerted on what my mother would call a gardener’s box. The handler and I both converged on it quickly. It was locked with an ancient padlock. The handler began to bash it with the heel of his boot but it wouldn’t give.

Why is it locked? I ran quickly back into the vault and looked for something to break the lock with. There was nothing. I went back out, ejected the magazine out of my rifle and used the butt to hammer away at the lock. Adrenaline coursed through me. The lock finally cracked and I ripped it away. I was too afraid to lift the lid. The BCI agent did it for me. 

Dana, broken and bruised, lay in the box. I collapsed to my knees. “Dana! Dana, talk to me! Dana!”

“I’ve got a pulse but it’s pretty weak. Sheriff, we have to get her out of here.” It was the BCI agent talking, drawing me out of my shock. We both called out for help and when it came, we lifted Dana free of what was meant to be her tomb.

Chapter 34 – Denouement


Sunday Evening, June 8th, 2014

Dana was back at Genesis again but sitting up in bed and smiling. She was battered and bruised but she was alive and happy to be that way. She’d been heavily drugged and left in that box for dead. 

“I’m happy to be alive but I’m real tired of this hospital.”

“I know babe. We’ll have you out of here as soon as possible. I just feel so bad. I should have never left you alone yesterday.”

“Mel, I don’t seem to be very lucky hanging around Morelville but those two kidnapping me is not your fault. I don’t know what they were thinking.”

“Let’s not even go there.” 

“How did they know about me? What tipped them?”

“I can answer that. It wasn’t what but whom.” Shane Harding walked into the room carrying the Sunday Edition of the Columbus Dispatch. “Here, check out the Engagement Announcements.” 

Halfway down the first column was an announcement of the engagement of Noland Troutman III, the outside candidate for Sheriff, to former Muskingum County Sheriff’s Detective Kelly Rice.
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Prologue

Mel kissed me goodbye softly before she crept out of the house in the pre-dawn hours. She didn’t know I was awake...I couldn’t sleep. I was worried about her going all the way down to the Big Sandy Federal Penitentiary to talk to a lifer on a long shot to get the information she needed to find his own son, Ryan McClarnan, and arrest him for his crimes. I’ve been in supermax prisons before – not a place you want to make a habit of visiting. She’d never been inside any jail but the Muskingum County jail that she operates as the County Sheriff. Supermax penitentiaries are a beast. The first time I’d ever interviewed a convict in one, it was perspective changing.

No one else was home. Kris, Mel’s twin sister, had stayed the night with her boyfriend and Kris’s teenagers, Beth and Cole, were staying out at the family farm with their grandparents.

I got up and wandered into the family room on my crutches. I flipped channels on the TV for a while but nothing stuck. I’m not much of a TV person anyway and at 4:00 AM on a Saturday, long winded infomercials seemed to rule the airwaves. I turned the box off after a frustrating half hour.

I went back into Mel’s den. She’d so graciously turned it into my bedroom while I was recuperating from the shooting incident that messed up my leg and botched up my life for a while on my last assignment. She’d said I could use her laptop and I decided to take her up on it. It was a bit of a trick to maneuver on crutches behind the desk she’d had to move to allow the sofa bed to be pulled out but, once I was back there, I planted myself for a while. I surfed the news sites and read all of the articles that caught my fancy. 

While I sat and read, the room started to brighten. The sun was coming up in the shaded window behind me. I pulled the blind slats apart and gazed outside. It was shaping up to be a beautiful day. 

As I stretched, I contemplated trying to sleep for just a bit since it was still early but I was pretty keyed up. Instead, I opted to partake of a nice, warm shower to get the day started off and then to get outside and enjoy the early hours and the beautiful sunshine on the deck. That would be my last pleasant memory of the morning.



Some time while I was in the shower, Ryan McClarnan and his sidekick Levi ‘Sticks’ Jones started working to gain entry to the house. From the bathroom, I heard them at the kitchen window while I was stepping gingerly out of the shower stall, trying not to put any weight on my injured leg. Trouble had come calling and I was defenseless against it. 

After nudging the bathroom door mostly closed, as quickly as I could, I pulled on the underpants and the sweats that I’d brought in with me. As dripping wet as I was, I knew there wasn’t time to wrestle with getting a bra on. I’d no sooner looped my arms through my sweatshirt than the two men were in the den, opening the bathroom door and confronting me. 

McClarnan, still high or drunk or both after a night of partying and carousing, reeked of filth, sweat and alcohol. ‘Sticks’ Jones wasn’t in much better shape. 

Jones reached out and grabbed me by the hand and pulled me out of the bathroom. My bad leg collapsed and I tumbled to the floor and out of his grip. The last thing I remember, before waking up in this God forsaken hospital again, was McClarnan’s foot coming at my face.



Chapter 1 – Manic Monday


Monday Morning, June 9th, 2014

“Dana, I’m sorry but it just isn’t good. You have severe muscle and nerve damage from the shooting. I expected the muscle damage to heal over time and it has been these past few weeks but the nerve stuff is a different animal. Do you remember what we talked about?” 

I stared at Dr. Welle, my orthopedic surgeon, and shuddered at what she was implying. “You said I might never regain all feeling and muscle control.”

“Yes,” she said softly. “There was only a slim chance that you’d come out of your original injury with total unhindered mobility. I expected then, at best, that you would be unable to fully flex your knee and that you might walk with a slight limp. This newest incident has done so much more damage...”

She popped more images from the latest MRI of my leg up on the light box and began pointing out things that concerned her. I zoned out and flashed back to Saturday, the day that was very likely going to ruin the rest of my career with the U.S. Customs and Border Protection Service. 

My mind went back to Saturday morning.

... Jones reached out and grabbed me by the hand and pulled me out of the bathroom. My bad leg collapsed and I tumbled to the floor and out of his grip. The last thing I remember, before waking up in this God forsaken hospital again, was McClarnan’s foot coming at my face.






“Earth to Dana!”

“Oh, I’m sorry doc! You were saying?”

“I’m saying that you can be released today but that you’re going to need to keep weight off of this leg for the next eight to twelve weeks, at a minimum. You can keep your crutches if you promise to always use them or I can put you in a wheelchair; your choice. Those muscles have to have time to recover.”

“Two or three months?” I was in shock.

“Minimum; and frankly, the nerve damage is so extensive now that I’m sorry to say that your mobility is always going to be hindered. It isn’t a question of maybe or possibly anymore. I don’t like to be the bearer of bad news, but there it is.”

I nodded my understanding...another career for me shot to hell, literally.

“I’m putting you off work for the rest of this week and no rehab. In fact, no rehab work for at least the next couple of weeks and you’ll need to schedule a follow-up with me for next Monday.”

Yep, shot to hell.




###



“Do you want to stop somewhere for lunch before we head out of town?” Mel waited for my response. She was driving my own car since it was easier for me to maneuver in and out of it with a bum leg and crutches than it was for me to get in and out of her pickup truck.

I couldn’t seem to form a coherent sentence. I was still trying to get my head wrapped around what my injuries would likely mean for my career and what, if anything, I’d want to do or even be able to do next.

“Dana?”

“Hmm?” I looked at her.

“Look, I know you’ve got a lot on your mind. If you want to talk, I’m here for you – no pressure. Right now, while you’re trying to think things through, you have to take care of yourself. For one thing, you need to eat. I know you probably skipped the hospital breakfast...”  

“Yeah, you’re right. I did. I’m just not hungry right now.”

“Well I am and I know just the place that might help you to change your mind.”

“Mel, I look a fright. I really don’t want to be out in public right now.” She glanced over at me and I saw the tenderness in her eyes. 

“Relax. This place will work out just fine.”

A few minutes later we pulled up near a low, non-descript building situated on a river bank. “What’s this place?”

“It’s Muddy Misers, a Zanesville landmark. We’re early yet, we should be able to get one of the tables behind the building, outside along the river, where we can just relax and soak in a little sun.” I nodded. That didn’t sound too bad.

We trooped behind a college aged server named Bree through a darkened tavern style restaurant to a small patio. Mel chose the table for us that was furthest from the door and then ordered two locally made brews before I could even lean my crutches against the railing and take a seat.

“I probably shouldn’t be drinking with the pain meds...”

“Did you actually take them?”

“Well, no...”

“Then a beer will probably do you some good. It’ll help you relax.”

“We’ve known each other less than two months but you already know what buttons to push!” 

“I’m a cop, a trained observer.” She grinned with that smile that wowed me the first time I met her, what seemed like eons ago. 

“As am I, but I really don’t seem to know a lot about you.” 

“You know more than you think...”

We were interrupted by Bree, the little slip of a blonde server, who was already back with our drinks. “Are you ready to order?”

I hadn’t even picked up the menu. I looked at Mel, “Since you’re so smart, just order me what you think I’ll like.” I was being a smartass but she wasn’t fazed. She placed an order for some sort of house specialty and then the blonde girl was gone leaving us to each other.

“The place isn’t much to look at but the food is good and the beer is cold.”

I took a sip. “Mmm, it’s not only cold it’s actually pretty good too.”

“They brew it right here with water from the Muskingum.” She jerked her head sideways toward the river.

I sputtered and coughed. Mel’s eyes shone with laughter. 

“That isn’t funny!”

“Two can play your little game Ms. Dana!”

I shook my head at her, “Touché.” I wasn’t done with her. I reached out and pulled her beer toward me. “I get this one too. You’re driving!” It was my turn to grin.

She pulled it right back. “I’m only having one and I’m eating. If you think I’m impaired after we eat what we’re about to consume, then you go ahead and make a citizen’s arrest!”

I laughed, “Don’t tempt me!” I leaned back and gazed out at the river. It was a deep shade of tan and running pretty fast. “Why do they call this place Muddy Misers? Is it because the river is so muddy looking?”

“Naw.” Mel shook her head and laughed. “It was actually named after a long ago local who was called that. The river’s muddy now but that’s just from all the spring runoff. You were laid up in the hospital for most of the rainy season here. The water will clear up as we get further into June.” She stared at me with an odd expression but said nothing else. 

I looked back at her, “I hate small talk but I hate awkward silence even more...”

She smiled again. “What would you like to talk about then?”

I shrugged and blew out a breath, “I don’t know. I don’t even know where to begin...”

“How about we just chill out right now and save the heavy stuff for after lunch?” She smiled, “Deal?”

“Deal!”

We spent the next hour enjoying some amazing steaks and talking about silly stuff. Things were actually starting to feel a little bit better for me and to, just maybe, look up.


Chapter 2 – Putnam Hill Park

Early Monday Afternoon, June 9th, 2014



We rolled out of Muddy Misers fatter and happier. I looked at Mel, “Thank you. I really needed that.”

She reached over and took my hand in hers, “I know.”

“We really do need to talk.”

“When you’re ready Dana.”

“I’m ready now but I really don’t want to try to have this conversation with you while you’re driving.”

“No problem.” Mel pulled out of the Misers parking lot and rolled across the street to a little city park. She parked the car within close hobbling distance to a picnic table. I worked my way over to it but, before I could take a seat, she stopped me and pulled me in for a quick hug. 

I jerked back and looked around nervously. “Mel, we shouldn’t! The election...”

“Dana, we’ve talked about this. I told you, I’m already serving as the Sheriff. I’m running for the office officially as me, myself and I.” She tapped her chest, “I am in a relationship with an amazing woman and I’m not going to hide that from the voters of Muskingum County because they may be a little squeamish. If they don’t like it, they can vote for Troutman.” She wrinkled her nose in distaste at the mention of her opponent while at the same time touching her hand to my heart and then she backed off a little and helped me to take a seat. 

“I’m sorry. I just...well, my life is all messed up right now and I don’t want to be messing up yours for you too.”

Mel took a seat opposite of me. “You’re not. Now, talk to me babe; tell me what you’re thinking.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Dr. Welle wants me off work all of this week. I’m to put no weight at all on my left leg. I’m not even to do rehab work.”

“Just a week?” She raised her eyebrows, “That’s not so bad.”

“Oh wait; that’s just the beginning. That’s just time she wants me to be off of work. She sees no rehab for at least a couple of weeks and no weight bearing in my future for eight to twelve weeks and possibly longer.”

“Ouch.”

I shook my head and then looked down at the table.

“I take it there’s more?”

I tried to hold it in but I couldn’t. I started to shake and then to cry and all I wanted to do was stand up and run until I couldn’t run anymore but I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t physically do anything and it was tearing me apart inside.

Mel came around to my side of the table, sat down and wrapped her arms around me. When she leaned her forehead against my face, her slightly spikey black hair tickled my cheek and made me smile through my pain. She isn’t the touchy-feely type so her show of emotional support was both surprising and comforting. I tried to take some strength from her and steel myself to continue our conversation. She pulled back a little and looked at me expectantly.

“Full mobility isn’t in my future,” I said, as tears threatened to fall some more.

“How bad is it?”

“Bad enough that, at minimum, I’m never going to have full knee flexibility and I’ll always walk with a pronounced limp. Beyond that, she doesn’t know at this point. She won’t know until we give the muscles time to heal as far as they’re going to. There may be surgery to repair what doesn’t heal from a muscle perspective but some of the nerve damage is permanent and irreversible.” I took a big gulp of air and ran my hands through my own longish brown hair. 

“You’re worried about your job, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m not worried because I know I’m going to lose it. I’m just wondering how long I’ll have it at all and what the hell I’m going to do once it’s gone.”

“And you’re positive you wouldn’t be able to continue in your present position?”

“Mel, I work undercover a lot. I can’t do that with a pronounced limp that perps will notice and remember.”

She was quiet for what seemed like an eternity but then she put her hands on my shoulders and said, “Dana listen, I know a desk job with Customs has no appeal for you but losing your special agent position doesn’t have to be the end of the line. There are other ways you can do investigations.”

I shrugged free of her gentle grasp, “How? For who? What agency or organization is going to hire me? I’m not going to be mobile and I’ll stand out like a sore thumb on any sort of mission. I don’t want to sit in a chair and do forensic stuff Mel! I like investigative field work.”

“I know, I know, but think about this; you’ve said before that the travel that your job involves wears on you – that you have no place to call home. Why not do things just a bit less strenuously?”

“How?”

She looked directly into my eyes, “Why not go private? You can base yourself in one place and work from there picking and choosing the assignments that you take so you’re not stuck at a desk all of the time but where you’re not under deep cover chasing gang bangers smuggling dope and heaven knows what all else either.”

“You mean be like a private eye?”

“Well, sort of.”

I started to shake my head no. “Baby, I don’t want to be spying on people’s spouses and...”

“Wait; hear me out. Didn’t you tell me once that you were an MP in the Army?”

“Yes.”

“What exactly did you do when you served?”

“We were mobilized for two years out of my four year tour. We did base security and bodyguard type work for generals during the first Gulf War.”

“Did you like that?”

“Yeah, I did. That’s how my whole career path started for me.”

“So when you got out of the Army, what did you do?”

“I went to school and I got into corporate security but...well it’s a long story but I got fired from that job.” I’d only told her a little about my past before going into the Customs Service and becoming a Special Agent.

Mel winced but she didn’t let the admission sidetrack her, “Did you like it?”

“Hell yes. I loved it but I love investigations too.”

She paused and breathed deeply, “Dana, don’t you see? You could be doing both!”

“Again, how?” I held out my hands in exasperation.

“You can hang out your own shingle and do private corporate security and investigations.”

“I...I don’t know Mel. I wouldn’t even know where to start to form my own company...That costs money...Where would I work from...I just don’t know.” 

“Well, you have at least a week of sitting at home to do some research and figure it all out. I know you must have contacts from your security days, right?”

I nodded. 

“Call HR at customs. Start with them and be very frank. If they tell you something that you don’t want to hear, start shaking some trees and see what falls out. Investigate getting a PI license, even.”

I just stared at her.

“Promise me you’ll at least think about it?” 

“Baby, I’m already thinking about it but I still have a couple of problems: money and location. Both of them are deal breakers.”

“Dana a consultant can work out of anywhere...my den, for example.”

“Maybe for the very short term but, long term, I have to find a place to live and a place to work and those two places shouldn’t be the same place.” 

“I know our living situation right now isn’t the best but, well I sort of hoped that...” She trailed off and looked lost. It was my turn to console her.

I took her hand and looked into her beautiful brown eyes, “Mel, I never thought I’d say this to another woman after the way my ex treated me but...I love you.” My true feelings for her were finally out there and, rather than feel scared, I felt like a burden had been lifted off of me.

She took a deep breath and smiled. “I love you too.” She pulled me in and held me close and then pulled back and kissed me softly. I wanted to melt into her kiss but I didn’t let her linger too long. I was worried we’d be seen and the implications for her if we were.

“Mel, If you’ll have me, you’re stuck with me. I want us to be together, somehow, some way. Between my situation and the August election though...I don’t know...”

She stopped me, “Actually, I’ve been giving our living arrangements some thought. Before this latest incident with you being kidnapped and battered, we sort of figured you’d be based out of Columbus for a while, right?”

“Yes.”

“Look, I love my sister but a few things are obvious to me; One, we can’t be comfortable being ourselves in a house that we’re sharing with her and her kids. Two, things appear to be getting pretty serious between her and her boyfriend Scott. He’s considering taking a local haul driving job so I’m getting the feeling that he may be looking at taking the next step with her.”

“Wow! Good for Kris if that’s true.”

“Yes, but back to us for a minute; Three, you’re not going to be happy living and working in a den forever. I realize you’re used to temporary apartments and hotel rooms but a 10x10 with a pull out bed probably isn’t getting it for you!” She grinned.

I nodded, “Yeah, it’s getting a little old but I really don’t think you should go making any big life moves right now...not until after the election in August anyway. You should look settled and stable.”

“What do I have to do to convince you that I don’t care about that election when it comes to people’s opinion of my personal life?” She raised her voice and started to say something else when a teenage girl wandering along the walking trail in the park caught her attention.

“Who’s that?” I whispered.

Mel shook her head, “I’m not sure but she looks awfully familiar to me.”

“One of Beth or Cole’s friends, maybe?” 

“I don’t think so.” She shuddered. “I just got this weird, spine prickling feeling of déjà vu.”

“Odd. I can’t help you there though.”

After the girl passed, she turned back to me, she shook herself, “Anyway, I was saying that I’ve been thinking and, election be damned, it’s time that I started looking for my own place...our own place - if you’ll have me, that is?”


Chapter 3 – Settling Up

Tuesday, June 10th, 2014



I spent the morning using the desk and phone in Mel’s den to consult with my supervisors and the investigative teams in Columbus and Chicago about my status and the status of the prosecution of the suspects in my prior smuggling case. Minor investigations and discovery were ongoing in the case and there was still agency infighting going on between Customs and the other two federal agencies that had skin in the game. 

This case could take a couple of years to resolve...years of me sitting behind a desk like this one if Customs decided that was what’s best to do with me. I don’t want to sit behind a desk – any desk – for two more weeks, let alone two years or more! 

The more I thought about it, the more I realized that Mel was right; I needed to be frank with HR about my condition and let the chips fall where they might. As it turns out, they didn’t have very far to fall at all.



I was still sitting at Mel’s desk reading through some paperwork the Columbus supervisor had emailed to me when the phone rang. The caller ID said “Restricted.” Not knowing who the caller might be or even if it was for me, I answered the phone tentatively, “Hello?”

“Special Agent Rossi?”

“Yes. Who’s calling please?”

“This is Alvin Royer. I’m the Director of Operations for the Chicago Field Office.”

I know who you are...I may be injured but I haven’t lost my mind! “Yes sir; how can I help you?”

“This is a conference call Agent. The Deputy Director and the Director of HR from the home office are also on the line.”

Oh boy! What the hell? “Yes sir.” Now my voice trembled. Anything HQ gets involved in can’t be good. I hadn’t actually made a call to HR yet. Somebody in the Cleveland Office or the Field Office must have barked up the chain quickly this morning. I drummed my fingers on the desktop nervously.

“Relax Agent, we have some information to present to you and we’d like your input.”

“Okay?” I was confused and concerned and a jumble of other feelings and emotions all at the same time. My thoughts were running a million miles an hour through my head.

“This call is being recorded Agent Rossi. For the record, please state your full legal name.”

“My name is Dana Marie Rossi.”

“Thank you. Director?”

“Agent Rossi, this is Deputy Director Stover.”

“Yes sir?” 

“You did a fine piece of work Agent on the smuggling case. Nice job.”

“Thank you sir.” But why are you calling me? This is so not normal! 

He continued, “I understand that you were shot in the act of executing a bust on the operation?” He paused but only briefly. I took his question as rhetorical. 

“Bullet fragments from your leg were collected during your surgery and analyzed by a national laboratory; were you aware of that?”

“No Director, I was not.”

“Yes, well analysis on the fragments indicates that the round that hit you was from federal issue, agent. You were hit by friendly fire. That never should have happened.”

I snapped back in Mel’s rolling chair, speechless. I had suspected that the shot that hit me that night had come at the hands of either ATF or Secret Service, the other two agencies trying to claim jurisdiction over my bust, but I was powerless to prove it either way.  

“Rossi?”

“Yes Director...I’m sorry.”

“ATF denies having agents flanking from outside that night. Their official position is that all of their agents dismounted their single arrival vehicle to the farm bust site at the same time as you and your team or immediately after your team and in the same vicinity of you. What’s your take on that?”

“ATF had one van of multiple personnel that arrived at the bust site within minutes of our arrival there, sir. When my team dismounted we started taking fire from the farm fields out behind the site, across from our approach route. A PA announcement to “Cease Fire” from the ATF van that came in behind us is what stopped the shelling.”

“That’s interesting Agent. I wasn’t aware of the cease fire order. Please, continue.”

“That’s detailed in my report sir however, my impression is that ATF called the cease fire in hopes of protecting their own people who were attempting to dismount their van and raid the barn structure too and not because it was their people out there firing. I believe they had reason to suspect that it was another agency in the field and not representatives of the smuggling ring we were both trying to take down. I just couldn’t prove it.” 

“So your unofficial take on that at the time was what Rossi?”

“Again, as detailed in my official report sir, I had two agents staged covertly in the field at the bust site who were taken into custody by Secret Service and brought into the target building handcuffed by a group of four of their agents. It was quite the cluster that night Director, if I may be so blunt, but I strongly believe that it was Secret Service firing on us and on ATF from that field.”

“I did read your report Rossi. I missed the part about the cease fire and I apologize for that. Bullets, shell casings and, where possible, bullet fragments are collected as a matter of routine when a federal agent is shot in the line of duty. That report of yours is what prompted the Field Office to have the bullet fragments sent for analysis.”

“Yes sir.”

“I’d already made some conclusions about who or what agency fired the shot that hit you after reading your report personally and now the analysis of the bullet fragments has born that out. I wanted to hear the details from you personally. As I suspected, you already knew who shot you.”

“Not who exactly sir; but I do believe that Secret Service is responsible.”

“Yes agent.” His response was a confirmation.

“So what will come of that? Have they admitted responsibility?”

“Director Royer, would you please respond?”

“Agent Rossi, it’s Director Royer again.”

My head was spinning again, “Yes sir?”

“As I told you, the Director of HR is on the call with us as well. I believe you’ve been in touch with HR here at the Chicago Field Office previous to the recent incident that’s done further damage to your injured leg?”

“That’s correct sir.”

“The field office passed your file along to the home office. HR retained medical experts have reviewed the medical records you had authorized to be released to them up to the point before this recent incident not related to your previous case Agent Rossi. It’s the professional opinion of the reviewing surgeon that you’re going to suffer lifetime impairment not withstanding your latest re-injury. Is that your understanding?”

“Ye...yes sir.” His double speak was mind blowing but I got the thrust of the conversation and I didn’t like where it was going.

“The record of your conversation with HR here at the field office shows that you wish to continue doing field agent work; is that correct?”

“Yes director.” Is there a snowballs chance...

Another voice chimed in, “Agent Rossi, this Sarah Evans, Director of HR.”

Wow...nothing like being ganged up on...This is crazy! “Yes Director?”

“Sarah is fine Agent Rossi.”

“Yes ma’am...Sarah.”

“It’s not possible for us to keep you in the field as a Special Agent, given your medical condition. There are though a couple of other options available to you.”

I was hunched over the desk now and leaning hard into the phone. I don’t like her tone. 

She continued, “With reasonable accommodation we can put you into an administrative or screening position. You would retain your current rate of pay.”

“Screening as in, checking baggage for drugs?”

“That’s one of the functions of our screening personnel, yes.”

“What’s the other option, Sarah?”, because the first one is completely unacceptable. I was getting angry. I took a deep breath and blew it out hard.

“You can opt for medical disability retirement, a settlement and full medical coverage at the expense of the Secret Service.”

“Pardon me, did I miss something? Did Secret Service agree that one of their agents was the trigger man that shot me?”

“Agent, its Deputy Director Stover. The Secret Service has admitted to no wrongdoing. Based on our preliminary findings they have agreed to fund the cost of your medical bills no matter what your decision is on your future with the Customs Service. Should you opt for medical retirement, you have the option to sue them for pain and suffering. To avoid a lawsuit, if you waive your right to sue, they’re prepared to fund your disability retirement and offer you a settlement.”

Wow! “What type of settlement? Are we talking money here Director or am I misunderstanding?”

“The settlement is calculated by an actuarial formula Agent. It’s based on your expected lost earnings, expected wage increases, pain and suffering and a few other factors. They’re offering $1.2 million dollars.”

I almost fell out of Mel’s chair. “You said million?” I just shook my head, dumbfounded.

“Yes Agent Rossi and, if I may be so frank: if you sue, it could take years to get through the courts and you may lose. If you’re considering medical retirement over an administrative position rather than a field position, this is likely the best offer you’re going to receive from them.”

I covered the receiver and took a couple of more deep breaths. They didn’t help to clear my head. $1.2 million dollars! I realized they were all waiting on the line for my response. I tried to speak but what came out was more like a croak.

“Agent Rossi, are you all right?” It was Sarah Evans.

I cleared my throat, “I’m fine. Can you tell me when I have to make a decision?”

“It’s Director Royer again Agent. We need to continue to move forward on the smuggling case. If you choose to stay with customs, you’ll be tasked to brief up a backup Agent and then you’ll be moved into a new position. You’ll be reassigned away from the investigation and only used for court testimony should that become absolutely unavoidable. The bottom line is, we need to know something this week.”


Chapter 4 – Money, Money, Money

Tuesday Afternoon, June 10th, 2014



Morning turned into afternoon. I moved about in a crutches aided daze. Everything Mel and I had talked about came rushing back to me. If I take the disability and the settlement, I’ll be secure and I can start my own security firm if I want to, we can buy a house... Dozens of possibilities ran through my mind.

“I need to talk to Mel!” I said aloud, to no one in particular. 

Biting the bullet, I called her office. Holly, her assistant, put me through to her.

“Hey Dana, I’m glad you called. Were your ears burning?”

“Well no, why?”

“Ryan McClarnan and Levi Jones were arraigned this morning. They’re both facing multiple felony charges including drug trafficking and moonshine counts plus they’re facing assault, battery, kidnapping, and attempted murder charges for you. McClarnan is also charged with murder in the death of Dallas Granger and with accessory charges in the death of Ben Tracy. The DA doesn’t know if he can make the accessory charge stick but he’s going to give it a shot.”

“That’s great Mel.”

“Great? That’s an odd choice of word after what I just told you. Are you okay?”

“Yes...no...I don’t know. I did a little work by phone this morning and then I got pulled into a conference call that shook my whole world up. I’ve got to...we’ve got to talk. When will you be home?”

“I can leave right now.” Her voice took on an urgent tone. 

“No, no. It’s okay. I didn’t mean to alarm you. We can talk later. I just wanted to know when you figured on being out of there.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

“Yes. I can wait.”

“Well...” now she sounded sheepish, “Honestly, the DA called a press conference for 2:30. I don’t have to be there but typically I am and, in this case, it makes good publicity...”

“For your campaign,” I finished the sentence. “I know baby and I totally understand.”

“How about we shoot for me being there by 4:00?”

“Sure. What channel can I catch the press conference on in the meantime?”

“Hopefully all of them!”



I went to the store and got all of the ingredients I needed to make Grandma Rossi’s famous Chicken Caccitore. It wasn’t easy shopping on crutches but I was on a mission and I refused to use one of those electric chairs the old people drive around in stores that terrorize other shoppers.

I’ve never had much time to cook but I enjoy it and Grandma taught me a couple of her dishes well, lasagna and the chicken. Mel might be a hard nut to crack with money but I might just be able to win over her stomach. 

By the time the DA’s press conference ended and my triumphant Sheriff girlfriend walked through the door a few minutes before 4:00, the house smelled delicious. 

“What is that amazing smell?” Mel had her nose in the air feigning sniffing like a hungry family dog would do at dinner time. 

“It’s Chicken Caccitore. I hope you like it.”

“Never had it before but if it tastes half as good as it smells, I’m in there!”

I hopped the few feet to her on one foot rather than reach for my crutches. She pulled me close and held me firm as I laid a lip lock on her in a more personal greeting. It was a couple of minutes before we finally came up for air. Mel was still riding a high after the arraignments and the official press conference and it showed in the intensity of her kiss and in her whole demeanor. 

“Whoa!” I blew out a breath and then smacked her shoulder. “Look, I need to finish this up. Why don’t you go and change but make it fast? It’ll be ready in a few minutes.”

“Okay. And, I have to say, I was worried about you when I called. I’m glad to see that you’re happy. You seem to be brimming over with excitement about something?” Her tone was curious. 

“I’m fine. Better than fine, even. We’ve both had big days and we’ll talk about them over dinner; now go change!”



“I watched the press conference. I was surprised that there was no mention of your former Detective, Kelly Rice. Wasn’t she arraigned too?”

Mel wiped her mouth and then shoveled in another bite of her chicken. “Dana, honey, this is so good! You say you don’t cook much but I think you’re fibbing there. Wow!” She took a sip of her water while I beamed. 

She put her fork down and shook her head, “I got sidetracked there; I’m sorry! You were asking about Kelly Rice, right?”

I nodded.

“The DA has decided to have a Grand Jury weigh in on her. So far, all we have is her on video breaking department policy by moving a prisoner alone without a jailer escort and, on the criminal side a possible accessory after the fact charge for warning a moonshine runner, said prisoner Ethan Funk, not to say anything during an official interrogation. We’re investigating but so far we don’t have any evidence to tie her directly to McClarnan, Jones or even to Funk.”

“What about the file full of information you found that she was keeping about you?”

“I turned that over to the DA. There’s a boatload of crap in there but there’s no law against her collecting it even though it is a little creepy and beyond suspect.”

“Your other Detective...what’s his name?”

“Shane Harding,” Mel supplied. 

“Yes, Shane. Did he or did he not come into my hospital room on Sunday and show us an engagement announcement for Kelly and Noland Troutman, your competition for Sheriff in the election?”

“He did.”

“And that’s not suspicious to you?”

“It’s very suspicious! Everything about it smacks of some sort of insider campaign to get to me prior to the election. Unfortunately, we can only charge her with what we can prove and that’s accessory after the fact on the mum warning to McClarnan’s ‘shine runner, Ethan Funk.”

“Is the video of that enough to nail her?”

“With the enhanced audio, the DA thinks so but, in a move that surprised me and the DA who’s very familiar with his history, Funk’s family stepped up and got him an attorney. He’s taking a deal to turn State’s Evidence and that should help to nail the charges on her.”

“Hmm. I have to wonder about the wisdom of that from his perspective. He probably thinks the only person he should fear is McClarnan who’s in jail and who isn’t going anywhere. What if he’s wrong and he has to fear Kelly Rice or whoever is behind her order to him?”

“That’s a good point but it’s not really my problem now is it? Besides, do you really think if Noland Troutman were behind what she did, he’d jeopardize himself by pulling something else right now? We’re less than two months from the election.”

“True, I guess. So what do you think is going to happen to Rice?” 

“It really depends on the Grand Jury but I think they’ll indict. Regardless, she’s lawyered up. She’s signed Boswell Bates out of Cleveland on. He’s a high dollar mouthpiece and a royal pain in the ass. He’ll do everything in his power to tie it all up in court forever, if it gets that far.”

After that pronouncement, Mel stood and made another one, “I’m dishing up seconds of your amazing chicken if you want more and then we need to start talking about your day today and what’s going on with you.” She eyeballed me pointedly.

“Don’t give me your cop glare!” I couldn’t help but laugh at her though. She was even cute when she scowled. 



“Dana, honey, I’m not going to tell you what to do.” Mel was at the sink taking care of the dinner dishes while I sat at the table sipping the one Diet Pepsi I allow myself a day. 

“I want my leg back to normal...”

She turned from her task and looked at me, “I know baby but we both know that’s not going to happen. You’ll eventually have to come to terms with that. What you’ve got to do is you have to decide what the next best option for you is.”

“So, you’re saying I should take the money?” 

“No, that’s not what I said. I said you should weigh all of your options. We’ve talked about this though. I know that you really don’t want a desk job or a screener job or whatever it is that they’re calling it.”

“If it were you in my position, would you take the disability and the settlement?”

“It’s not me Dana, it’s you, and so it does no good to speculate like that.” 

“You just aren’t going to budge off of that stance are you?” It was my turn to give her the evil eye. “Mel, think about what that money could do for us.”

“Us? Dana, if you decide to go for the settlement, great. I support you; but I don’t want your money. You take that to start a business and to put back for medical bills and...”

I waved my hand and interrupted her, “My medical bills will be paid...at least as far as my leg is concerned. Frankly, that’s more money than I’ll ever need. And I’m just not sure about the whole starting a business idea. No matter what I would want to do in the fields where I’ve been the happiest, I’d have to be pretty mobile. I don’t want to be the owner sitting behind a desk. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, of course.”

“If I decide to go for the money, I’d like to share it with the woman that I love. Am I missing something there?”

Mel stopped what she was doing and walked over to stand behind my chair. She looped her arms over my shoulders and pulled me back into her. Bending and laying her cheek against mine, she whispered, “I love you Dana and I’m sorry.” She pulled back up and away and then took the seat adjacent to mine.

Taking one of my hands in hers, she said, “I’m a Crane. The Cranes are a long line of self-sufficient people. We accept help for things that we aren’t capable of doing for ourselves and we help our neighbors when we can.”

“It sounds like that’s been drilled into you over a lifetime!”

“That was Grandpa Crane at his finest; may he forever rest in peace. I was raised that way by my dad who was raised that way by Grandpa. It’s hard for me to deviate from that.”

“I see. What about in this case? What about us if I accept the settlement offer?” 

She stared at me for several long seconds. “Well, I suppose when we’re talking about an ‘us’ instead of a ‘me’ it isn’t just a Crane thing.”

“So, there’d be an exception to the Crane rule of living then?” I grinned my brightest at her.

She shook her head and grinned back at me, “I guess!” 

“And you’re sure?”

Mel leaned toward me and kissed me. Putting my hands on her shoulders, I hauled her closer. This wasn’t a simple kiss, a loving kiss. I attacked her with a full-blown cross-my-heart-and-hope-to-die kiss. I rubbed my lips across hers building an incredible tingling friction. My tongue peeked from my lips and I tasted her seam. She hummed in response, the vibration only adding to the intensity of our closed-mouth kiss. 

I dipped and opened up just enough to suck her bottom lip between my teeth. Nibbling and biting, I teased her resolve. She was a woman of depth, loving the bits of pain along with her pleasure. I nipped harder and she finally relented. She grasped the side of my head in both palms and tilted my head up to take my mouth more fully.

She swiped her tongue through my mouth tasting me. She completely took over and sealing her lips to mine, had me moaning and sighing down her throat. 

When she finally pulled back and eased her hands around my neck, I gasped for air. A Cheshire cat grin spread my lips. My cheeks warm with the blush of desire.

“I’m absolutely sure!”



Reclining in bed, I rested my head on Mel’s shoulder. She was stroking my hair, long calming, slightly arousing strokes from my scalp down the length of my long hair. My scalp was tingling with her touch, my eyes already closing. The worries of the day eased from my mind. 

Her other hand rubbed up and down my arm, slowly. My muscles warmed and loosened, my arm comfortably heavy. Absently, I wished she would do the same to my thigh. The dull ache of the wound still bothered me more than I was willing to admit. I leaned back against her more. Her arms wrapped around me. I sighed and she kissed the side of my cheek.

We sat there in silence. I had no idea what she was thinking about, but I was happy for the quiet. It was as soothing as her touch.

Lifting my hair away from my neck, she kissed me again and I moaned. The soft press of her lips brought back the earlier kiss we’d shared in the kitchen. It was heat and passion, love and respect. It was everything I adored in Mel. 

I shifted in her embrace and twisted my neck to return the love. She stopped me with a palm to my cheek. I blinked at her and opened my mouth to protest. She shook her head and eased down, her back flat on the bed, head propped on her pillow. While keeping me within her arms, she eased me down as well. 

The bedroom light was already out, the door shut even though we were blissfully alone in the house again. The window was open and a cool breeze brushed over us.

After pulling me more on top of her to lie on my back, Mel yanked the covers up and once again began to caress and stroke every bit of my skin she could reach. I was dressed in a simple cotton tank and a pair of flannel shorts. Even through the clothing, I could feel the heat of her body and I melted into its coziness.

Mel slipped her hand under the elastic of my shorts and sifted her fingers in my curls. I sighed, stretching my muscles as I spread my legs a bit and dropped one knee over her leg. My thigh tingled as the muscles pulled at the injury and I sucked a sharp breath. She slowed her touch.

“Just my wound,” I told her. I pasted a smile on my face and turned toward her. “I’m fine.”

Her doubt didn’t need words; it showed on her face. She already knew me better than I knew myself. 

“I promise I’m fine.” I tried to assure her a second time and she nodded, though it was for my benefit alone. 

She shushed me and began to move her fingers again under my shorts. Her other palm found my breast and she kneaded the flesh, rubbing tiny circles over my nipples. I moaned and arched a bit. I could feel the hard tips of her own nipples brushing against my back and shoulders as I writhed atop her.

“Touch yourself,” she whispered in my ear and I whimpered as her warm breath tickled the whorls of my ear and caressed the tiny hairs within. I lifted a nearly asleep arm and did as she requested, treating my other breast to the same ministrations she made upon the other. As she quickened her circles, so I mimicked. When she rolled my peaked nipple between her thumb and forefinger that too, I repeated. 

The strange combination of my touch and her touch had me panting with need.

Her fingers teased my clit gently at first but grew bolder with my husky breaths. She stroked my slit, spreading my moisture up and around my clit with torturous caresses. A fingertip slipped between my folds and pushed up and into me. My ass ground and squirmed above her mound and I felt the flutter of her stomach along my spine.

She worked her digit inside me, petting my inner walls and tapping on the spongy nerves of my G-spot. Adding a second finger, she swirled her wrist and flexed her hand. A third finger and I was bucking wildly atop her.

The whole experience was different. We had made love often since we’d met – as much as possible given our circumstances – but always face to face. This time, however, unable to see Mel and to watch the desire flare in her eyes or the flush of her body as her own orgasm grew ever nearer, literally in her hands, I felt closer to her than I had ever before. I felt safe, loved, and adored. 

Despite my undulations, Mel continued to pleasure me slowly and gently. When I cursed softly, begging her to move faster and deeper, she laughed that laugh that I’ve both loved and loathed since I first met her. This time, her throaty chuckle got me hotter. She was so damn sexy!

“We have all night, Dana, let me love you.”

I rolled my eyes and dropped a hand between my legs to cover hers. We shall see...


Chapter 5  - The City Club


Wednesday, June 11th, 2014

Noland Troutman III looked at himself in his rearview mirror and adjusted a lock of his sandy blond hair to be just so. He guided the black Audi that was a present from his father for his 21st birthday to the front door of the Zanesville City Club. The car had a few years on it now and he had decided it was time for a new one but that would have to wait until after the election.

As he stepped out in front of the valet station, he straightened his tie, buttoned his jacket and checked the fall of the crease in his pants. He wished he could have worn his Columbus Police Department dress blues to look older and more authoritative but he was here representing himself today and not the hour distant department. He shook his head at the thought that he wouldn’t have to be going around making speeches at all if Crane hadn’t gone and thrown her hat into the ring. 

The Valet approached him. “Park it away from other cars. I don’t want any dings.” He handed off his keys and went inside.

The membership of the club was a roster of the politicos and the old money families of Zanesville. His great grandfather, a sawmill owner back in the day, had been one of its founding members. His grandfather, Noland Troutman Jr., was a current member but he wouldn’t be present today. He maintained a residence in Zanesville but he wasn’t there often. Right now he was Sail fishing in the Bahamas. It was just as well; Noland wanted to work the good old boys of the Club before and after his speech without the input and the meddling of his grandfather. This was his chance to score some covert points with the real movers and shakers in town.

A tuxedoed man at the member desk greeted him. “May I help you sir?” 

Troutman didn’t extend his hand to the man. He was the help after all, not a member. He drew himself up though and stated, “Noland Troutman III, candidate for Sheriff. I’ll be addressing the Club today.”

“Very good sir. One moment.” The man stepped away and returned moments later with a portly balding man with a Roosevelt style mustache that must have been years in the making. 

“Mr. Troutman, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” The man clasped his hand. “I’m Stanley Chappell, the club Secretary.”

“Mr. Chappell, the pleasure is mine.” 

“Our families go quite a ways back, the Chappell’s and the Troutman’s. Your Grandfather speaks very highly of you. I must say though, I thought you were a little bit older.”

Troutman grimaced internally but steeled his face. “I’m 24 Mr. Secretary and I’ll be 25 by the time I take office as your next Sheriff. I believe it’s experience and drive that counts, not my age.”

A third man, one with roughhewn features who appeared to be in his late 50s or early sixties, joined them at that moment. “Experience you say? Crane, who’s already serving in the position, has several years on the force and more than a year as the Sheriff. She’s doing a fine job.”

“Noland...I presume it’s all right to call you Noland?” At his affirming nod, the Secretary continued, “Might I present Aiden Quinn Jr., our reigning club President.” 

“Mr. Quinn.” Troutman extended his hand but withdrew it quickly when Quinn ignored it. In a little bit of a setback for himself, he knew Crane had just cracked a major case that involved Quinn properties and employees and he had half expected Quinn to be one of her supporters. The open hostility to him though came as a surprise. The Troutmans and Quinns had always maintained a cordial local relationship.

He nodded to Quinn, “With all due respect to Ms. Crane sir,” he reminded himself not to call her ‘Sheriff’, “I too practically grew up here. I know the area and the people here quite well.” Troutman looked between Chappell and Quinn pointedly, letting the implication that he also knew the unspoken class structure of the area sink in.  He continued, “A few years on the Columbus City force has prepared me well beyond my years to handle any criminal activity going on in Muskingum County and my background will assist me in handling more delicate matters.”

A bell sounded. A man in tuxedoed livery informed the gathered men and a small smattering of women milling about that luncheon was served. 

Noland Troutman looked about. The stars of the small city had come out for this luncheon meeting, no doubt to hear him speak. He puffed out his chest a bit but then grimaced as he noticed the Mayor among the crowd, a Democrat in a city of mostly conservative Republicans. He’d have to be sure to get out the old money and the senior votes to win the election and he knew just what to do. That’s why he was here, in this particular place, after all. 

Troutman had the fortune of being seated with the DA, Tyler Whitesell, during lunch. He lauded the man with heavy praise for the recent arraignments of Ryan McClarnan and Levi Jones without alluding to the person who really deserved the credit, Melissa Crane. The arrests and sure to come convictions of the two career criminals who lived on the fringe represented a minor setback to his own plans but the DA was an important ally that he needed to cultivate and, in the grand scheme of things, McClarnan and Jones were easily replaceable. 

“Gentlemen and ladies,” Noland flashed his bright white smile around the room, I thank you for graciously allowing me to speak with you today. It is truly an honor and a privilege. I don’t plan to be long winded up here...” he paused for a brief moment as the listening crowd laughed. “I know full well that many of you need to get back to your practices and your businesses. It’s those practices and businesses that I want to talk with you about.”

“Muskingum County is under attack. It’s under attack by moonshiners, and methamphetamine dealers and a whole host of other drug dealers and unsavory characters that don’t have any qualms about turning Zanesville and the surrounding villages – the surrounding countryside – into a war zone where gangs and drugs rule. The illegal products they’re growing and manufacturing out here are being pushed into Ohio’s cities, to be sure, but not all of them. A lot of the stuff they’re pushing is staying right here and it’s getting into the hands of your loved ones, your children, the workforce...” He paused for effect. “They’ll all pay a horrible price for their addictions and so will you, the leaders of this county in your businesses and in your professional practices if these drugs are allowed to continue spreading.”

Troutman pointed to the District Attorney, “Mr. Whitesell just nailed two of these guys and got them charged. Oh, but if they were the only ones!” He shook his head dramatically. 

“The flow of intoxicants out of this county and the surrounding counties into Columbus and beyond hardly blipped when those two guys were taken off the street last week. It will be my mission, as your next Sheriff, to continue the work your former Sheriff, Caden Carter started to root all of the dealers out of their dens and see them behind bars.”

He looked around from face to face for several seconds, “Now, I know what you’re thinking; How does this young, wet behind the ears kid think that he’s going to do that? Let me tell you something; my youth is on my side here. Coming out of a big city department in this time and in this place, I’ve seen more and been exposed to more than my opponent has in her 12 year career as a county cop. I’ve had access to the latest technology, the biggest databases, you name it. I’ve built connections and established sources Melissa Crane can only dream of.” Troutman looked at Aiden Quinn and took note of the cold, hard look in his eyes. 

He adlibbed a little, “Don’t get me wrong, Crane is a good cop. Her record...as a Deputy...is exemplary. Her record as your stand-in Sheriff, until this very latest incident, is rather unremarkable.” Troutman threw her a small bone and then quickly yanked it back. Aiden Quinn, he noted, continued to look unimpressed. As he glanced around at some of the other faces in the room though he noticed some interest brewing. It’s time to reel them in, he thought.

“My fiancé, Kelly Rice, has served as a Sheriff’s Deputy here in the county for the last several years. She recently stepped down to dispel any semblance of a conflict of interest as I campaign for the office of Sheriff.” He smiled outwardly while he thought inwardly about telling the little white lie that possibly only the DA knew about at this point. He trusted that the attorney he hired for Kelly would take care of her sloppiness and her transgression would be a non-issue in the campaign.

Troutman continued, “Kelly lives in the county. She knows and loves this county. I spent most of my growing up years here. I love this county too. When we’re married this fall, whether I’m your new Sheriff or not, we plan to make Muskingum County our home. A vote for me in August is a vote to protect Muskingum County, a vote to protect your livelihoods and a vote to bring a Sheriff with real family values back to Muskingum County.”

“I promised I’d be brief. I thank you all very much for lunch and I thank you for your time.”

“What did you mean by that last bit, ‘real family values’?” 

Noland Troutman stepped closer to Stanley Chappell and another older, white haired gentleman that joined them after the speech and lowered his voice, “You mean you don’t know?”

“Know what?” Chappell asked while the white haired man stood by looking puzzled.

“Melissa Troutman is gay. She’s brought her female lover to live with her and her sister in their grandparents house with her sister’s kids living right there in the house.” He arranged his face in what he hoped was a look of disapproval.

“Gay?” the older gentleman intoned loudly. Several people glanced in their direction. Troutman simply nodded. He’d accomplished exactly what he’d intended.

Chapter 6 – Feed Store and More

Late Thursday Afternoon, June 12th, 2014





“Hey, get your shoes on. We’re going to take a little drive.”

“What if I don’t wanna?” I asked Mel in response to her sudden command.

“Well, if you ‘don’t wanna’ go and look at puppies and you’d rather hang around here wallowing in your misery, then stay here.” She gave me her million watt smile.

“Puppies?”

“Yes, puppies.”

“Well, all right then. Give me a hand here.”

Minutes later I’d been unceremoniously boosted into Mel’s pickup truck and we were driving down some dirt road out in the country. “So, are you thinking about getting a puppy?” I looked at the profile of her face as she concentrated on the rutted road. 

“Actually, no; not yet. Kris and I both love dogs and we’d already have one if it were just us but, with our schedules we’d have to put a lot of faith in her kids to feed it and care for it. They just haven’t shown that level of responsibility to us yet.”

“Let me get this straight; we’re talking about Beth and Cole, the same two kids who are practically living out at your parents’ farm so they can care for their fair calves?”

“Why do you think they’re out there? The only way to stay on top of them and to have them stay on top of the care of their show animals is to have them stay right there with them. My dad rides herd on them, literally, until after the fair in mid-August.” 

“I see.”

“Right now, we’re going to the Amish feed store to pick up calf crunch for the calves.”

“Calf crunch?”

“Feed,” she shrugged. “Anyway, the feed store owner breeds dogs. He’s always got a litter of puppies or two in his kennels.”

“I see.”

“I just thought it might cheer you up to take a peek at some pups right now. Down the road, when we get our own place,” she looked at me pointedly, “we can go back and maybe pick out a dog of our own.”

I latched onto the ‘maybe’ in that sentence. “I’m so glad you’re a dog person. I was raised with dogs. I’ve wanted to have one but my life on the road just wasn’t conducive to that.”

“Well, things are different for you now and it’s not all bad after all now, is it?”

“I guess not.” I smiled inwardly. 

The Amish storekeeper was busy with a couple of other customers when we got to his little homestead, farm and store. Mel led the way behind his store building to his kennels. I hobbled behind her on my crutches marveling at a couple of adult dogs running loose around the little farm. They looked happy and carefree. 

We walked into a small barn with about 10 good sized kennel pens. Four of the pens had dams and their puppy litters in residence. Everything was clean and neat. There were full water pans in each kennel. All of the dogs all appeared to be in very good condition. If this was a rural puppy mill like what had been in the news so often lately, I was surprised. This wasn’t anything like what I’d seen on TV. I knew though that what I was seeing here was probably an exception and only the tip of the iceberg for puppy mills but these dogs really did look happy and well cared for.

“I don’t know exactly what I expected but this is a pleasant surprise.”

“Yes, Hannah always...” Mel stopped cold in the middle of her sentence.

“Hannah?”

“Hannah Yoder, the owner’s daughter. She’s always out here tending to the dogs and the kennels. She takes good care of them. She’s usually the one to tell you which ones are weaned and ready to be homed and if you can hold one.”

I looked around. “Well then where is she? I’d love to hold a puppy.” I had my eye on a little black fuzz ball of a dog that was kicking up a fuss from his pen, trying to get our attention.

“My best guess is somewhere near Putnam Hill Park in Zanesville.” At my puzzled expression, Mel said, “She’s the girl I saw there when we were talking on Monday that I thought looked familiar but that I couldn’t place.”

“Mel, that girl wasn’t Amish. She wasn’t dressed like their women dress.”

“You’re right. She wasn’t dressed Amish but I’m certain it was her. Maybe she’s left the Order.”

“Left the Order? Can they do that?”

“Yes; they can do that! They’re not prisoners Dana. Some do leave. Come on, let’s go inside and talk to Silas Yoder, Hannah’s father.”

Silas Yoder was finishing up with his last customer when we went back into the feed store. He turned to Mel. “What can I get you today?”

“Good day Silas. I need two fifties of calf crunch.” He nodded and called out to a teenage boy in German. 

Mel took out her wallet. As she was counting out money, she said, “We were out to see the puppies. You have some real active ones out there.”

“That we do.”

“I didn’t see Hannah around. I hope she’s well?”

Silas eyed Mel carefully and appeared to be contemplating whether to speak. Finally he said, “We haven’t seen Hannah. She’s gone off.”

“I see.” Mel said quietly. “Is this her Rumspringa time?” 

Yoder was quiet again for several long seconds. He shook his head no. “That time has passed. She was to be married.” 

“Silas, I know that Amish folk prefer to police their own. If you would like me to look for Hannah, I will do that.”

“Hannah will be welcome back if she chooses to return home,” was his only response. 

Mel nodded at him and wished him well and then moved toward the door. 

When we were back underway, I asked, “What was that all about? What’s Rum...Rum...”

“Rumspringa? It’s a tradition in some Amish orders where they give their children some latitude around their 16th birthdays or a little later to decide if they want to join the church and be baptized in it or not. They get to taste a little of what they call the “English” lifestyle...our lifestyle...or, a typical American lifestyle anyway. I didn’t mean to imply a gay lifestyle.”

“And if they decide not to join the church, what happens?”

“They go to live in what they call the English world. They aren’t shunned for that, typically. Once they join the church though, they are accepted as full members and they must comply with all of the expectations of the order.”

“Silas said Hannah’s Rumspringa – I hope I said that right – time had passed. Does that mean she had joined the church?”

“Probably not yet. He did say she would be welcomed back which leads me to believe she hadn’t yet.”

“But he said she was to be married, right?”

“Yes. Amish marriages are typically semi-arranged especially in an area like this one where there are only a few different families who make up the bulk of their community.”

“So do you think she left because she wasn’t ready to join the church or to marry or both?”

“Those are possibilities, yes. The only way to know for sure is to talk to her and to give her, her father’s message.”

“Are you going to try to find her?”

“I’m not going to try to unless I just happen to run into her, which isn’t likely. You could try to find her though.” Mel looked at me intently rather than at the rutted road we were now following to the family farm.

“Me? Why me?”

“Why not you?” She looked back at the bumpy road but continued to talk, “You can try your hand at investigating a missing persons case. This one will be a challenge for you. You get to try to find someone who has no ID, probably no phone in her name or anything else that’s in her name. It ought to be fun for you.” She looked at me briefly and gave me a toothy grin.”

“You forgot ‘with no resources whatsoever’.” I scowled back at her. “I suppose I could go and hang out at Muddy Misers, drink locally brewed beer and hit up cutesy college aged waitresses about whether or not they’ve seen a breaking Amish girl...”

It was Mel’s turn to scowl. 

Chapter 7 – An Ex Comes a Calling


Friday, June 13th, 2014

I looked at the calendar on the wall in Mel’s den. It was Friday, Friday the 13th. Of all of the days for me to have to make a major decision...

I’m not normally a superstitious type but I was unnerved by the whole life changing decision choice I was about to relay to the powers that be at the U.S. Customs service and it being a day long thought of as mystical and frightening in American folk lore wasn’t helping my frame of mind. I kept taking deep breaths and blowing them out to try and calm my nerves. Normally, I would pace the floor but that option was effectively ruled out for me. Instead, I just bounced my good leg nervously.

Once it was 8:00 Central time, I knew everyone would be entrenched in their work in the Chicago Field Office. I dialed the switchboard and asked to speak to the Director. I was put through to his assistant and, after several minutes on hold, I was transferred to the man himself.

“Alvin Royer.” 

“Director, it’s Special Agent Dana Rossi.”

“Yes; my assistant informed me that it was you. Are you calling with your decision?”

“Yes Director. I’ve decided to leave the Customs Service. I’ll be accepting the offer of medical disability and a settlement from the Secret Service.”

Two hours a half dozen phone calls and pass offs later, my career with Customs was effectively all but extinguished. I had an agent to brief up to take over the mop up on my last big case and some paperwork to sign but I was otherwise a free woman...free, and a nervous wreck.

When my cell phone rang about 11:30 local time and I saw the Chicago area code pop up, I assumed it was someone from the field office calling me again. 

“Agent Rossi,” I answered.

“Dana Rossi?”

“Yes. Who is this?” The female voice on the line was familiar but I just couldn’t place it. 

“Dana it’s Terri; Terri Dearing.”

What the fuck? I hung up the phone. Terri Dearing, my ex-girlfriend, was the last person on earth I wanted to talk to. Why the hell is she calling me after all of these years and who the hell gave her this number?

I was incensed. My anger boiled over when the phone rang again and the same area code and exchange popped up on the display. I punched the answer button and raised the phone to my ear but I was shaking with so much rage I wasn’t able to say anything.

“Dana? Dana are you there? We got cut off.” That was Terri alright; she hadn’t changed a bit! She had no idea that I had actually hung up on her. “I need to talk to you. It’s important!”

Important to who? Not to me! Nothing you could ever say would be important to me! I regained enough control over my senses that I was able to reply, “I don’t know why you’re calling me or why on earth you would ever think that I would want to talk to you. I don’t. Don’t call me ever again! Lose this number!” I was screaming at her but I didn’t care. 

I hung up again before she could respond. I wish the call had come over an old fashioned phone that had a receiver I could have slammed down into the cradle. Of all the nerve on all the days...

I thought about turning the phone off but it was my primary line to Customs and to Mel, both of whom might need to reach me. I was torn about what to do. 

My mind raced back to a time, more than three years ago, when I had last dealt with Terri:

Our relationship had been a mistake from the start but only a few years of distance and a little hindsight had shown me that. 

I had started out my adult life trying to be straight. It took several years of marriage to a man to show me that I wasn’t fooling anyone, especially myself. My ex-husband Nate and I parted amicably enough but I struggled mightily after that with my sexual orientation. 

Terri was the first woman I had a real – if you could call it that – relationship with. Oh, I’d been on dates and I had other lesbian friends but there was no one I had connected with romantically until she came into my life. Once we became an “official” couple, she instantly took charge of everything that centered on “us” as a couple and she began to monitor my every move. Terri was the epitome of a control freak. 

Getting away from her had meant giving up most of my friends and giving up “our” home and all of its contents. I’d fared better in my actual divorce. To add insult to injury, I was fired from a security job that I loved because of her venomous attacks to get some sort of revenge on me. Upper management just didn’t want to deal with the antics of a scorned lover gone certifiable and I didn’t blame them. 

I retreated for a while and licked my wounds. During a trip home to see my folks in Western PA, I ran into an old high school friend who was working for Customs. After talking with him, I applied and, after several go rounds of questions about why I was let go from my former employer, I was finally hired. The rest, as they say, is history. It was only an ironic twist of fate that got me assigned to the Chicago Field Office but, frankly, I’d spent little of my time with Customs in the actual office and I didn’t venture into any of my old haunts from life with either of my exes, Nate or Terri, when I did. 

I was jolted from my reverie by the buzzing of my phone. This time Terri was texting me.

Terri: Dana, we HAVE to talk. I’m in trouble and you’re the only one who can help me.

That’s really rich, her wanting my help, I thought. I didn’t bother to answer her. There was just no way I was ever going to give her the time of day ever again. She could ‘go fly a kite’, as my mother is oh so fond of saying.

A few minutes of blissful quiet passed by but I was on edge the whole time waiting for the next missive from her. When it came, I almost fell out of Mel’s rolling desk chair.  

Terri: I’m in Zanesville. I need to meet with you.

“What the hell! Why is she in Zanesville? How did she know where to find me?” I was yelling out loud, to no one in particular. “That tears it!” 

I texted her back; Me: Why are you in Zanesville?

Her reply came quickly; Terri: I really need your help.

Me: How did you know where to find me?

Terri: A mutual friend told me.

Me: Doubtful! You got all of ‘our’ friends when we split up.

Terri: Don’t be bitter. You know that isn’t true.

“Yep, that’s the Terri I remember; still totally lacking in self-awareness. Everything is about her and nothing is her fault,” I said aloud and then, in my head, Look at me; she has me talking to myself already!

I was disgusted with myself. I laid my phone down, positioned my crutches and hobbled off to the kitchen for a glass of tea followed by a breath of fresh air outside on the deck. 

After 10 minutes of trying unsuccessfully to clear my head, I returned to the den and my phone. It was virtually blowing up with texts from my ex. 

Terri: Are you there? 

Terri: I really do need to talk to you. It’s urgent.

Terri: Dana, I’m not leaving Zanesville until we talk!

Terri: Dana, I’m serious. This is life or death for me.

Terri: Some people are trying to kill me!

That last text got my attention. Terri had done serious financial and emotional damage to me in the past. I’d probably wished her dead myself at least a thousand times. Rather than dealing with all of the mess she’d made of my life and my head, I’d finally managed to block it all out and move on. Maybe she was being dramatic; maybe she wasn’t, but she did have me curious.

Me: Kill you?

Terri: Yes. I’m serious!

I shook my head at what I was about to do; Me: I’ll meet with you ONE TIME. NO PROMISES!

Meeting with her went against all of my better judgment but she’d come all the way to Ohio thinking I was the one who could help her out of a death warrant, for some odd reason, and I intended to find out what that reason was.

Terri texted me again to say that she was staying in a rented camper cabin near Dillon Dam on Dillon Lake just northwest of Zanesville. There was no way I was going to meet with her at her little camper cabin off in the woods somewhere. That wasn’t going to happen. I had no idea what kind of hornet’s nest I’d be hobbling into and I just didn’t trust her.

I thought for a minute about potential public meeting places that I was familiar with in the area. There just weren’t many but then it occurred to me that the little park Mel and I had talked in earlier in the week would be a perfect, neutral place to meet. 

I looked at the clock. From here, I could be there in 15 minutes. That should put me there before Terri who was coming further and who would have to find it. I might just be able to catch a glimpse of the Amish runaway if she kept to the same sort of schedule and I got a move on. Maybe I can turn this huge negative into a little bit of a positive... 

I texted Terri the name of the little park and I left it at that. If she never found me, it wasn’t my problem.

Chapter 8 – Meet Up


After putting my crutches in the trunk, I very gingerly worked my way into the driver’s seat of my car. I didn’t want to show Terri any signs of weakness on my part. I’d play my obvious limp by ear when I got to the park if I had to do any walking in her view. My hope was to avoid it at all and not do any weight bearing.

I pulled out of Morelville onto SR 45. It was a beautiful day and, were it not for my mission; I might actually have enjoyed the drive. I passed several cars headed in the opposite direction coming into the area. They were loaded with people probably planning a weekend in the Blue Rock State Park. I envied them for their coming adventures and for the mobility they likely had to enjoy them.

Mentally, I shook myself then I said out loud, “Stop wallowing in misery!” There I go talking to myself again! I just want to get this over with and get back home...

I glanced in my rearview mirror. A silver Honda Accord was several car lengths behind me. In any place but this one, it would hardly be noticeable but out here, in the land of American made pickups and SUVs, it stuck out like a sore thumb. The car was too far behind me for me to get a good look at the driver or at the license plate. Oh well...probably nothing. I jumped back into my own head.

I worked my way north across country to SR 146 and took that into Zanesville. It was the route I was the most familiar with and it would put me not far from the park. Another quick glance in my rearview mirror showed that the Accord was still behind me, even after the turn onto 146. “Odd, but maybe there are two of us headed into Zanesville from the middle of nowhere.” And there I go again! I really have to stop that!

The Accord kept the same distance from me the entire time. If I slowed, it slowed. If I sped up, it sped up. I was sure I was being followed but I didn’t know why and I sure didn’t like it. I floored it and sped toward Zanesville. 

When I reached the outskirts of town, I had a dilemma. I wasn’t that familiar with the area. I only knew one bridge to take to get me across the Muskingum River to the park. Making a quick decision, I made a few quick jukes to drive around a couple of city blocks. If I could lose my suspected tail, I could get on the one bridge that I was familiar with and get to Putnam Hill quickly...hopefully before Terri. The Accord seemed like it was far enough behind me that I could shake it if the driver really was tailing me.

After a quick small loop and then a bigger one to watch for the other car, I was confident I was finally free of it. I crossed the bridge and drove north to the park. My tail seemed to be gone.

The park was a little busier on a summer Friday afternoon than it had been on Monday when Mel and I were there but it wasn’t packed. I saw that the table where we’d sat on Monday was free and there were few people nearby. It would work for a private discussion in full public view.

I parked and hobbled slowly toward the table, keeping as much of my weight off of my left leg as possible. I realized quickly that I probably should have used my crutches. The 20 yards to the table felt like a thousand by the time I reached it. 

Once I was seated and I’d caught my breath, I pulled out my cell phone. There were no new messages from Terri. I noted that the time was now nearly 12:30; about the time we’d seen the Amish girl on Monday. I scanned the walking path for her but I didn’t see her.

I called Mel’s cell. After the potential tail, I thought it would be wise to clue her in on what I was doing. She didn’t answer. I left a brief message letting her know about the tail and where I was now but I didn’t say anything more only because I really didn’t know what all to tell her until I heard Terri out. 

I felt safe meeting with Terri in a public place even after what had happened on the way over. Me thinking I was being followed was probably just me being silly and thinking crazy thoughts anyway after listening to Terri. Since the park was right in Zanesville, I knew help wouldn’t be too far away if I did have a problem.

Movement caught my eye to my right. A young woman stood up from a bench inside a gazebo, closed a book and started down the gazebo steps. It was the girl Mel suspected was Hannah Yoder. 

My luck is changing!

Hannah walked past my table and out across the parking lot behind me toward the street, much as she had on Monday. When she reached the road she turned left and continued walking to where it dead ended in a traffic circle. She went through the trees past the dead end and was gone. I knew she’d come out by a couple of businesses and that Muddy Misers, where Mel and I had eaten Monday, was just across the road from those. There were no homes in that direction in close walking distance. Could she be working in one of those businesses through there?

“What are you looking at?”

I startled and about jumped through my skin. I’d been so intent on watching after Hannah, I hadn’t seen Terri come up behind me herself from the parking lot. 

I didn’t answer her; I just looked her over. She was never thin but she was at least 30 pounds heavier now than when I’d last seen her a few years or so ago. Her short, sandy colored hair was graying at the temples. Thinking back, I remembered that she was a half dozen years older than me which made her about 40 now. The graying made a little sense but the haggard look on her face was new. Terri had always had such a baby smooth face. 

“It’s good to see you Dana. You look well.” She took a seat opposite me without asking. 

“Terri.”

She looked around quickly. “So, are you staying near here?”

“No.”

She leaned across the table, “One word answers, huh?”

“Look Terri, you called this meeting. I don’t want to be here at all so can we just cut to the chase?”

“Why so hostile Dana? I’m the one in trouble here. What did I ever do to you, after all?”

I sucked in a deep breath and slowly counted to ten as I let it out. It just wasn’t worth getting into it with her. I knew I shouldn’t have come!

“I’m sorry to trouble you but you’re the only one I can turn to with my problem. I really don’t know what else to do.” Her voice lost its edge and began to tremble as she spoke. When I didn’t respond, she continued; “Do you remember Janice?”

“Janice Wright?” I nodded.

“Yes. After we split up,” she waggled her finger back and forth between the two of us, “she and I dated briefly. She was working HR for Harrah’s Joliet...the casino then.” She looked at me for confirmation.

I shrugged. “I guess. I don’t remember.”

“No, she was. I had some, ah, issues with my employer at the time and we parted ways.”

I just bet!

“Anyway, Janice hooked me up with a blackjack dealer job at the casino.”

“Mmm, I’ll bet that was convenient.”

“I know what you’re thinking but it wasn’t like that. Things didn’t go far between us because Janice ended up getting a promotion. She moved out to Las Vegas. She was gone before I even finished my dealer training.”

“I see. So what does this have to do with the trouble you’re in?”

“I’m getting to that. Things went great at Harrah’s for a while, see. I really liked my job. I made good money at it too...” She trailed off.

“Made? Did you quit?”

She shook her head. “I was asked to resign.”

“You were fired?”

“Not fired. I resigned.”

“Are you welcome back to Harrah’s?”

Her chin dropped. Her next statement was said so low I almost didn’t catch it, “I’m not welcome in the casino industry.”

“Spill it Terri! Tell me what happened.”

She drew in a deep breath and continued, “I was doing great as a dealer. A pit boss job was opening up. I was training up for that. Everything was going great and then I met Aggie a few months ago.”

“Aggie?”

“Yeah. I doubt you know her. Neither did I. Me and a couple of the other dealers, we would sometimes go out to a...a club in Chicago and hang out after hours, you know. A private club.”

“A gay club?”

“Sort of.”

“Define ‘sort of’.”

She hesitated for a minute and then admitted, “It was a private club for anonymous hook ups.”

I wasn’t shocked. I knew such places existed even though I’d never been in one. They weren’t my scene but I could see the appeal they would have for a control freak like Terri. I’d be willing to bet she got her kicks there with a little BDSM role playing. 

“So you met Aggie at this club?” 

“She was a pretty little bar fly that hung around in the lounge a lot. She didn’t ah...um...use the private rooms all the time.”

“I get it but what I don’t get is what this has to do with the trouble you’re in and why you think I can help you. You’re wasting my time here.”

“Please, hear me out. I’m getting to that.”

“Make it fast. I’m tired of listing to this garbage.”

Terri slapped her hands down on the picnic table, “Aggie conned me, okay? She started chatting me up in the lounge. She said she had a guy but she really dug women. She wanted a fuck buddy but no commitments. I was okay with that. We started seeing each other but, at first, she would only meet with me there. Sometimes we’d go into a room, sometimes we’d hang out, drink and talk about nothing.” 

“Usually, I’d go in there with my buds from work and, if it was a slow night, they’d hang out in the lounge too. Aggie and I would hook up and do our thing and then we’d join them or one or both of them would do their thing and then join us if we weren’t... Well, anyway, one night when we were doing more drinking than anything we all got to talking about the casino and what we did there.”

She said she was conned. I can just see where this is going...

“The next time we came in, Aggie and I went off to do our thing. When we came out, my friends were hanging out in the lounge. Aggie got us all a table in the back corner and said she had a proposition for the four of us to pick up a little extra cash. We were surprised but we all listened.”

“She wanted us to steal players club cards from the casino and put small amounts of cash on them for comps or for free play and give them to her. She said she had connections to turn the cards into real cash and we’d each get a cut according to our contributions.”

“Did she say how all of that was going to work?”

“No. Not then. At first, none of us wanted anything to do with her little scheme and we said so.”

“Obviously something changed...”

“Well, yeah, for the three of us. Oh, Aggie was cool with it...it was just an idea she said. Anyway, she got a call that night and she had to leave. The three of us, we just sat there talking and...and drinking again, like the time before, and we started thinking about ways we could steal new loaded cards and get away with it and, well, we ended up coming up with a plan. All three of us shook on it. Later we pulled a fourth person in – a queen who worked in the cash cage.”

“So the four of you started stealing cards and giving them to Aggie at the club?”

“Kind off; me and the cash cage guy had more access to them in our jobs. He issued them out to all new slots players all of the time. They were preloaded with $10 in free play already. He just had to associate a name and address to each one. As a pit boss, I could issue them to comp a table games player. The only way the two dealers could get their hands on them was to steal them from actual players and, really, most table games players don’t have them.”

The queen and I would get cards and I would take them to Aggie at the club or wherever else we agreed to meet on days that we set. The queen never went to the club to begin with and the other two stopped going into the city with me at all once our little scheme started. Aggie would pay me for the cards we’d stolen previously and I’d go back and split the cash with the other three.”

“Equally?”

“No, since only two of us were taking risks, I was just giving the other two a small cut each.”

“How did that go over?”

“It didn’t, at least, not with one of them. She threatened to turn me in if she didn’t get a bigger cut.”

“Wouldn’t she be exposing herself?”

“No. She had that all figured out. I’m competitive, everyone knows that.” She eyed me. When I didn’t respond, she continued, “She knew I would cave in to her demand and I did. The problem was, we were only netting a few hundred a week or so for our efforts. Casino security is tight. It was no easy task to get away with the cards. We worked hard to get them.” 

She actually sounds like she’s proud about stealing from her employer!

“Giving her a bigger cut meant I took from the 4th person or from the two of us who were doing the heavy lifting. To keep the peace, I started giving her a little of my own cut and I tried to step up my game and take a few more cards each time. It was security that was my downfall though.”

“They caught you stealing cards?”

“No, that’s just it. They caught the two of us on camera arguing about cuts of the money. We were out in the lot where I always paid everybody off. I knew there were cameras there. I didn’t realize there was sound.”

At the ‘You’re an idiot!’ look I shot her, she bristled. 

“Neither one of us said where the money was coming from! At least, I don’t recall us saying it. Anyway, after seeing that, they started watching both of us on camera anytime we were on site at the casino. They saw me making more payoffs and that led them to watching the queen and the other woman as well. Eventually, they caught two of us on camera taking cards and they put it all together.”

“So they nailed all of you?” As I said that, I heard a car pull into the lot behind me. Terri’s eyes grew wide. She leaned in closer. 

“No. They quietly fired the other three and blackballed them all from casino jobs. They looked at me as the ringleader. They pulled me in and set up a sting.”

“To get Aggie?”

“Yeah. See, the cards weren’t being used at Harrah’s Joliet. They weren’t able to track the payback across Harrah properties so they wanted to know who I was fronting for.”

“And so you went ahead and led them right to Aggie? You fucked your fuck buddy to save your own damn skin didn’t you?” My voice had risen but I didn’t care.

She didn’t even have the good grace to hang her head. “What was I supposed to do? I was looking at embezzling and grand theft charges. If I did what they wanted, I got a plea bargain deal. I ended up with a six month suspended sentence.”

“Yep, there’s the Terri I know!”

“What do you mean by that?” She half rose from her seat and braced her hands on the site of the table. 

“It means that you’ll never change! It’s always all about you!”

“Hey, Aggie was committing the actual crime here. I was a victim!” She was standing up straight and yelling at me now. 

“That’s really, really rich! You’re not the victim; you’re a thief and a very bad one at that.” I leaned back away from her. “I don’t want to hear any more of this. Get out of my sight! Go back home to Chicago!”

“But Dana, Aggie has people out there that are trying to kill me. You have to help me.” 

“I don’t have a clue why you think I can help you and, honestly, if I could, at this point, I don’t know that I would. Just beat it! I’m done with you!”

She started to say something else and stopped short. 

Mel spoke from behind me in that strong, command voice I’d come to know well, “The lady said to leave her alone. Move along.”

Terri glared at Mel but then did as asked. She looped her legs over the table bench and started to leave. Looking back over her shoulder she said again, “I really do need your help,” and then we both watched as she got into her car and left the lot. 

I caught a very fleeting glimpse of a silver car pulling out of the parks other lot, north of me as she passed out the only entry and exit road. 

Chapter 9 – Trouble 


Friday afternoon, June 13th, 2014

“Why are you here?”

“Why am I here? Let’s see: my girlfriend, who’s already managed to tick a few people off in the area in the few weeks she’s been around, calls me and leaves me a message that says she’s headed here and that she thinks she’s being followed. There’s no logical reason why she would be coming here and she doesn’t bother to say why so I get worried. Why do you think I’m here?” Mel drew a deep breath and blew it out slowly.

I tried to look sheepish.

“Who was that?” She tossed her head toward the now vacant slot in the parking lot.

“That was Terri, my ex-girlfriend from a few years back and a lifetime ago in Chicago. She came all the way down here to talk to me because she thinks I can help her with her problem.”

At Mel’s puzzled expression, I continued, “She’s gotten herself into some trouble for stealing from her employer and she thinks someone she was stealing for or whoever that woman was fronting for is out to kill her now for giving them up to save her own ass.”

“And what is it that she thinks you can do for her that the authorities there can’t?”

I spread my hands and shook my head. “I don’t have a clue and I really don’t want to know.”

“Do you have any idea who you think was following you?”

“No but I’m pretty sure now that I was being followed.” I pointed toward the north lot, “A silver car pulled out over there and followed Terri out of here.”

An odd expression crossed Mel’s face, “Should I put deputies on it?”

I shrugged, “I just don’t know. What’s puzzling is why they were following me if they’re after her. I haven’t seen or heard from her in a few years. I got the first indication she was even in Ohio less than two hours ago. I mean, do they have her phone tapped? How did they triangulate to me that fast?” I sighed. “Maybe I’m just imaging all of that because that’s the frame of mind she put me in!”

Mel shrugged. “Okay. Let’s just leave this one alone for now but the next time you decide to go traipsing off after some halfcocked loser, how about cluing me in, okay?”

“Didn’t you want me to go into the security and investigations business?” 

“Um, yeah, in a manner of speaking, but this isn’t quite what I had in mind...”

I interrupted her, “Oh, sorry! I almost forgot; speaking of investigations, when I got here the girl you think is the missing Amish girl was sitting over there in that gazebo reading.” I pointed toward it. “About the same time we saw her passing through on Monday, she got up, walked by me and went out that way,” I pointed toward the trees.

“Well now, there’s a little mystery you can work on!”

“I suppose but I really don’t know if I should go stick my nose into all of that. I’ll have to think about it.”

It was Mel’s turn to shrug, “I have a mystery too.”

“What’s that?”

“Where are your crutches?”

I attempted my sheepish look again. “Um, they’re in the trunk. Don’t worry, I was very careful hobbling to the table and I’m never going to go without them again until Dr. Welle says I can.”

“Let me just get them for you and then we both need to get home so we can have a chat about something in a place that’s a little more private than it is here.”

###

Friday evening, June 13th, 2014

I was sitting in the living room back at the house. Mel was pacing the floor in front of me. 

“I ran into the Mayor today. He told me that Noland Troutman made a speech to the City Club on Wednesday. Most of the big shots and the big money families in the area belong to the club. He said a lot of the city’s movers and shakers were in attendance.”

“So?” I shrugged. “Why don’t you just go and speak to them too?”

“It’s not about that, about making speeches. It’s about what Troutman said...what he alluded to in his speech and what he said to certain individuals afterwards.” Her expression was pained.

I leaned forward and asked quietly, “Mel, what did he say?”

She threw her hands up in the air, “You know, I said I didn’t care but that was before this. I didn’t expect it to be used against me like this!”

“What Mel, what’s he said?” 

Whirling toward me she replied, “He basically said that I don’t represent family values in the area and then...then he told people that I moved my same sex girlfriend in with me and gave them the impression that we’re having sex in front of the kids...”

I was shocked. “Mel...I, I...I’m so sorry.” I honestly didn’t know what to say. I sat back and thought for a minute. She went back to pacing a path on the floor.

Finally I asked her, “Are you going to try and rebut it?”

“How? What the hell would I say in response to that?” She ran her hands through her hair in a gesture of frustration. “I knew I shouldn’t have run!”

“Don’t say that!” I held my hands up, “You and I both know that you’re a much better option for the Sheriff of this county than Noland Troutman III is!”

“Maybe so, but with stuff like this out there now, that’s all the voters are going to hear about.”

“What if I move out?”

“That would just be stupid Dana. You’re in no physical condition to do that.”

“Well you have to counter his crap somehow.”

“I don’t want to get into a mudslinging contest with him.”

“So, don’t sling mud. Get a hold of your campaign manager and have him start doing damage control. That’s what he gets paid for.”

She looked at me with her own expression of shock, “I’m so new to all of this, I hadn’t even thought about that.”

Ideas started running through my head, “You should ask him to set up a series of speeches for you at places like the Rotary Club and community meetings and anywhere else he can and alert the media about them. You can get out there and put the word out about your experience and your real values.” I shuddered, “Don’t let a snot nosed kid have the last word, Mel!”

“I know that you’re right but honestly, I’ve never been much of a speech person...I don’t know how it would work. I’m not good at that sort of stuff.”

“Mel, just get in front of people and be you. Be upfront and honest with them and talk to them like you’re talking person to person. People are tired of dirty campaigns and a law enforcement campaign shouldn’t even come close to being dirty. They’ll be happy that you’re open and candid with them and that you have their best interests at heart.”

“I hear what you’re saying and I agree with it on principal but, in a conservative place like Muskingum County, there are still a lot of folks who will side with Troutman just because I’m gay, no matter what I have to say in my own defense or what my level of experience is.”

“That may be a little true, granted, but there are also more people out there than you think whose hearts and minds are open.”

Chapter 10 – PI Dana?


Saturday, June 14th, 2014

I was sitting in my car in the parking lot of a graphics company located across the street from Muddy Misers Cafe. I was at loose ends for the day because Mel works every other Saturday and Kris was out at the family farm spending a little time with her kids since they were camped out there for the summer. Her boyfriend was away doing his last long haul job, they both hoped, forever. 

The lot I was sitting in wasn’t very full on a Saturday but I managed to park in between two other cars so my own car didn’t stand out. I knew it was a long shot but I was parked so I could watch across the street for Hannah Yoder to emerge from the trees along the east side of Putnam Hill Park. If she was coming this way each day to go to work somewhere, she might work Saturdays and she might not. Since I didn’t have anything better to do given my injuries and lack of companionship for the day, I figured I might as well give the whole PI thing a shot.

I’d made a conscious decision not to go into the park and look for Hannah first. If she was there hanging out like she had been on Friday, I didn’t want to spook her if she recognized me. The last thing I wanted was to appear to be more obtrusive than I already do right now. 

I leaned back a little and slid low in my seat. My cell phone buzzed incessantly at my side. Terri continued to call and text me. She just wouldn’t give up. It didn’t appear that I was followed today and, since she was still being a pest to me, I figured it was my imagination after all that she’d been followed out of the park yesterday. 

I’d gotten here a little earlier than I’d been in the area the two previous times. It was just now 10:20. I figured on waiting around until 1:00 or so and then moving on if I didn’t see Hannah. 

Idly, I glanced through the texts on my phone. Terri’s please were getting longer and longer. She was attempting to tell me the rest of her story through text. As I was skimming through most of the drivel, the word ‘security’ caught my eye. I scrolled back up and read the full text.

Terri: I’m seriously asking for your help Dana. You know people that can give me the information I need to figure out who’s after me. When you worked in security here, you consulted a lot with Harrah’s. I know that you know people there who can tell me what or who they found when they traced the cards.

So there it was. Terri wanted me to talk to my former contacts at her former employer about a criminal investigation they conducted – or were still conducting – against her and her accomplices. She’s out of her mind!

I tossed my phone down in disgust and shook my head. If things were that bad for her, she needed a plea deal that included the witness protection program. Even if I was inclined to help, there wasn’t anything anyone would be authorized to tell me that could help her. 

Movement from the tree line to the west of me caught my eye. I watched intently and was rewarded for my effort to be here by the site of the girl Mel and I presumed to be Hannah Yoder coming through the trees from the direction of the park.

She crossed some rail tracks and then stepped into the other half of the parking lot I was hanging out in but she never even glanced my way as she moved straight ahead. She crossed Muskingum Avenue and went right on into Muddy Misers with a key. The restaurant and bar didn’t open until 11:00.

She must work there!

It occurred to me moments later that maybe this girl wasn’t Hannah Yoder after all. Any place with a bar would not be a place an Old Order Amish girl would be likely to be working even if she’d left the order. My hopes fell. 

I was torn about what I should do. If the girl was Hannah and she really was working there legitimately, she was at least 18 and legally considered an adult regardless of her standing in the Amish community. After mulling it for several minutes, my stomach made a decision for me. 

At 11:00 I entered the café along with a few other early Saturday patrons and took a seat at the bar. I looked around but I didn’t see Hannah. To my surprise, Bree, the server Mel and I had on Monday popped up from doing some task below the counter. 

“Hey, welcome back!”

So much for having any sort of cover! “You ah, remember me?”

“I make it a point to try and remember faces but you’re a little hard to forget with the crutches. Where’s your girlfriend?”

“Wow, you are good! She’s working today.”

Bree smiled. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll have the same kind of beer I had Monday, if you remember it,” I grinned at her in challenge.

“Easy! It’s the house brew. Would you like anything to eat?”

“Well I’m starving but I think the slab o’ steak thing I had before is a little much. What do you recommend for a carnivore that’s just a bit lighter?”

Once she and I had settled on my order and she went into the kitchen to place it, I took another look around. Patrons were rapidly filling up the place. Televisions around the place were tuned to Sportscenter and most eyes were on them since all of the talk was about the latest scandal suspensions in Major League Baseball. I tuned it out and turned back around to face the bar back as Bree set my beer down in front of me.

A short while later, as I dug into the beefy concoction Bree had recommended, my eyes rolled back at the sheer pleasure of the taste. It was lighter only in the sense that the portion of food on the plate was slightly smaller but it delicious beyond description. 

Bree was working the bar. When she wandered back my way, I caught her eye, “This is amazing! My compliments to the chef.”

Bree laughed. “No chefs here, but we do have some great cooks.” She patted her slim belly, “I’ve put on a few pounds since Hannah started working here, that’s for sure!”

I almost choked on my beer. When I recovered, I asked, “Hannah?”

“Yeah. She’s younger than me but boy can she cook. She usually comes in to do dinner prep after lunch and then works through the dinner rush. That’s one of her specialties.” Bree pointed at my plate. 

“I see. If you don’t mind me asking, how old are you Bree?”

“I’m 22,” she said brightly in a way that only a cute, blonde, 22 year old could pull off.

“And this Hannah, she’s younger?”

“Yes,” Bree leaned closer, “And between you and me she’s a little backward. The rumor is that she’s Amish but she left them. I guess that’s where she learned to cook though.”

“Amish?” I tried to sound like I was curious and confused. 

Bree shrugged her slim shoulders and then moved off to help another customer. I sat at the bar eating slowly for as long as I dared but Hannah never left the kitchen from anywhere within my view. 

###

I had no idea how late Hannah would be working and no way to find out without looking like a stalker. Since the Saturday lunch rush was still in full swing when I left, I figured she’d be at the café at least another couple of hours so I made a trip back to Morelville for provisions and a book. I’m good at stakeouts as long as I have something to do to occupy my mind besides dwelling on things I can’t change. 

Once I was settled into a parking spot in the park that was as near to Grandview Avenue and the walking path as I could get, I called Mel’s office to let her know where I was and what I was doing. Her assistant Holly apologized that she was ‘unavailable’ due to official police business. I figured I’d hear all about it later. I hung up, dialed her cell and left her a detailed message. I didn’t want her to worry about me this time.

Just after 2:30, my patience was rewarded as I spied Hannah coming down Grandview from the direction of the restaurant. I hustled as best I could out of my car and made a show of grabbing my crutches while dropping the novel I’d grabbed from the bookshelf in Mel’s office.

My little attempt at subterfuge worked as Hannah hurried toward me and stooped to pick up the book.

I smiled at her, “Thank you so much. It’s such a bother getting around with these things but it’s so nice out today, I just had to get out.”

Hannah smiled and nodded. 

“I’m sorry to be so much trouble, but would you mind carrying that book over to that table for me?” I pointed to a picnic table near the walking path that I knew she’d be taking anyway.

“Yes ma’am.” 

“Please, my name is Dana. Ma’am makes me sound so old.”

“I’m Hannah. Pleased to meet you.”

I detected the hint of a German accent in her speech so I decided to try and test her. “Hannah is a beautiful name and I hear a bit of an accent. Are you from Germany?”

“No ma’am...Dana,” she shook her head. “I’m from here.” She colored slightly as she looked away. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry; I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“No offense.” She looked at the ground and then back up to me as we reached the table. She laid the book down and then asked, “Is there anything else that I can help you with?”

There wasn’t a thing I could think of to keep her there and talking. I’d confirmed her identity but not where she lived now or why she left home. She took my indecision as an out and bid me goodbye.

“I’m sorry. I zoned out there for a second. Listen, thank you so much. I hope you have a great afternoon.”

“Thank you; you too.” She turned and headed toward the walking path. I watched her until she was out of my sight and then I tucked the book under my arm and hobbled back to my car as quickly as I could. 

Grandview Avenue went straight along the southern edge of the park. The walking path curved through the park. Hannah wasn’t in view when I pulled out onto Grandview and I feared I’d probably lost her. At the intersection with Pine, I looked both directions and spied her heading north. There was no way I could follow without arousing her suspicion so I turned south and took the first right onto a residential side street. I went up to the next block and turned right again.

I cruised along the blocks slowly so I could look down the short streets toward Pine where I’d last seen her. I couldn’t find her; she’d disappeared.

She’s got to be staying somewhere in this area!

I looped my car around to head back the way I’d come. Might as well head home...Mel’s shift will be over in a little while.

My cell phone rang. Thinking it must be Mel calling me back since she was on my mind, I answered it without really looking at the number display.

Chapter 11 – Ex Pest


Saturday Afternoon, June 14th, 2014

“Hey babe...”

“Dana, is that you?”

Crap, Terri! For the love of...

“We need to meet, now! It’s urgent,” she interrupted my thoughts.

I didn’t even try to respond.

“Dana are you listening to me? We have to meet! Both of our lives are in danger.”

“What? You’re crazy. Why would my life be in danger?” I was both irritated and confused. She’s trying to trick me into meeting with her again!

“Listen, I can’t explain it over the phone. Please; just meet me at the Dillon Dam spillway parking lot. I’ll explain everything.” 

“I’m not coming up there on some wild goose chase Terri! Forget it!”

Terri’s voice dropped low and took on a deadly serious tone, “Dana, you really aren’t listening to me. Your life is in danger too. You need to hear what I have to tell you.” 

“All right then, you come down here again. I just told you, I’m not coming up there.”

There was some fumbling around on the other end of the line and then Terri spoke again, “I have to go. I’ll be at the dam parking lot in 10 minutes. Get here as fast as you can.” The line went silent.

Of all the nerve! I pulled over and stared at my blank phone for several seconds while I contemplated where there might be a twist in her personal problems that meant any sort of trouble for me but I was at a complete loss.

I dialed Mel’s number again...still no answer. I didn’t leave another message. I pulled up GPS on my phone and keyed in Dillon Dam. It was near Nashport and only about 11 miles from where I was. With any luck at all, I could be there, hear whatever it was that Terri had to say, send her packing back to Chicago and still be back home by four o’clock. 

Fifteen minutes and some good fortune with multiple Zanesville traffic lights later, I pulled into the parking lot for the dam. There were several other cars in the lot but I didn’t see Terri’s. People were viewing and fishing the spillway out in front of me. Terri wasn’t among them. 

I opened my door and swung my legs around so I could stand up on my good leg and look down along the green strip edging the spillway and the river fed by it. The area wasn’t that big. I didn’t have to look far to see that she wasn’t anywhere along there either or in the small picnic shelter at the far end of the lot. I dialed her number but after four rings her phone rolled to voicemail. 

“Terri, it’s Dana. I’m here at the dam and you’re not. This isn’t funny! You have five minutes to get over here and explain yourself or I’m leaving.” I hung up.

Thirty seconds went by and then a text buzzed through.

Terri:  Sorry. Car trouble.

Terri: Had to pull over by the boat launch on the lake just north of the dam.

Me: I’m guessing you want me to meet you there now?

Terri: Please, it’s important.

Me: Fine! I’ll give you five minutes of my time. You’re on your own with your car problem.

I pulled up a map and looked for the boat launch ramp she was talking about. It wasn’t far away. I got back in the car and drove north to it arriving a few minutes later. 

The boat launch lot was much larger to accommodate both cars and trucks pulling boat trailers. There were cars, trucks, boats and people everywhere on a beautiful summer Saturday afternoon. I cruised through the lot slowly and dodged people while I looked for Terri or her car. 

Her car was on the far end, backed into a car slot, hood up. I thought it odd that she would take the time to back in if she was having problems. Terri wasn’t near the car.  

Where the hell is she?

I pulled into the slot just past hers, got out of my car and stepped gingerly over to hers. I could feel a little heat radiating from the engine but nothing was steaming as if it was overheating. Using my left hand as a brace against her car, I worked my way around to the driver’s side and peered in the open window. 

Terri’s keys were gone. There was nothing of value in sight in the car. I looked all around but in the crowd, I just couldn’t see her.

Maybe she went to the restroom... I looked around the edges of the lot that I could see for a bathroom facility or porta-pots. I could see the telltale aqua color of the portable outhouses on the far side of the lot and several space to my left but I couldn’t see around the vehicles to know if anyone was waiting to use them or going in and out. In frustration I started to hobble towards them, completely forgetting to grab my crutches. 

When I found a good vantage point, I waited several minutes. Once it became obvious to me that Terri wasn’t using the restroom, I huffed and puffed my way back to the cars. There was still no Terri. 

I stopped a teenager and her mother who wandered by and asked them if they’d seen the stocky, sandy haired woman. They shrugged their no’s to me and moved on. I talked to a couple of other people in the immediate area too. No one remembered seeing her. 

Back at the cars again and frustrated, I slapped Terri’s fender wall. The hood vibrated on the rod holding it open.  Without thinking about it, I unhooked the rod and lowered it back to its clip and then dropped the hood. The thunk sound of the hood closing turned several heads in my direction. I waved my hand in the air at them and then hobbled back to my car and shot off another text. 

Me: Terri, where the hell are you?

I waited a few minutes but no response came. I’d been in the lot twenty minutes with not a word from her and no indication at all where she might be. Fed up, I left.

###

Mel pulled into the driveway right behind me. She walked up, leaned into my window and bussed my lips with a kiss before helping me out of the car.

“I got your message. I’m so sorry I didn’t get back to you. Are you just getting back? Must have been some kind of day for you, huh?”

I blew out a heavy breath, “You have no idea but I’ll tell you all about it later. I want to hear what you’ve been up to.” 

“My day was thankfully uneventful so I was able to spend time working out a schedule of appearances with my campaign manager and we held a little impromptu press conference too. I’m feeling a lot better about the whole Noland Troutman deal.”

“Baby that’s great. I’m relieved to hear that.” I pulled open my back driver’s side door and reached in to get my crutches. Only one was there. “What the fuck!”

“What’s wrong?”

I pulled out the single crutch and held it up to show Mel. She scratched her head.

“Mel, I left here this morning with both crutches. I used them going into and coming out of Muddy Misers today but not other than that. Where would the other one be?”

“You were at Misers today?”

“Yes. Hannah Yoder works there.”

“Really? Wow! You nailed that down quick.” She peered into the car, “Are you sure you put them both in here when you left there?”

“Yes and actually, now that I think about it, I used them in Putnam Hill Park today too and I know I left the park with both of them because I had to get back to my car fast.” I cast about, thinking. “I didn’t use them at dam or the boat ramp. Someone must have taken one of them at one of those places, for some reason – probably the ramp. I didn’t leave the side of my car at the dam so I didn’t take them out.”

“Dam? Boat ramp? I think you better fill me in on your day today. This sounds fishy.”

“Tell me about it! Like I said, you have no idea.” I checked my phone. There were no texts or missed calls from Terri. Odd...

Mel and I were driving back up to Dillon Lake. Just what I wanted to do on a nice Saturday evening under odd circumstances!

After telling her the story about Terri and showing her the texts, she was concerned that something was seriously wrong. We bypassed the dam since nothing had really happened there and, instead, went straight to the boat ramp lot. 

The boat ramp lot was only slightly less crowded than it had been when I was there less than two hours ago. Lots of people were enjoying a nice evening at the lake. 

We cruised down to the end of the parking lot. Terri’s car was still where she’d left it. Now there was a piece of white cloth hanging from the mostly closed driver’s side window.

“That cloth wasn’t there before Mel. The window was down.”

“She must have come back here and put it there as a sign of a vehicle in distress. Hang on while I check it.” Mel got out of her truck and peered into all of the windows of Terri’s car. She was careful not to touch it.

“Nothing looks unusual in the car and there’s no sign of your crutch. This is state property. If the car’s still there after the park closes tonight with that white flag, they’ll probably have it towed.”

“Uggh! I don’t even want to deal with this!” I scowled and looked around. None of the other vehicles nearby looked familiar. People had left and others had come. “Why would someone take a single crutch? I just don’t get it.”

“The better question here is where is your ex and why isn’t she still hounding you?”

“True, I guess.”

“Where is she staying?”

“She told me she’s staying in what she called a camper cabin. I assume it’s somewhere near here.”

“Dillon is a State Park. They have cabins and cottages that they manage. Let’s go and check with the park management.”

Mel strode to the desk with me hobbling along behind her. The clerk looked at her badge, “How can I help you Sheriff?”

“I need to get in contact with someone who’s staying in a cabin here. It’s urgent.”

“Is this official police business Sheriff? Should I call a Ranger in?”

“No, no. That won’t be necessary. The lady in question, Terri...” Mel turned to me and raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Sweeting,” I supplied.

“Terri Sweeting is an acquaintance of Ms. Rossi’s here. They were supposed to meet today near the Dillon boat launch but all Ms. Rossi found was Ms. Sweeting’s disabled car. She hasn’t been able to reach Ms. Sweeting.”

“I see. Well, unfortunately I can’t help you. Terri Sweeting checked out of her cabin early this afternoon.”

I moved closer to the counter and stood beside Mel, “Can you tell me what time?”

The clerk checked his computer, “She checked out at 2:36.”

While I was talking to Hannah in the park. She must have been on the run... “Did she come back here at all?” 

“Not that I’m aware of. Her room was charged to her for the night and since it was after normal check out, we couldn’t cancel it. She seemed to be in a rush though and she didn’t argue.”

Mel asked, “Would it be possible to see her room?” 

“I’m afraid not. This is high season. We were able to rent it back out to someone on the wait list.” He looked at Mel pointedly, “Are you sure you don’t want me to call the Rangers.”

“Thanks. That won’t be necessary.”

I nodded at him and held up my phone, “I’ll just keep trying to get in touch with her. Thanks for your help.”

Chapter 12 – We Have a Floater...


Monday morning, June 16th, 2014

My duty cell buzzed with a call from dispatch. 

“Sheriff Crane.”

“Sheriff, a woman’s body was just found dead floating near the shoreline of Dillon Lake. It’s State jurisdiction but we thought you’d want to know.”

“What’s the approximate location?”

“Just north of the boat launch ramps and dock off of Newark Road.”

“Roger. Enroute.” I was shocked. A bad omen told me it was the still missing Terri Sweeting. Dana hadn’t heard back from her all weekend. I broke several traffic laws that I was sworn to enforce trying to get to the crime scene as quickly as possible.

The state boys from the Ohio Highway Patrol had closed off the boat launch parking lot. I was stopped at the gate by a baby faced OSHP Trooper. 

I leaned slightly out the window of my official county SUV and addressed him, “County Sheriff Melissa Crane.”

“Sheriff,” he touched the brim of his hat and tipped his head in greeting.  “How can I help you.”

“Can you admit me to the crime scene please?”

“This is state property Sheriff so this investigation is state jurisdiction.”

“I’m aware of that Trooper. I believe I may have information about the victim and, if she hasn’t been identified, I believe I know someone who can ID her.”

The young officer nodded and stepped away to make a radio call. A minute later he nodded to me and moved the gate to allow me to pass into the parking lot. I headed toward the knot of State Highway Patrol vehicles and troopers that were near the launch ramp. 

As I dismounted my vehicle, a Trooper stepped over to greet me. “Trooper France, Sheriff.” He stuck out his hand.”

I took it, “Sheriff Crane.”

“How can we help you today Sheriff?”

“An associate of mine, a U.S. Customs Agent, was here Saturday to meet with a woman who represented to her that she was in some sort of trouble and that someone was trying to kill her. When my associate got here, she only found the woman’s car.” I turned and looked down the lot.

“It’s the white foreign job – Hyundai, I think – with Illinois plates that’s parked near the end of this row with a distress flag hanging from the window.” I paused and then continued, “Funny, I would have thought the rangers would have had that removed by now.”

“They probably haven’t noticed it Sheriff. This time of year the gates to this lot still close at dusk but boaters stay out on the water all night. Their vehicles would remain parked here.”

“Good point and probably a lucky break for you guys.”

“Who’s the vehicle belong to?” He took out a note pad. 

“Her name is Terri Sweeting.”

“And what’s the Agent’s name?” 

“Dana Rossi.”

“Customs, you said?”

“Yes.”

“What’s her connection to the floater? Is she potentially part of an investigation?” His look was skeptical.

I tried to quickly think about the best way to frame my response, “Agent Rossi is assigned in the area. If your victim is who I believe it might be, she knew Agent Rossi in the past. She came down here from the Chicago area to ask for her help with a personal problem. They spoke on Friday but they weren’t able to connect yesterday.”

The officer nodded. “How do I contact this Agent Rossi?”

Before I could respond, his attention was drawn to a Park Ranger’s patrol boat approaching the launch ramp and the temporary tie off dock. We watched as the boat eased to the dock and was tied off. A Trooper wearing Lieutenant’s brass stepped out and motioned to two other Troopers near the ramps to assist. A Ranger and a Trooper strained to lift a body basket with a closed body bag out of the boat as the three men on shore reached to take it.

Once the body was on the dock, the Trooper I was speaking with approached his Lieutenant and showed him his notes. The LT motioned me over.

“Lieutenant Nichols Sheriff,” he said by way of introduction. “There was no ID on the body. Can you possibly identify her yourself?”

“If it’s who I believe it might be, no; I’ve never actually met her. I’m assisting Agent Rossi who came to me with concerns.”

He eyed me for a minute then jerked a thumb toward the body bag, “Are you willing to take a look anyway? I have to warn you, it isn’t pretty. She’s pretty bloated...been in the water a couple of days and, I’m sorry to say, I’m officially ruling this murder investigation.”

I swallowed hard, “I’ll look LT but no promises on an ID.”

The Lieutenant stooped down and unzipped the top of the bag. I stooped too and peered at the face...or, at least, what was left of it, that was revealed. I didn’t recognize the woman but she fit the general description Dana had given me of Terri, other than that her head looked like it had been badly bludgeoned.

I shook my head, “I don’t recognize her but she appears to be a match for what I’ve been told about her.” I looked away until I heard the sound of the zipper being pulled back up. The smell of death began to permeate the air after just that brief opening of the body bag for a glimpse. My stomach churned. There were two parts of police work that I hated: recovering bodies and notifying loved ones.

The Lieutenant was speaking again, “I’ll be the lead on this case Sheriff. My men and I are going to have to start combing the area for evidence. If you’d give Trooper Shay your contact information and the contact info you have for Rossi, it would be much appreciated.” He nodded toward the younger Trooper who’d been interviewing me previously. 

I gave the state boys what they required and then I went home to break the news to Dana. I was reasonably sure the body the Troopers had recovered was the missing Terri. 

###

Dana

Mel called and filled my in on what a boater had apparently found floating in Dillon Lake while attempting to fish near the shaded and wooded shoreline on the east side of the lake. When she described the face she’d seen to me, I was sure they’d found Terri too. 

I attempted to call the local OSHP Post to offer to come in and do an ID. I was routed to Trooper Shay who informed me the investigation in the area was still ongoing. Meanwhile the unidentified victim was being transported to the Muskingum County Coroner for autopsy given her rapidly decomposing state. It was too risky to chance taking the time to move her to the state crime lab. 

While I waited for them to summon me, I found a Zanesville pharmacy that would sell me a single crutch. 

Chapter 13 - Evidence


Tuesday, late morning, June 17th, 2014

My wait for the victim to be autopsied wasn’t long. In my mind, I knew it was Terri anyway. Where she’d been hunting me over the weekend, I’d spent the past 24 hours hunting her. While I waited to hear from the OSHP, I made several calls to past contacts trying to get a line on Terri. I’d come up with nothing, even after calling a couple of ghosts from my past that I would rather have remained forgotten.

Lieutenant Nichols met me at the Muskingum County Medical Examiner’s Office. I felt slightly uncomfortable as he looked me up and down when I hobbled in on crutches. I caught his eye and put on my best official law enforcement expression.

“Lieutenant Nichols, I presume?” 

“Yes ma’am.” He finally looked me in the eye, “Are you Agent Rossi?”

“Dana Rossi, yes. If the body I’m here to view is whom I expect that it is, it’s someone I’ve known personally, in the past and not someone I was dealing with in my official capacity.”

“I see Ms. Rossi. I need to ask, have you ever done this before?”

“ID’d a body? Fortunately, no. Deaths and murders don’t normally fall under the jurisdiction of Customs.”

“Then I have to warn you, what you’re about to see will not be what you see at an open casket funeral.”

“Point taken. Lead on Lieutenant.”

The Coroner himself pulled out a drawer and lowered the sheet from the head of the victim. Even distorted, I only had to glance at the face to know that it was Terri. 

“It’s her. It’s Terri Sweeting.” I made a half turn away from the head with a skull that was obviously crushed in the back.

“You’re sure?”

“Positive.” I didn’t turn back to her. 

“I’m going to need you to come over to the Patrol Post and make a formal statement.”

“No problem. I can do that now if you like.”

The Coroner spoke up, “Lieutenant, I need a word with you first.” The LT nodded. 

“I’ll just wait outside.” I showed myself out the door as fast as a pair of crutches could carry me. I didn’t want to spend any more time in the chamber of death than I had to.

###

Tuesday, early afternoon, June 17th, 2014

“Thanks for coming in Ms. Rossi.”

“Dana is fine Lieutenant.” He didn’t respond. 

I’ve never really been on this side of the desk... I started talking nervously like I had no idea how a police interview is supposed to work.  “I’ll tell you everything I know but I’m not sure how much help it will be.” He remained silent but met my eyes. It was unnerving. I began to get the impression this wasn’t an interview at all but an interrogation.

“Look Lieutenant Nichols, I’m going to level with you right up front, Terri and I weren’t on the best of terms. I’m not sure exactly why she came to Ohio or what her real problem was and I really didn’t care to know.”

Nichols put up a hand to stop me and he finally spoke, “How about we start at the beginning?”

“That’s fine.” I was relieved to have him jump into the driver’s seat. 

“How did you know Ms. Sweeting?”

I grinned nervously. “Once you get going, you cut right to the chase don’t you?” He didn’t answer again; he just watched me with a blank expression. 

“Okay well, to be completely frank, we were romantic partners at one time.” I watched his face for a reaction or even a slight change in his expression. There was none.

“We broke up, badly I’ll admit, about three and a half years ago. We’d been living together at the time but I worked a private security and investigations job that had me on the road a lot. I moved out one day in between assignments, while she was at work. She didn’t take it well. To make a long story short, she stalked me and hounded my employer over me. I ended up getting fired because she was out of hand and my employer had a reputation to uphold.”

“Did you confront Terri?”

“No. I avoided her. I just wanted to be completely free of her. After I lost my job, I didn’t have any reason to stay in the Chicago area. I had no ties there. I went home to stay with my folks in Pennsylvania for a while to lick my wounds and put everything behind me. In the end I changed my phone number and my life.”

“I got an investigative position with Customs a little over three years ago. I never saw or heard from Terri after I left for Pennsylvania or even after Customs assigned me to the Chicago Field Office until this past Saturday when she called me out of the blue and when she started texting me, as I said.”

“If you changed everything and you hadn’t heard from her, how did she get your number?”

“I asked Terri the same question. She said she got it through a mutual friend. I haven’t kept in contact with any of the people we associated with at the time that we were together so I don’t know who she would have actually gotten it from.”

He leaned back in his chair and gave me a skeptical look, “Did you ask her to come to Ohio to see you?”

“No, I didn’t.” I tried to sound matter of fact and not defensive. “She was already here when she started calling me and texting me asking me to meet with her. Here, let me show you.” I took out my phone and showed him the call log and the texts from her.

He made some notes. “We’ll pull her phone records. Would you be willing to let us download a transcript of the texts now? It will save us time.”

“Of course. No problem.” I laid my phone on the desk. He didn’t pick it up. 

“So, when did you first meet with Terri?”

“The only time I met with her was on Friday afternoon at Putnam Hill Park in Zanesville.”

“Why did you agree to the meeting?”

“At first, she said she just wanted to talk to me. When I wouldn’t take her calls, she started texting. I ignored those too until she told me via text that she was in Zanesville. You’ll see it there,” I pointed at the phone.

“So, because she was in Zanesville, you agreed to meet with her?” 

“Not exactly; I only agreed to meet with her after she said the reason she wanted to talk to me was because someone was trying to kill her and she needed my help.”

“Kill her?” This time his face actually showed a little emotion.

“Yes. It’s there in the texts.”

“Who did she think was trying to kill her?”

“That’s not in the texts. It came out in our meeting.” I told him the story that Terri told me. When I finished, he was quiet for more than a minute while he scribbled notes. 

I felt more at ease after getting everything about our meeting out and I thought I sensed a change in Nichols. I sat back in my chair and relaxed a little while I waited for his next question. I figured we’d move on to the events of Saturday. When his actual question came, it took me completely by surprise.

“How long have you been on crutches?”

I held my hands up to him in confusion. “Um, I was shot in the line of duty in April. I was laid up for a few weeks but I’ve been on them since.” He raised one eyebrow in the biggest show of expression I’d seen from him since the interview started. “I have severe muscle and nerve damage to my left leg. It was exacerbated a little over a week ago by an unrelated incident.”

“So you’re on convalescent leave right now?”

“Sort of. I’m in the process of being medically retired.”

“I see.”

“Do you? Why the questions about my status?”

He changed direction, “Do you carry off duty?”

“Usually, a small 9mm. Don’t you carry out of uniform?” 

“Were you carrying Friday or Saturday?”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. “What does whether I carry a weapon off duty or not have to do with anything?”

He ignored my question and continued, “Are you carrying now?”

“Do you want to frisk me and see?” I was beginning to get annoyed with his interrogative line of questioning but then in my brewing anger a thought suddenly occurred to me, “Was Terri shot?” 

“You tell me.”

“You’ve answered my question. Obviously she was. It occurs to me that, that’s what the Coroner probably held you back to tell you.” 

He leaned forward and looked me right in the eye again. I returned the favor. I wasn’t going to let this guy get the better of me.

“Terri Sweeting was hit with an aluminum crutch that was found in the wooded area not far from the shoreline area where she was found floating. According to the Coroner, the blow didn’t kill her, at least not immediately. She was killed by a small caliber round fired into her chest at close range, probably after she fell. She was then drug into Lake Dillon.”

“And you think I killed her?”

“Whose fingerprints do you suppose we’ll find on the crutch?”

“Mine, no doubt. One of my crutches was taken from my car on Saturday while I was looking around the boat ramp parking lot for Terri.”

“That’s awfully convenient don’t you think?”

“Did you listen to a word I said?” I raised my voice in my own defense. “Terri came to me with a problem she seemed to think I could help her with. I haven’t had anything to do with her in years. Why would I kill her even if I were physically able to? What’s my motive?” 

I stood up and gathered my cell phone and my crutches. “If you’re not arresting me, we’re done here. I didn’t kill Terri Sweeting. Pull the phone logs and check them. Talk to my doctor. Talk to the authorities in Joliet and Chicago. Figure out who was really after her. Conduct an actual investigation and quit trying to take the easy route.” I walked out of the interview room. Nichols didn’t stop me.

Chapter 14 – Breaking Amish


Wednesday Morning, June 18th, 2014

Mel and I talked well into the night about my run in with the OSHP Lieutenant. I felt like Nichols was looking at me as his primary suspect. Mel tried to convince me that the state cop was just trying to cover all of his bases. I prayed she was right. I just didn’t need the aggravation of trying to mount a criminal defense and prove my innocence right now, on top of everything else, and Mel’s campaign didn’t need the sort of publicity a murder investigation centered on her girlfriend would bring.

It was shaping up to be another pleasant day. The dog days of summer weren’t too far off but, for now, the humidity was low and the temperature was tolerable. I decided today might be as good a day as any for me to go and hang around the park and see if I could engage Hannah Yoder in conversation. 

Before she left for work, Mel rustled me up one of the kids abandoned school backpacks. I carefully chose a book from her shelf that I’d actually be willing to read and then I packed that, a couple of bottles of water and some snacks in the backpack. I headed out to overtly stake out Putnam Hill Park. 

My trip to the park was uneventful this time. No one appeared to be following me but then, my mind was running a million miles an hour over all of the events surrounding Terri’s murder and I didn’t keep as close a watch on traffic surrounding me as I probably should have under the circumstances. 

I decided to park in the northern parking lot because it was closer to the gazebo where I’d seen Hannah hanging out on Friday while I was waiting for Terri to show up. I slung the backpack over my shoulder, positioned my crutches and worked my way carefully over to it. 

The little park was quiet on a Wednesday morning. Soon the mothers and preschoolers would come to hang out and then, a little later, there’d be teens playing basketball but, for now, I could enjoy the peace of the morning.

I negotiated the two steps to get into the gazebo with a little work. Dr. Welle and I hadn’t talked to me about steps in a while. I’d been banned from trying to negotiate them, even on crutches, at first and now I could see why.

Once I was inside the vintage but well maintained structure, I realized that it was lined all the way around with built in bench seats. There were two far less vintage, movable picnic tables in the middle of it as well. I could just picture those being removed on warm summer evenings and the gazebo being used for concerts in the park or for weddings. 

I debated sitting on a bench and having back support or sitting at a table and being able to lay my book down in front of me. After a minute of thought over the options, I opted to carefully pull one of the tables closer to the benches. I sat down on a built in bench and propped my legs on the picnic table seat. It was comfortable for me and I could hold my book in my lap and have an easy look around every so often. 

It was just after 9:00 AM when I settled into my vantage point. There was no way of knowing how long my wait would be. Hannah might come to read again before her shift or she might just wander through on her way to work later in the afternoon. I hoped she made a habit of coming to read in the gazebo.

I was having a lively conversation about all of the uses of crutches with a pair of five year old twin boys and their mother when Hannah showed up just before 11:00 AM. The two little guys lost all interest in me when Hannah came up the steps. From the way they greeted her with hugs around her legs, it was obvious they’d met her here before. It was equally obvious that they shy girl had a way with children. 

She bent to them and listened as they talked over each other to tell her their little boy stories. One pointed to me and my crutches and that’s when she seemed to notice that I was sitting there.

I smiled, “It’s Hannah, right?”

“Yes. We met the other day. You are Dana, correct?” Her English was very formal when she spoke in full sentences.

“You’re right.” I smiled again and then I continued to watch the antics of the children. I didn’t want to spook her. 

The boys’ mother spoke up, “Let’s let these two ladies have a little peace guys. It’s time to head home and make our lunch.”

Once the twin boys said their goodbyes to her and they were on their way, Hannah looked about the gazebo. She seemed to be a bit disoriented. 

“I’m sorry. I’ve made myself comfortable.” I waved a hand at my legs propped on the table’s bench seat. Did you want to use this table?” I started to lower my legs from the seat in a gesture I hoped looked accommodating and friendly.

“No, no. It’s fine. I usually sit on a bench to read a book unless I have school work.”

“School work? You mean for college?”

“No, for high school.”

“High school?” I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were older than that. You look like you’re about 20 or so.”

Hannah blushed. “Thank you Dana. I am 18. I’m studying for my equivalency diploma. Sometimes I bring text books and work here where it’s quiet.”

She seemed willing to talk and I wanted to keep the conversation going but I didn’t want her to feel threatened. I needed her to trust me. I put an apologetic look on my face, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

She nodded but she didn’t actually say anything so I continued, “Don’t you need to study today? No big test tomorrow or anything?”

She took a seat on the same side of the gazebo as me but several spaces away. “No, nothing like that. The studies all lead up to one single test to get the equivalency diploma.”

I knew the answer to my next question but I wanted to see how much she was willing to tell me this early on, “You seem like a pretty bright young lady. Why didn’t you finish high school?”

She looked down but she answered the question, “I was raised in an Amish order. We only go to school through what the English would call 8th grade.”

“That explains the hint of a German accent I hear in your speech then and now I understand about the schooling. I admire you for wanting to finish.” 

Hannah blushed again but lighter this time. 

I knew that one of the things that the Amish teach their children is ‘speak only when spoken to’. Amish kids rarely speak out of turn but they also feel obligated to answer direct questions because of their training. I decided to press my advantage, “Does your order allow you to finish school then?”

“No, not if you remain in the order.”

“So you’ve left it?”

She nodded. 

“Honestly, I should have figured as much since you’re not wearing one of those lovely Amish dresses.” 

That made her smile and then laugh just a little. Her quiet but pretty laugh lit up her face which was devoid of any sort of makeup. Even completely natural, she was a lovely girl with long sandy blonde hair and expressive brown eyes. In an emotional sense, she couldn’t have been gone from her Amish roots long; she hadn’t been jaded by what she called the “English” world yet.

I smiled at her and asked, as gently as I could, “What made you leave everything that you know behind?”

She glanced down at the floor again but then she looked back up to my face, shook her head and said simply, “I’m not like them.”

“You don’t believe the things that they believe?”

“With some things I do.”

“But not everything?”

“No. Not everything.”

“I don’t know a lot about the Amish but I know that once you join the church, you’re professing your faith and agreeing to follow the doctrine. Was that what you had a problem with; the church?

“No. Not the church. I would have joined. Those are the things that I do believe...most of them.”

I nodded. “I see. So you must have had a very tough choice to make about something else to make you leave your family and your church?” 

“Yes ma’am.” 

“Oh, call me Dana, please.” Sensing that her real reason for leaving wasn’t something she was willing to divulge just yet, I decided to take another approach, “Are you all right? Do you have a place to stay and the things that you need?”

“Yes. I’m staying with a friend I met during my Rum..., during a previous time away from home. She has two other roommates and we all split the cost of everything. I have a job.” She smiled.

“That’s wonderful! What do you do?” 

Her face lit up, “I’m cooking at the café over there on the river.” She pointed in the general direction of Muddy Misers.

“Really?” I played dumb and let excitement into my voice. “I’ve eaten there a couple of times. The food is wonderful,” I said as I nodded my head vigorously to show my appreciation for it. “From the way that you’re smiling, I take it that you like cooking there?”

“Yes, very much. That’s why I’m studying for my equivalency diploma. Once I have that, I can go to culinary school.”

“So, you want to be a chef, do you?”

“I want to be a pastry chef.”

“Ah! A woman after my own heart...stomach!” I laughed and Hannah did too.

“We’ll have to keep in touch Hannah. I’m more than willing to be your taste tester and, if you ever open your own shop, I’ll be first in line!”

“I’d like to do that someday. My mother and I, we used to bake bread and make fry pies and...”

I interrupted, “Fry pies? What are those?”

“They’re pocket pies that are glazed like a doughnut. You can hold them in your hand and eat them.”

She grinned at my expression of excitement, “Like Hostess?”

“Better than Hostess!”

Without thinking, I said, “Ooh, I know I’ll love those and I’ll bet Mel will too. She loves pie and doughnuts!”

“Who is Mel?” she asked, laughing.

A thought occurred to me and I decided to be honest with her, “Mel is my girlfriend Hannah.”

Hannah looked at me hard for a minute. “I’d like to meet Mel. Is she as nice as you?”

“She’s very nice but she can be a little scary for some people.” Especially young Amish girls not used to women in any sort of position of authority other than their own mothers!

“Why do you say that?”

“She’s a police officer.”

“Oh. That’s okay.”

“That doesn’t scare you?”

“No.”

“It doesn’t bother you that I’m dating another woman?”

She blushed. “No.”

“Can I ask you a personal question?”

Hannah looked away almost as though she knew what was coming but she did answer, “Yes.”

“Did you leave because you’re gay?”

Her simple one word answer was softly spoken but said with more conviction than doubt, “Yes.” She looked at the floor of the gazebo.

“Hannah, look at me.” When she finally raised her eyes to mine, I said, “It’s okay to be who you are and, if you’re not ready to tell people that just yet, that’s okay too. You have all the time in the world to figure it all out.”

“Only my roommates know...and now you.”

“You’re secret is safe with me.” There’s no way I could ever betray the confidence of this girl back to her family...There’s just no way! “Are you in a relationship with one of your roommates?”

“No, nothing like that. They are all friends sharing housing while they’re in school. They were looking for another roommate when another girl left and the one I knew invited me to stay with them as well when she found out I was leaving the...well, everything.”

“I don’t know if I will ever be able to date a girl Dana. Right now, I just want to concentrate on school.”

“I understand. It’s hard to date anyone whether they’re the same sex or the opposite sex but especially the same sex. I can only imagine coming from the perspective that you do what you must be going through.”

She nodded.

“If you ever need someone to talk to, you can talk to me.”

“What about your ‘Mel’?”

“You can talk to her too,” I smiled.

“You think that would be all right?”

“I know it would. Do you have access to a phone?” She reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out a cell phone. I gave her my number to enter. “Call me or text me any time.”

Hannah got up and walked over to me. She bent down and gave me a quick hug. Her eyes glistened with just the hint of tears. “Thank you so much Dana.”

“You’re welcome!” Shortly after that exchange, I decided I should leave Hannah to her thoughts for a while. She needed time to pull herself together before she went on shift at Misers. She helped me carry my stuff to my car and then I went on my merry way home.

Once I reached home and the wonders of a decent wireless network again, since there are so many dead zones when you’re driving through the middle of nowhere, a few texts came through. Two were from Hannah. 

Hannah: Thank you for listening today and for being a friend.

I replied to her before I even read the 2nd text, ‘You’re so very welcome.’

Hannah: There was a man that was watching us today from a pickup truck as you were leaving. He kept staring at me even after I went back to the gazebo. He scares me.

Me: Did he talk to you?

Hannah: No. After a few minutes, he left. 

Me: Can you describe him and his truck to me?

Hannah: He had light brown hair and sun glasses. It was a pickup truck.

Me: I need a little more information, please.

Hannah: I’ll have to call you during my break. I have to go.

Chapter 15 – Witnesses 


Early Afternoon, Thursday, June 19th, 2014

“You got your money. You know what you need to do so go do it.” Noland Troutman clicked off the call in disgust. 

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel of his Audi as he trained his eyes the gazebo. The pretty young girl was sitting there again today but she was reading this time instead of talking to the dumb Customs bitch he was trying to frame for murder. Rossi wasn’t around.

He thought the younger girl had made him yesterday when he was watching them from his grandfather’s pick-up. She’d given him a long look. He’d had to change up vehicles and affect a bit more of a disguise than just wearing sunglasses to stake the park out today.

Bored and still annoyed, he picked up his phone again and he punched the preset for his fiancé. 

“Hey babe, where are you? I’ve been trying to reach you,” she answered.

“Kelly, where the hell did you find this witness and why the fuck did you give him my cell phone number?”

“Which witness Noland?” Her voice tremored. 

“The dude that was supposedly fishing the spillway the day Rossi was at the dam.”

“He’s a guy that always fishes the spillway baby.”

“What’s his deal? Why’s he calling me acting like a nervous Nellie?”

“He’s a real witness Noland...he...he just didn’t know what he was seeing that day.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” 

“You don’t have to yell. I’m saying that he really was there fishing the day that Dana Rossi was there and that he really did see her there, at least, when I described her to him, he’s pretty sure he did.” 

“So, again, what’s the problem and why are we paying a so-called ‘real witness’?”

“We’re paying him to say he felt that she was acting strangely and to give a partial plate number to the state guys; that’s what we’re paying him for.”

“That must be pretty fucking hard that he needs to call me! I told you, I’m the finance end only. You know I can’t be directly involved in any of this!”

“Noland, you don’t need to swear and you don’t need to be such a jerk to me! I’m doing the best I can out here to help you win this election! I’m not stupid; he didn’t have your name!”

Noland watched from the east lot as Hannah rose in the gazebo and shot a look at the north lot where he’d been parked yesterday. He slunk low in the Audi as she prepared to leave to go to work. He didn’t want her to make him again today. 

She saw him in the park on Wednesday but he didn’t think she saw him again when he’d staked out the outskirts of it after he realized she’d made him in the park and he’d pulled out. He watched her enter Muddy Misers. He waited a while but when she didn’t come out, he went in and had a quick look around. When he didn’t find her, he realized she must work in the kitchen.

He knew the girl was probably headed to work now. At least Kelly did something right tailing Rossi that first day and tipping him about this little hangout place. Now he just needed to figure out who the girl was and what her tie was to Rossi.

“Babe? Babe, are you there?”

He’d forgotten Kelly was still on the line. “I’ll call you back.” He hung up the phone and slid even lower in his seat. 

Noland didn’t think the girl noticed him as she passed about 30 yards in front of his car but he couldn’t be sure. When he thought he’d given her enough time to go by, he sat back up. He started to call Kelly again but then decided not to. The way he saw it, she was expendable too. He’d keep her around until after the election and then he’d cut her loose.

###

Late Thursday afternoon, June 19th, 2014

Lieutenant Nichols watched as the witness signed off on his sworn statement. It was the second one of the day for the Sweeting murder case and it too pointed straight at Dana Rossi.

Nichols silently congratulated himself. His gut had told him Rossi wasn’t being completely truthful with him. Now he not only had fingerprint and blood splatter analysis of the crutch that struck a disabling blow and finger prints and a hand print on Sweeting’s car that all pointed to Rossi, he also had two strong witnesses who attested to some of Rossi’s actions and her demeanor that day. 

Neither witness to come forward so far could put the two women together but what he did have he figured should be enough to get a warrant for her arrest and a search warrant that would allow him to confiscate her personal firearms. The way Nichols figured it, Rossi had enticed Sweeting into the wood near the launch ramps, hit her with the crutch to stun her and then shot Sweeting with a small caliber pistol that she probably kept as her back-up weapon.

The more Nichols thought about it, the more he thought that the story he’d put together was the only story that made sense. Neither of the witnesses who’d come forward had seen anyone but Rossi that day that acted strangely. Both said Rossi was the only one around the dam or the ramps that was alone that didn’t appear to be there for recreational purposes. One witness actually placed Rossi with Sweeting’s car. He said she’d been handling it and hobbling around without crutches in a half crazed huff. 

Nichols thought to himself, it’s time to nail Dana Rossi. He put in requests for the necessary warrants. Everything needed to be by the book to nab a federal cop. 

While he waited, Nichols decided to see if he could get her to come in voluntarily to answer a few more questions. He’d made the rookie mistake before of not getting a current address from her. All he had was her phone contact information. 

Crane probably knows where Rossi lives, he thought but he wasn’t sure it was a good idea to get the local Sheriff involved. He sensed that like Rossi, the Crane woman was a dyke too. Hell, for all he knew, the two women were a couple. Crane sure knew a hell of a lot for being a local yokel involved in something that was state jurisdiction. He decided to keep her out of it. He’d figure out how to get Dana Rossi in without her help.

Chapter 16 – Crane is a Drain


Friday morning, June 20th, 2014

“Tip line call LT.” The Jr. Trooper held up his phone receiver and pointed it toward Nichols. “I think you better take this one yourself.” 

Nichols nodded, “Transfer it to line two. I’ll take it in my cube.” He hustled into the semi-private cubicle that he used as an office when he wasn’t out on an investigation. He picked up his handset and punched the blinking line.

“Lieutenant Nichols; May I ask who’s calling?” 

A woman’s voice said, “I prefer to remain anonymous Lieutenant as I told the other trooper.” At his swift intake of breath she continued, “Relax there chief, we’re playing for the same team. I think you’ll find what I have to tell you very interesting.”

“What’s this in regards to?”

“The death of Terri Sweeting.”

“I’m listing ma’am. Please don’t waste my time.”

“Oh, I won’t. Listen, I’ve known Dana Rossi for a long time...since before she became a, quote, respectable Customs agent, unquote. I knew her back when she was working private security and screwing her way to the top.”

“Screwing, huh?”

“I know what you’re thinking, Rossi is gay and I’m a crackpot, right?” 

“Honestly? You sound a little young to have known Rossi for years. I make her to be in her mid-thirties. You can’t possibly be that old.”

“Voice analysis isn’t your strong suit then Lieutenant. I’m older than you think and I can prove that what I know about Dana Rossi is true. You can get the information I have from me or you can get it from the press when I give it to them if you refuse to hear me out.”

“I’m still listening ma’am. Keep talking.”

“When Dana worked security it Chicago, she was living with Terri Sweeting. She was doing double time keeping her woman happy at home and screwing every man above her at work trying to climb the corporate ladder, so to speak. She was married to a man for several years before she came out Lieutenant. She knew how to play men like she was having a good time.”

“Let’s just say she wore out her welcome among the wives of a couple of the men at the company that she worked for and she was given a referral to another security firm that worked her a lot less close to home and away from the corporate hierarchy.” 

“Dana being on the road so much pissed Terri off. They fought a lot. Terri was a hot head and very controlling. She was also a crook...only Dana didn’t know that going in. When Terri realized who some of the companies were that Dana was on the road consulting with, she let up a little bit and she cooked up a couple of schemes to use Dana’s access to divest them of some of their assets.” 

“Terri tricked Dana into helping her on her first big heist. They had a major row with Dana threatening to turn Terri over to the police. Terri convinced Dana that she was just as culpable for their crime. After that Dana got involved from the word go and she got in deeper and deeper.”

“After several successful operations, Dana’s employer started to get an inkling that something was up. Terri decided it was time for Dana to lay low. She still controlled everything in their relationship and she ordered Dana out of the game.”

“Dana was pissed. She quit her job and left town for several months. While she was gone, good old Terri moved on and got herself a new girlfriend. When Dana wanted to come back, Terri blew her off.”

“Dana didn’t have much choice about what to do next. She was blackballed in the security industry. She had to go legit. She finagled her way into a Customs job and bided her time until she could get back at Terri for betraying her.”

“Get back at her by killing her?” Nichols interjected. 

“That wasn’t her original intent,” the woman said. “She knew Terri was still running schemes. Customs agents don’t make much money and that was what Dana was really missing. She was going to run her own con on Terri for a cut, only Terri wasn’t biting. She’d lost interest in partnering with Dana physically and in a business sense and she wasn’t about to be conned by her.”

“Dana told me she felt used, like she’d lost everything because of Terri and that now she was broke too and looking at losing her position with Customs. She called Terri down here to confront her.”

Nichols interrupted again, “Why’d Sweeting come down? If she didn’t care, why didn’t she just blow her off?” 

“I told you Lieutenant, Terri Sweeting is controlling. She’d never back down from a challenge. She told Dana not only that she’d meet her here but that when she got here she’d make her new life miserable here for her too. That set Dana off into a state I’ve never seen her in before. It’s like...like she was possessed.” 

“So are you saying you know what happened the day Sweeting died, at least from Rossi’s perspective?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m saying. Dana killed her Lieutenant. She killed her in a fit of rage. Terri pushed all of her buttons in their first meeting and got the better of her. Dana called a second meeting to try and turn the tables. When Terri drug her feet, Dana went after her. She found her, enticed her into the woods to talk more privately since they were in a busy area and, when things got out of hand, she hit Terri with her crutch and then she shot her to finish the job.”

Nichols sat back in his chair. The caller knew details that hadn’t been released at all yet. Unless she really did know Rossi and Rossi had spilled her guts to her, there’s no way besides a departmental leak that she’d know everything that she just told him. 

“If you’re so tight with Rossi, why are you telling me all of this?”

“Nobody deserves to die like that Lieutenant.”

He nodded to himself. “Okay; so where can I find Rossi?”

The woman laughed, “You mean you don’t know? Why, you can find her wherever you can find Sheriff Melissa Crane.”

###

Late Morning, Friday, June 20th, 2014

Noland Troutman waited impatiently for word that a warrant had been issued for the arrest of Dana Rossi. His contact inside the Hall of Justice had been instructed to text him as soon as the warrant was signed. He had two of the local television networks committed to coverage of his 11:00 AM press conference with the promise of a big story. He was hoping to hit the noon news and by 6:00 PM to see a story of the folly of Sheriff Melissa Crane running on networks statewide. He wanted his press conference to hit the air waves before she even knew about the warrant to set her on the defensive.

Troutman’s phone buzzed with four minutes to spare before go time. The warrant was signed and in the hands of the OSHP. It was time to put on a little dog and pony show and shoot his opponent down in flames. 

He headed toward the conference room of one of his father’s companies headquartered in Columbus. Kelly met him in the hallway.

“I had to find out about this press conference from your father’s assistant Noland! When were you planning to tell me about it?”

He whispered to her, “Why are you here? You know what needs to be done. I can handle a press conference on my own.”

“I did what you asked me to do this morning. It’s done.” She laid her hand on his arm and locked eyes with him, “Don’t you think I should be by your side for public and news appearances?”

He shook his arm free. “Not this time. I’m about to broil Crane over her involvement with Rossi.”

“Noland, it’s too soon! If they even have a warrant yet for Rossi, they don’t have her. What if she runs?”

“That’s not my problem now, is it?” He stepped around her, strode into the room, and took up a position behind the lectern at the front of the long conference table. Two cameras and all eyes focused on him. His father was seated at the back, watching him intently. 

“Good morning everyone.” He paused to look around the room slowly and make eye contact with a few key reporters. “I’m Noland Troutman III, a City of Columbus police officer. I’m currently on a leave of absence from the department because I’m running for the office of Sheriff of Muskingum County against the appointed Sheriff there, Melissa Crane.” 

“Most of you are aware that there was a brutal murder in Muskingum County at Lake Dillon, over the weekend. Dillon is state controlled. The investigative unit of our very capable OSHP is leading the investigation into the murder of Terri Sweeting of Chicago, Illinois.”

He paused and looked around briefly. No one was taking notes. He was about to remedy that. “I got word just a while ago that a warrant has been issued for the apprehension and arrest of one Dana Marie Rossi, also of Chicago, in relation to the crime.” He watched as a few reporters made note of the name.

“Dana Rossi is a United States Customs and Border Protection agent who was recently superficially wounded in the course of conducting an investigation that culminated in a major smuggling bust in Muskingum County. The word on the street is that she’s been hanging around in that area, milking her so-called injury while attempting to collect medical retirement and a settlement from Customs. Public and private evidence – some of which I’ve been privy to – has Rossi looking very good for this crime.”

He had everyone’s attention now. His father leaned forward in his seat, a scowl on his face. Noland swallowed and continued, “I know what you’re all thinking: innocent until proven guilty, right?” Heads nodded around the room. He looked pointedly at his father and at several key reporters. “It will likely then interest most of you to know that Rossi is the live in lover of Sheriff Melissa Crane, my opponent in the August Special Election.”

Troutman grinned inwardly but kept his face a mask of indifference as he listened to the sharp intake of breath rise in the room. He noted that all of the reporters were scribbling furiously now. He wasn’t done with them just yet.

“A trusted source, who wishes to remain anonymous, has informed me that Melissa Crane,” he was now – again – refusing to refer to her as Sheriff, “accompanied Ms. Rossi to the area of the scene of the crime while Ms. Sweeting lay dead nearby.” Hands rose in the room and reporters started shouting questions. He held up his hands for quiet. When the hubbub died down, he continued, “It has been reported that Crane also showed up at the crime scene again during the official OSHP investigation which included the recovery of Ms. Sweeting’s body, her personal effects and crime scene evidence.” The room went into full uproar mode.

Noland stood patiently for several long seconds while the reports shouted over each other. When the noise died down he stated, “Those are the facts as I know them. There is an ongoing investigation that I’m not privy to the full breadth of nor should I be. The OSHP is very capable. Melissa Crane’s actions are at minimum improper and, quite possibly, they should bear further scrutiny. Is Melissa Crane protecting her lover? What are they hiding?” He paused for just a moment and looked around the room again before adding, “Melissa Crane should recuse herself from her position while the OSHP investigation is ongoing.”

The reporters in the room rose en-masse. Troutman walked out without a backward glance at any of them and hustled into the inner sanctum of his father’s office before he could be followed.

“What the hell kind of grandstanding move was that?” Noland Troutman II glared at his son. “You just interfered in an official police investigation yourself to further your own damn cause! All of that crap would have come out on its own without you to help it along!”

“Relax father. I know what I’m doing.”

“Don’t you tell me to relax! I will not have you dragging the Troutman name and businesses through a dirty campaign! Where the hell is that high dollar campaign manager of yours that I’m paying? Did he put you up to this?”

“I fired him! The election is as good as won now. I don’t need him and I don’t need to do any more appearances. Crane has dug her own grave!”

Chapter 17 – Blow Back


11:05 AM, Friday Morning, June 20th, 2014

“Hey Mel, what are you doing for lunch?”

Mel smiled into the receiver, “Is that an invitation?”

“Sort of; I’m meeting Hannah at the park for a picnic. I’d love it if you’d join us.” 

“What time?”

“I’m on my way there now. She’s probably already there, reading. She has to be on shift at 1:00 today so we’re doing this a bit early.”

“You’re really getting close to this girl aren’t you babe?”

“She just needs a little bit of reassurance and encouragement. She said she wanted to meet you.”

“What do you think is going to happen when I show up there and she realizes that she already knows me and that I know her family?”

“I’ll let you handle that Mel. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.”

Mel grimaced. “Okay, I guess. I’m leaving now. I’ll be there in about 10 minutes.”

“Great! Meet us in the gazebo.” With that, Dana hung up. 

Mel picked up her keys and walked down the hallway to the outer office where her assistant, Holly sat. “I’m meeting a couple of people for lunch Holly. I should be back in about an hour. I’ll have my cell and my radio if you need me.”

“Okay Sheriff. Have fun!”

Mel smiled. Holly had forwarded the call from Dana so she knew darn well who she was having lunch with. They’d been friends on the force long before Mel had taken over as the replacement Sheriff. She didn’t keep any secrets from Holly.

###

Mel found the two of us spreading out lunch fixings out on a picnic table in the gazebo. She gave me a quick hug and then she turned to greet a blushing Hannah. 

“You remember me don’t you?” Mel held out her hand to Hannah but when she took it, rather than shake hands with her, Mel pulled her in for a quick hug too. “It’s good to see you and I’m glad to hear that you’re making your transition well.” She stood off from her a bit and looked her up and down, “You look good and you look happy. I’m happy for you.” Hannah grinned at Mel and I beamed. I thought she’d handled that well...not nearly as I had expected she might handle it but certainly well, all the same.

Hannah said, “Thank you...uh...I’m so sorry, I don’t know what to call you.”

“Everyone calls me Mel.”

“Shouldn’t I call you Sheriff?”

Mel laughed, “Only in an emergency! My friends all call me Mel.”

“Okay, then I’ll call you Mel too.”

At that, Mel turned to me, “So are we eating here or what?”

“Yes ma’am! I brought stuff for sandwiches and we have fruit and chips; just the basics today for a last minute picnic.”

“That sounds good to me!”

The three of us made our plates and sat down to eat. We’d been munching and chatting for about five minutes when Mel’s cell phone started to buzz. She looked down at it.

“It’s Holly. She knew I was going to lunch so this must be important or she wouldn’t be trying to reach me.”

“It’s okay babe.”

Mel got up and stepped out of the gazebo as she answered. She walked several paces away and then she went several more and kept her back to us. I couldn’t hear any of her conversation with the deputy who served as her assistant but her body language conveyed that it wasn’t about anything good. 

She hung up and came back to the table but instead of sitting down, she kissed my forehead. 

“Something major seems to be breaking but Holly isn’t sure what. I have to get back.” She looked back and forth between us, “Sorry ladies.”

“Do you want to take your sandwich?” 

“Um, no. That’s okay. Why don’t you, uh, stay here for about a half hour and then call me through the office line?” She gave me a very pointed look.

“Okay. Sure.”

“I’m in my personal vehicle now and I can talk. Tell me what the hell’s going on!”

Holly answered, “Apparently Troutman held a press conference at 11:00 AM where he publicly called for you to step down.”

“What, why?”

“I really don’t know Mel other than that it has something to do with Dana. I kicked a reporter out of here that got past the Desk Sergeant but he’s got several more of them that are camped out in the lobby and now TV vans are setting up outside. Whatever Troutman laid on them at his press conference was big. The phones are ringing like crazy. Everyone wants a comment from you before the noon news airs.”

“Okay, I need to find out what the little turd said before I face those guys. It’s about 11:30. There’ll be some sort of teasers for the noon news airing by now. Turn on the TV and see what you can find out. Have someone watching for my personal vehicle at the back sally port. I’ll come in that way to avoid the reporters.”

“Roger Sheriff.”

“I’ll be there in ten.”

“What were you able to find out? Anything?” Mel asked Holly as she strode back into the outer office. 

The seasoned Sergeant turned Sheriff’s assistant stood, “You’re not going to like it...”

Mel threw her hands up, “Just tell me already!”

“The breaking news teaser is that an Ohio County Sheriff ‘may’ be at the center of an OSHP murder investigation.”

“What the fuck...where is that coming from? Get on it and find out what the hell Troutman’s up to.”

The desk phone buzzed. Holly looked down at it, “Hang on, your official line is ringing through. I routed all the calls through dispatch to weed out the reporters.” Holly answered the phone and listened for a minute and then hung up. She sank down in her chair and stared at her boss.

“Are you okay? What was that all about?”

Holly swallowed hard, “Mel a search warrant was just executed on your house by the OSHP. They’re looking for Dana and for weapons.”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all!”

“Do you want me to call your campaign manager?”

Mel shook her head no and threw up her hands again, “Why on earth would I want you to call him?”

“Hon, you’re going to need to fight fire with fire here. You’re going to need to call a press conference and put a little spin on this to counter whatever it is that he’s claiming and to address the warrant.”

“I’m not spinning anything. We’re not spinning anything that comes out of this office!”

“That’s not what I meant...” 

Mel sighed, “I know what you meant and I appreciate you trying to help. I’ll handle this the way I handle everything else, face to face and as honestly as possible. Right now, I need to get Dana on the phone and I need a transcript of that press conference so I can see just exactly what I’m up against.” 

I’ll get Dana on the line and patch her through to your office and then I’ll try to get in touch with Emily at the Dispatch and see if they were invited to Troutman’s gathering today. If they were, she’s probably the one that went or she can get the lowdown from the reporter that did.”

“Dana, are you still at the park with Hannah?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, don’t talk. Just listen to me. OSHP just executed a warrant for your arrest and a warrant for a weapons search and seizure on our house and on your car. As near as I can tell without seeing the actual warrant yet, they want you in connection to Terri’s murder.”

“Mel that’s crazy! I’ll just go over there right now and...”

“I said don’t talk! Listen to me Dana; that’s only part of it. Somehow Noland Troutman is involved. He held some sort of press conference this morning apparently just after the warrant was issued and called for me to step down.”

“No...”

“Shhh; listen! We don’t know what all he said. The noon news hasn’t aired yet. Whatever his back up for his calling for that is, might not play on the news. Reporters will typically wait to hear both sides first. Holly is trying to get a hold of the police beat reporter for the Columbus Dispatch now. We know her real well. If she was the one at Troutman’s little circus this morning, she’ll tell us what went on. If she wasn’t, she’ll know who was and get the scoop.”

“Don’t do anything at all yet. Just sit tight where you are for another half hour or so and let me see what I can find out. Once we know what we’re dealing with, we’ll get you a lawyer and we’ll get on this.”

“Okay. Call me as soon as you hear something!”

###

Mel listened to Emily Hanes from the Dispatch while she and Holly waited to see if the noon television news broadcasts would air anything more than they already had. So far two networks were showing heavily edited tape of Troutman claiming “Melissa Crane’s actions are at minimum improper and, quite possibly, they should bear further scrutiny. Melissa Crane should recuse herself from her position while the OSHP investigation is ongoing.” Emily was filling in the blanks and painting an even bleaker picture.

When she was through with Emily she turned to Holly, “I need you to get Dana back on the line and then I need you to get a few reporters up here to the conference room. I’m going to need to make a statement to the press before this gets any further but I don’t want a free for all.”

“Who do you want up here?”

Mel scratched her head. “Tell the networks they can send a camera man each or a reporter. I’ll agree to take questions so they’ll have to use their judgment on that one. Let the Zanesville, Newark and Columbus papers know they can send one rep each. You might try the local radio stations too and see if they have anyone to send over. That will be the fastest way to get my side of the story out. Set it all for 3:00.”

“That’s it, six or seven people plus radio if they want to come?”

“That’s it. Dana needs to get an attorney and turn herself in and I have a job to do. I’m not going to join in on a media circus right now.”

“Gotcha boss.”

###

“Dana, please tell me that you’re still at the park?” Mel asked over the phone. 

“I am but I’m really worried. What’s going on? Should I come over there? Should I go to OSHP?”

“No and no.” She filled me in on what was happening. 

“Now what needs to happen? Why not just turn myself in. We both know I didn’t do this.”

“The system doesn’t work that way Dana. You need a lawyer. If they have any evidence at all with your prints on it or...anything like that, you’ll be locked up until your arraignment. If they hold that in this county or in Franklin County, which is more likely, your bail is going to be set high - if you get bail at all – and, trust me, you’re not going to be in my nice and easy lock up.”

“What evidence could they possibly have? Me...you...us being at the scene isn’t evidence Mel.”

“They have your crutch Dana, remember?”

I was struck by my own forgetfulness and stupidity for a minute. Finally I asked. “Who’s a good criminal lawyer in this town?”

“You’re going to need someone better than we have available around here. The best is the pain in the ass mouthpiece I mentioned to you before, Boswell Bates, but he’s out of Cleveland  and he probably won’t represent you anyway since he’s representing my former officer, Kelly Rice.”

“Well who else is there then?”

“Call my family lawyer, Karen James. She doesn’t have a criminal defense practice but I’m sure she can recommend someone.” Mel reeled off her number. “You’re probably going to want to leave that park but go somewhere where your car won’t stand out since there’s a warrant out. Don’t come here and don’t go home until you talk to an attorney and, for Pete’s sake, don’t go to the OSHP yet!”

###

I’m at a total loss with nowhere to go and I’m powerless to do anything. 

Karen James gave me three names. I called all of them. One was with a client, one was in court and one was on vacation out of the country. I left a message for the two that were at least partially accessible and then I drove around looking for a place to hole up until I could talk to someone. I didn’t even know if there was an APB out for me so my head was on a swivel watching for police cruisers as I drove. 

The more I drove the more I thought about what was happening. It really started to burn my ass that Mel was being drug into this by Troutman and his venomous attack but it was even more concerning that the state cops were concentrating on me and not even trying to find Terri’s real killer. I remembered that Nichols hadn’t bothered to take my phone the day he interrogated me and download the call and text logs. I wondered if he’d bothered to go back and pull them at all.

I was fuming and still driving when my cell rang ten minutes later. It was the office of Joshua King, Esq. His paralegal informed me that Mr. King could see me today if I could be in his office by 3:00 PM. I got directions from her and high tailed it over to their office in Columbus.

Chapter 18 – Lions and Tigers and Lawyers...


Friday Afternoon, June 20th, 2014

The law offices of Joshua King were in a downtown high rise near the federal court house and not far from the Columbus Customs Office. How convenient! If I had my badge on me, I could go hang out there since I’m still technically still an employee...

After I tucked my car away in one of the darker corners of the building’s garage, I took the elevator to the 5th floor. No penthouse suite for this guy! Maybe he won’t charge me an arm and a leg... When I stepped onto the plush carpeting of his opulent outer office, I knew my last thought was a mistake. I also knew that in my cargo shorts and tee shirt I was underdressed for a meeting with him. 

I gave my name to the dressed to the nines receptionist in the waiting area and then self-consciously worked my way over to a seat. Besides the woman at the desk, I was the only one there. It’s after 2:00 on a Friday – be happy this guy is even willing to see you! I shuddered trying to shake the gremlins out of my head. 

For about ten minutes I flipped through a magazine without really seeing the pages. I was nervous and out of sorts. Having a warrant on my head was an entirely new experience for me and it was wreaking havoc on my already fragile mental state. 

A door opened somewhere down a hallway past the front desk. The hushed voices of two men talking came closer. A distinguished looking older man in a gray three-piece business suit carrying a briefcase appeared with a man I put to be in his late twenties wearing Nike’s, jeans and a polo. They shook hands and the older man left. The Receptionist rose but the younger man waved her down, walked over to me and extended his hand.

“Joshua King; nice to meet you.”

He wasn’t at all what I expected. I struggled to get up to return his handshake. “I’m, uh, Dana Rossi.”

“Are you sure about that?” He smiled. “You seem a little unsure about something.”

“You read me well Mr. King.”

“Joshua, please, and reading people is how I make my living. I’m positive I know what you’re unsure about...besides whatever predicament you’re in, that is. It’s me isn’t it?”

I felt my cheeks heat up. 

He grabbed a handful of his shirt, “Casual Friday and, believe it or not, Mrs. Riggs here,” he tossed his head at his receptionist, “is dressed down.” He held a hand beside his mouth and stage whispered, “She’s not wearing pearls today.” 

That got me to laugh.

“I’m young Ms. Rossi but, I assure you, I can help you.” 

“I have to say, I like your confidence. I sure hope you’re right!”

Once we were seated in his office, King cut right to the chase, “Tell me your story.”

Figuring the first consult was free but that this could wander into retainer territory rather quickly, I gave him the basics about Terri coming to Zanesville, my former relationship with her, meeting with her, what she said when we met, what she wanted me to do and then about her ending up dead, about me being questioned by the OSHP and finally about me being on the hook for murder. I got all of that across in just a few minutes but I left out most of the details. 

When I finished, he leaned forward and said, “I sense a quite few holes in that narration. Just give it all to me. We’ll figure out what’s important and what isn’t later, okay?”

I blew out a hard breath. “Where on earth do you want me to start?”

“Well, for one thing, you struggled to get out of a chair in my lobby. Just from that, I find it hard to believe you could have struck a disabling blow with a crutch, maneuvered to shoot someone, drug her body into a lake and then left the scene on only one crutch. That assumes a lot.”

“Exactly. Why can’t the OSHP see that?”

He shrugged. “They look for hard evidence. They don’t think about motive and means so much. He waved his hand toward my crutches. “How did all of that happen?”

I explained to him that I’d been shot in the line of duty and then I outlined the effects of my injury for him. I debated whether to tell him about the settlement offer since I’d signed a non-disclosure agreement but I figured there was attorney/client privilege in this case so I spilled my guts about that too.

“I assume there’s plenty of medical evidence to back all of that up?”

“Tons!”

He shook his head, “Wow! The troopers really did miss the boat on this one. And yet, there’s still a lot more going on here. You’re an investigator; tell me what you’ve put together and who all the players are.”

“Have you watched any television today or listened to the radio at all?”

“No. I’ve been here, slaving away, all day,” He grinned and patted his own shoulder. 

I laughed and felt a little tension ease then I told him the whole truth about my relationship with Mel, about the election and about what Troutman had purportedly done. I hadn’t seen any of the telecasts myself and the radio announcers I’d heard on the way here hadn’t played any voice recordings of him only mentioned the press conference and his accusation.

“There’s probably even more to this than all of that, isn’t there?” He looked me in the eye and waited patiently.

“There is but that’s all of the important stuff.”  I leaned toward him, “Do you think you can help me?”

“No.” At my crestfallen look he said, “I don’t think I can. I know I can. But, there’s a slight catch...”

“If it’s money, it’s no problem. I can give you a retainer now and pay out of my set...”

King interrupted, “It’s not Money. It’s Friday.”

At my puzzled look he said, “I mean its Friday afternoon at 3:00. If we go downtown now and you turn yourself in, we’re going to go through booking and probably an interview and all of that but then you’re going to cool your heels until sometime on Monday when the courts are all back in session to get arraigned. You’ll sit in the lockup all weekend. That’s hell for anybody but for someone in your physical condition it will be miserable.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Between you and me, I suggest you find a nice, quiet hotel somewhere and hole up there for a couple of days. Stay off the phone; in fact, turn...it...off! Stay away from the media and stay away from the police. On Monday, we’ll meet back up here and let the wheels of justice start turning.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, seriously. Unless you really want to spend the weekend in jail?”

“No, not hardly. You’re right.” 

“I’ll be honest with you, Monday’s stink for me but if you can get in here early, say 7:00, we can get you to OSHP and get you booked. You’d stand a good chance of getting a Monday afternoon arraignment if the weekend flood of collars is low.”

“Okay. What about a retainer?” 

“I charge $250 an hour. Monday between booking, a police interview - if there is one – and arraignment, we’re looking at about three hours. I’ll pull those phone logs I’ll bet the OSHP hasn’t bothered to pull, I’ll  pull whatever police reports are out there and, if you’ll sign a waiver, I’ll get your medical records too. Let’s call it four hours total.”

A freakin’ grand and that’s just to get me through day one! I swallowed hard. 

“Relax!” Just give us $500 up front; cash, check or charge and we’ll bill you for the rest. Mrs. Riggs will get you set up with a retainer agreement and the release form.” He stood and leaned toward me, “We got this! It’s going to be okay Dana. I promise.”

###

Friday afternoon, June 20th, 2014 – 3:00 PM

Press Conference – Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming today on such short notice.” Mel took a deep breath and looked around the tiny conference room. She tried to catch the eye of each person in the room.

“I’m going to give you a statement and then afterward I’ll take as many questions as I can.” 

There were nods around the room.

“Over the weekend, a Chicago area woman, Terri Sweeting, was found by a fisherman floating dead in Lake Dillon. The lake and Dillon State Park are under the jurisdiction of the Ohio Highway Patrol so the OSHP was called in to investigate. 

Prior to her death, Ms. Sweeting was in touch with my romantic partner Dana Rossi.” Mel again looked directly at the cameras and at the reporters in the room. “She came to Ohio of her own free will to ask Ms. Rossi for help with a personal matter dealing with a criminal issue that she was faced with back in the Chicago area. She described her problem in detail to Ms. Rossi at an initial meeting in a public location on Friday, June 13th. Nothing came of that initial meeting.”

“Ms. Sweeting asked Ms. Rossi, via phone, for a second meeting on Saturday, June 14th to take place at Dillon Dam. Ms. Sweeting was a registered cabin guest with the State Park lodge and she was, apparently, staying not far from the dam.

When Ms. Rossi arrived at the dam, Ms. Sweeting was not there. Ms. Rossi received a subsequent text from Ms. Sweeting saying that she had car trouble and that she’d pulled over at the boat launch area for Lake Dillon. Ms. Rossi went to the boat launch and located Ms. Sweeting’s disabled vehicle in the parking lot but she did not locate Ms. Sweeting.”

Mel paused and looked around the room a third time and then she continued, “Dana Rossi is a United States Customs Agent. She was shot and seriously injured in the line of duty a couple of months ago during the smuggling bust at the Chappell farm which she led and which I’m sure that many of you previously reported on. She has remained in this area to recuperate and to attempt to rehab from her injury. She struggles to get around and does so strictly on crutches. She’s been staying with me and my family during her rehab.”

“When Ms. Rossi...Dana returned to my home last Saturday, she was missing a crutch. She informed me that she had not stepped away from her car at the dam and that she only went a little way away from it to get a better view of the bathroom facilities while looking for Terri Sweeting at the boat launch. She believes her crutch was removed from her car at the boat launch at that time. I believe Dana.” Mel made direct eye contact with Emily Haines of the Dispatch.

“Ms. Rossi and I went to the boat launch immediately after the conversation between us about the crutch and less than an hour after she’d previously left that area. Our sole intent was to look for Ms. Sweeting. Sweetings disabled car was still in the parking lot where Ms. Rossi had previously seen it. Ms. Sweeting was not in the area nor was she answering calls or texts. Ms. Rossi and I went to the lodge office to inquire after Ms. Sweeting. We were told she’d checked out of the cabin that she was renting that day at a time that would have been shortly before she placed her initial call to Ms. Rossi. We returned home and Ms. Rossi continued to try and reach Ms. Sweeting without success.”

“On Monday, when Ms. Sweeting’s body was found, I was notified as a matter of courtesy as the Sheriff of this County. Given my prior knowledge, I expected the worst and so I went to the crime scene to offer information and assistance to the OSHP. I did those things and nothing more. I did view the body of Ms. Sweeting at the request of the OSHP. I did not see any evidence and I did not offer any opinions, professional or otherwise. I provided them with contact information for Ms. Rossi, at that time.”

“Ms. Rossi was contacted by the lead investigator for the OSHP and she voluntarily met with him at the Coroner’s office to identify the body and then she also voluntarily went through an extensive police interview. She was not charged with anything and left of her own free will at the completion of the interview.”

Mel paused and took a deep breath and then continued, “Evidence that is available to the OSHP will bear out everything that I’ve said to you today. Nothing that I’ve done personally is at all out of line with the performance of my official duties as the Sheriff of Muskingum County.”

“Ms. Rossi has had a warrant issued for her arrest based, she believes, on a crutch that the OSHP found with her fingerprints on it at the crime scene. She was told in her interview that a crutch was found so this turn of events isn’t entirely unexpected. Ms. Rossi is consulting with an attorney and she will be turning herself in to the OSHP in answer to the warrant.” 

Mel folded her notes and stepped to the right of the lectern to be more open to the room, “That’s all that I have for you at this time. Questions?”

“Sheriff; Emily Haines from the Dispatch.”

“Yes?”

“Will you be recusing yourself from your position as your opponent for Sheriff in the August special election, Noland Troutman, has suggested?” Emily hazarded a quick wink at Mel.

“No. I will not recuse myself. OSHP is handling the investigation. I’m not a party to any part of that nor do I have any influence over it. It’s entirely in their hands.”

A few hands went up. Mel pointed at Phillip West from the Advocate, “Yes Phillip?”

“Three questions actually Sheriff; one, are you advising Ms. Rossi?”

“I advised Ms. Rossi to contact a lawyer.” Everyone in the room chuckled. 

“Funny, Sheriff. Second, when will Dana Rossi turn herself in?”

“That’s between her and her attorney.” 

“Finally Sheriff, is it, in your professional opinion, at all possible for Ms. Rossi to have committed this crime given her medical condition?”

“In my professional opinion? I’m a cop, not a doctor. If I only knew her professionally, I wouldn’t be able to answer that at all without observing her and without consulting her doctors. Since I know her personally, I can say that it’s highly unlikely. She’s barely mobile without the crutches and very slow and limited with them.” Mel looked around again, “Anyone else?”

“Channel 10, Columbus, Sheriff. Do you see the press conference this morning and the subsequent call for you to recuse yourself from your position as a grandstanding move on the part of your opponent to sway the August election?”

“I can’t speak to the mindset of my opponent,” Mel grinned. 

“ABC, Columbus. Sheriff; in the same vein, do you think he’s trying to use your lifestyle against you to appeal to the voters?”

“I only got to see the part of his press conference that your networks are showing. I’ve heard what was supposedly said second hand. In answer to your question, it’s possible but, again, I can’t speak to his mindset. I do want to say that I’m not hiding who I am from the voters of this county. My sexuality has no bearing on my ability to do my job. It never has.”

The room was silent. “No other questions?” The only response was a chorus of “Thank you Sheriff.” from a few of those present.

Chapter 19 – Escape


Late Friday Afternoon, June 20th, 2014

I left Joshua King’s office in a daze. On one hand, I felt confident that once we set the wheels of justice, as he termed them, in motion I’d be vindicated but, on the other hand, my bank account was $500 lighter, I couldn’t go home, I couldn’t use my phone to talk to or text anyone and I’d been pretty much admonished to hide out. My first order of business was to get a few items of clothing and a few toiletries and then get out of Columbus to some place I could crash for a couple of days for just a little cash. I used my debit card to withdraw a decent sum of money from my bank account while I was still in the city and then I tucked the card away. If they could track my phone, they could track my card usage too. 

I started driving north with no real goal in mind. While I drove, I flipped through the local radio channels to see if anything about the murder or about Troutman’s press conference was being reported. I caught one station at a newsbreak between songs and heard that they’d be airing audio next of a press conference that Mel had held but the signal for the station was weak and I lost it a couple of sentences into the replay. 

If Mel felt the need to hold a press conference, the situation back there must be pretty bad... I had to find a way to get some sort of message to her. I didn’t want her to worry about me and my whereabouts and I needed to know what was going on. 

As I drove, time flew. I’d taken Interstate 71 North out of Columbus rather than 70 East back toward Zanesville but then I realized quickly that I shouldn’t be on a main highway at all because the State Patrol would be looking for my vehicle. After getting off the Interstate and working my way north and west for a while I ended up tired and hungry in some little town called Marion just off of the two lane I-23. 

I stopped at the first eatery that I could find and plunked myself down in a booth. I wasn’t there two minutes when two highway patrol officers walked in and took seats at the booth behind me. They were followed a minute later by another officer who took a stool at the counter. The servers working the floor seemed to know all of them by name.

What the hell? I’ve got to get out of here!

A tall bleach blond server stopped at my table, pad at the ready, “Know ‘whatcha want hon?” 

I hadn’t even seen a menu. Spying a pie case overhead behind the counter and thinking fast, I said, “What kind of pie do you have today?” She reeled off a list of a half a dozen kinds. I chose cherry and a large iced tea in a to-go cup. My plan was to eat fast and get the hell out of dodge.

Pie finished in 3 minutes flat, I high tailed it back to my car and jumped back on Interstate 23, the road I’d ended up on after zig-zagging across from I-71. I’ve gotta get off of this Interstate too! Just north of Marion, I passed a highway patrol post. No wonder that whole damn town was crawling with OSHP!

I couldn’t use my phone so I had no GPS. At the next gas station, I stopped and bought a road map atlas. Using it was the old fashioned way to navigate but I didn’t have any other options and my patience was wearing thin. 

My left leg was throbbing. I needed to get somewhere away from interstates, get a hold of Mel and then crash for the night but my atlas only showed hotels along the major routes. I felt a bit more comfortable on the two lane I-23, once I was out of Marion, than I’d felt on I-71 but staying in a hotel or motel along it overnight would be as risky as being out there on I-71 had been. There was no way to know what would be available to me on the county and local roads without my phone or, heaven forbid, without a good old fashioned phone book. 

Since I was in a pickle, I decided the logical thing to do would be to keep working my way north until I crossed from Ohio into Michigan. Pain or no pain, I had to push on.

A couple of hours later I found myself in Dundee, Michigan , a town whose only claim to fame seemed to be a rather large Cabela’s outdoors store located just off the freeway. Still, there were reasonably priced hotels nearby with vacancy signs flashing on a summer Friday night so Dundee would just have to do. 

I tangled with the desk clerk at the place that I picked over the idea of paying with cash instead of with a credit card but, after showing him a card, my Illinois driver’s license and finally my badge - which I was lucky to even still have - he finally relented. 

It was late but I was starved. The piece of cherry pie was the only thing I’d eaten since having lunch with Hannah hours before. I’d been too nervous and too hurried to eat anything since. There was a little fruit left over from our lunch in my trunk but not much else.

I used the room phone to call a local pizza chain and set up a delivery order and then I figured I’d better call Mel. The realization came quickly that I had no idea what Mel’s cell phone number was. I’d put it into my own cell once upon a time and never bothered to learn it. The only way to get it would be to turn on my cell and get it out of my contacts. I hit the on switch and while the phone took its sweet time powering up, I grabbed paper and a pen from the desk. 

As soon as my cell came to full power, it went crazy buzzing in voicemails, texts and emails. I was half tempted to look through everything but I knew that wasn’t a good idea. Instead, I got Mel’s number and shut the damn thing right back off.  

“Hello? Who’s calling, please?”

“Mel, it’s me, Dana.”

“Dana, where in the world are you? Are you okay? I’ve been worried sick!”

“I’m a little tired but I’m fine. I knew you’d be worried and I’m sorry. This is the first chance I’ve had to get to a phone.”

“Where’s your cell?”

“Oh, I have it but I can’t use it right now.”

“Why not? Where the hell are you?”

“Mel please calm down. Everything’s fine. I can explain.”

“Please do!”

I spent the next five minutes explaining the course of my day after our last conversation to my half sick with worry girlfriend. By the time I was done, I could sense that she’d calmed down a little but she was still upset over the entire situation that I was in and that she was also in by association with me. 

“Baby, I’m so sorry that your good name is being drug through the mud over this. I heard on the radio that you held a press conference today but I didn’t get to hear any of it. Why did you do that?”

“Just between you and me, that asshole Troutman’s whole campaign strategy seems to be trying to win this election by turning the voters against me because I’m gay.”

I interrupted her, “I knew that would happen! I should never have...”

Mel interrupted me right back, “Dana, listen to me. That’s not the point here. I could easily counter that sort of stuff. That was part of the reason for the press conference. This murder though and your link to the victim has played right into his hands. If I could investigate it myself, I would. I can’t help but think he has something to do with it, somehow, some way.”

“So, you don’t think this is a result of the criminal investigation in Chicago and what Terri was trying to get me to look into?”

“Shh! No names!” She paused for several long seconds and then continued, “No, I really don’t. Think about it this way; she gets here on a Friday and she’s hiding out in a cabin at a state park. Some criminal outfit finds her there, two states away, and kills her by Saturday afternoon and also knows enough about why she was here to find you and enough about you to effectively frame you for her murder? Do you really think that’s plausible?”

“Well, not when you put it that way, no.” 

“I really think now that you were being followed the first time you met with Terri and then that same person followed her out of the park and back to Dillon. She became a target of opportunity for whoever was watching you. I just don’t know why or how to prove it.” 

“That would mean someone had to keep watching me or her...or both of us, to somehow lure her into the woods and kill her in broad daylight with people everywhere and then be there in a crowded parking lot to steal my crutch and set me up while running the risk of me or someone else seeing them.”

“That’s just it, there had to be witnesses there that day at the boat launch that saw Terri there, saw who talked to her...I don’t know...who saw anything! If it were my investigation, I’d sure be working on finding them.”

“You’re right! There have to be witnesses. Surely the Patrol has sought out people in that area that day?”

We were both quiet now, lost in thought for a minute. The things that  Mel said made a lot of sense to me but one of the last things Terri said also came back to me, ‘Your life is in danger too.’

I didn’t know what to believe.

Chapter 20 – The Past Revisited 


Wee Hours of the Morning, Saturday, June 21st, 2014

The ringing of my room phone woke me out of the uneasy slumber I’d finally fallen into. I looked at the bedside clock: 2:37 AM. I tried to shake the cobwebs from my head and sit up. My left leg throbbed in pain after spending the previous day cooped up in my car, driving for hours on end. Since I was temporarily on the run, I didn’t have so much as an ibuprofen tablet to my name. At this hour, I’d just have to put up with the pain. 

Grogginess subsiding, I realized I probably ought to answer the offending phone that was still ringing. It might be Mel...It’s probably important...

I picked up the handset of the old fashioned style push button phone you saw only in dated hotel rooms these days.

“lo?”

“Dana?”

There was a woman on the line but it wasn’t Mel. “Who’s this?”

“Is this Dana Rossi?” 

I hung up. Whoever was on the other end of the line didn’t have my best interests in mind. 

Now I was scared. Someone had found me. Nowhere is safe. Wide awake at this point, I glanced over at the little duffle I’d bought at a Wally-World just outside of Columbus. Other than the new toothbrush and paste in the bathroom, it held all of my world possessions that I wasn’t currently wearing as pajamas. Should I get dressed and get the hell out of here?

Scooting to the edge of the bed, I reached for one of my crutches. A thought occurred to me and I also picked up my back-up pistol from the nightstand. It was currently my only form of protection. 

The hotel was still and quiet. There were no sounds coming from the third floor hallway outside my door. 

I crept to the window and peeked outside through a crack in the heavy blackout curtains. The parking lot down below was also silent and still. My little sedan was parked far down the row out across from my vantage point, barely visible between a pickup truck and an SVU. I watched the area for a few minutes but saw no movement around it.

I debated about what to do. The phone started ringing again startling me out of my reverie. 

If they’re on the phone, they’re probably not waiting in the hall to bust through my door... 

I hopped back to the bed, sat down on the edge and put the handset up to my ear but I didn’t say a word. 

The same female voice as before came across the line, “Dana, I know you’re there. If you’re not going to talk, at least listen to me. You’re in danger Dana. If you want to catch these guys before they catch you and if you want to find out who killed Terri and clear your own name, you have to go to Chicago. You’ll get your answers there.”

Finding my voice, I asked, “Who are you? Where are you?”

“Those questions aren’t important Dana. “

“How do you know about me? How did you find me here?”

“Those questions aren’t important either. The Highway Patrol has it all wrong. If you want to clear your name, you need to get to Chicago, soon.” 

“Who do I talk to in Chicago?”

“Terri told you who to talk to.” The line went dead.

Making a quick decision, I turned on my phone and texted Mel.

Me: I need to take care of some things. I’ll be back in Ohio as soon as I can.

Without giving her any time to respond, I turned the phone off once more and then, as quickly as I could, I pulled jeans on over the pair of boxers I’d bought to wear to bed over the weekend. Once I was finished dressing and tossing things into the little duffle, I hobbled out of the room as fast as my crutches would carry me. If I got right on the road at this early hour, I could be in Chicago well before most people were even awake on an early Saturday morning.

It was a little after 6:30 AM when I stopped my car in front of my ex-husband Nate’s house in Lake Forest, north of the city. I hadn’t accounted for the switch from Eastern to Central time as I crossed into Illinois and I doubted anyone was even up. I thought about just waiting in my car until a more reasonable visitation hour but Lake Forest cops were quite a vigilant bunch because they were very paid well to be. If caught, they wouldn’t take kindly to me staking out a house in one of their upscale neighborhoods. 

I swung into Nate’s driveway and steeled myself to either do a lot of explaining or, if I couldn’t rouse anybody, to hide out on his front porch for a while, if I had to.

I was half way up the walk on my crutches when the front door swung open and Nate himself stepped out into the dewy early morning in jogging clothes. He looked as fit and trim as always and, aside from the early hour, it was no surprise to see him getting ready to go for a run.

“Dana?”

“Hi Nate...”

“What are you doing here?” His look was at once quizzical and concerned as he stared at my crutches. 

“It’s a long and crazy story.”

“Well let’s not keep you on your feet since I’m assuming you probably shouldn’t be. Come on inside.”

“Are you sure? I know it’s early and...”

“It’s okay Dana, really.” As we approached the door, he turned and raised his index finger to his lips. “Just until we get settled. Halle and the baby are still sleeping.”

“Ah,” I whispered, “And I interrupted your chance to get a run in.”

Nate grinned over his shoulder and whispered back, “One day won’t kill me.”

He led me to the back of the house, into his marble and copper decorated kitchen and indicated I should take a seat at the large eating island then he turned and grabbed a stainless steel tea kettle off of a Viking stove. Nate and Halle are doing very well for themselves these days! 

I was happy for them. Though we’d parted amicably, I’d always felt sorry for deceiving Nate. I was glad when he found someone who could return his love the way a wife should.

“I assume you’re still more of a tea than a coffee fan?”

I nodded but at the same time said, “Please don’t go to any trouble.”

“It’s no trouble. So, are you going to tell me what’s up because I’m pretty curious to know what has you on my doorstep at this hour?”

“You’re not going to believe this story.”

“Dana, in my business, I’ve heard it all. Try me.”

“Do you remember Terri Sweeting?”

He nodded, “That woman you were with for a while that everyone said was bad for you? Yeah, I remember her.”

I scowled at him, “She’s dead. She was murdered.”

Nate reached into a cupboard for mugs. “Well, I’m sorry then, but what does that have to do with why you’re here?”

“Terri came to Ohio to see me about a criminal matter she was supposedly involved in that she thought I could somehow help her with.” 

Nate, a junior partner in a Chicago firm well known for its successful defense of white collar criminals, raised an eyebrow. “How did she think you’d be able to help her?”

“That’s just it. I really don’t know. She seemed to think I had some sort of old connections that I could tap on her behalf but, well, we just didn’t get very far with that whole line of reasoning on her part. Our first meeting ended quickly and she was killed when she was trying to connect up with me to meet again.”

The kettle started to whistle on the stove. He removed it, poured boiling water into the two mugs and began to steep our tea. “So you came up here then from Ohio to try and...I don’t know...talk to these connections and find out...what?”

“I came up from Ohio because someone has framed me for her murder.”

His head shot up from his task, eyes wide, “Dana, I don’t do criminal defense for murder...”

“I’m so sorry Nate! I didn’t mean to startle you. That’s not why I’m here.”

Nate blew out a long, hard breath and shook his head. “It’s a little far-fetched to think that you would murder someone to begin with so I apologize for my initial reaction but you being here if you’re charged in Ohio does beg some questions...”

“Agreed; I understand. I’m here because the only clues I have to who might have killed her led me here. The Ohio State Highway Patrol is in charge and they don’t seem to be interested in pursuing anyone for it but me.”

Nate picked up both mugs from the counter and motioned me with his head, “Let’s move into my den. I think we need to start from the beginning.”

“Is Michael Roan available please?” I was calling from Nate’s den phone to the see if I could get an appointment with the head of security at the casino where Terri had worked.

“Mr. Roan is not in today,” the admin who answered the phone told me.

“Can you tell me when he will be in please?”

“He’s scheduled himself for tomorrow ma’am.”

On a Sunday? Score for me!  “Can I make an appointment to come in and speak with him tomorrow?” I’d worked with Michael Roan on a consulting job in my previous position. We’d gotten on well and I was sure he’d remember me. As a security consultant, I had been privy to some inside information on casino operations. I wasn’t welcome to just wander around on the gaming floor, given that knowledge. Getting an appointment with him was my best bet to not get myself in hot water in Illinois too.

“I’ll have to contact Mr. Roan and check with him ma’am. We’re doing a powerboat promo tomorrow. It will be a busy day for the casino.”

“I see. Is it possible for me to contact him now then?”

“No ma’am. I can’t give away his personal contact information.”

“Alright then. Please let him know that Dana Rossi would like to speak with him tomorrow, as early as possible.” I gave her my cell number and hung up Nate’s phone. I’d just have to turn the cell on and off occasionally and check for messages. It was the best I could do, under the circumstances.

Now I’m probably stuck until at least tomorrow not knowing a damn thing more than I already know.

###

Late Saturday afternoon, June 21st, 2014

Nate’s older sister Sarah and I were having a very late lunch and catching up with each other in her little condo overlooking Washington Park. We’d been very close when Nate and I were together. Now, she was coming to my rescue and putting me up, at least for the night. 

After lunch, Sarah was going to let me raid her closet for something appropriate to wear to meet with Mike Roan since we’re about the same size and I was living out of a little duffle bag. 

“I really appreciate you helping me out. Thanks so much!”

“What are old friends for?”

“I’m just glad you still want to be friends.”

“Dana, I’ll be honest; I always thought Terri was all wrong for you.”

“Look, I know you were upset when it didn’t work out between Nate and me but you know that...”

“Dana, honey...it wasn’t that. Baby I knew you were gay before you did! I just mean that Terri wasn’t the right woman for you...not even close.”

“I thought she was...at first.”

“I know you did but you were in love with the idea of being in a relationship with another woman. You couldn’t see what I could see. She knew I saw right through her though. That’s why she had you push me and all of your other friends away.”

“It would have been great if you would have told me all of this back then!” I leaned over toward her corner of the little table and gave her a playful punch in the arm.

“You wouldn’t have listened. You weren’t ready to see it yet.”

I smiled at her, “When did you get to be so wise?”

“All those years of training!”

“Aren’t you even a little bit scared I might be a murderer like the state cops in Ohio think I am?” I teased her.

She laughed, “Please! I know you. It doesn’t take years of clinical psychology practice to know that you’re not a killer. You don’t have the mindset for it. Heavens, when Nate first brought you to Chicago and you wanted to join the police department, I just shivered at the thought of the situations you might find yourself in.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence!”

“Dana, with or without your help to ‘investigate’,” she made air quotes, “the folks back in Ohio will figure out you aren’t capable of what they think you’ve done mentally, completely aside from your current physical limitations.”

“Now you’re talking like a shrink...”

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”

Chapter 21 – Bright Lights


Sunday Morning, June 22nd, 2014

Michael Roan left me a message Saturday evening while Sarah and I were out enjoying a summer evening watching random softball games in the park. It seems like I’ve been spending a lot of time in parks lately and while I’ve enjoyed most of it, I was tired of the crutches and not being able to walk and run and do the things I used to be able to do when I felt like the world was closing in on me. 

Now I was on my way to Joliet to meet with Roan. I finally felt like I was going to get somewhere after a couple of days on ice.

It was 10:50 when I pulled into the Harrah’s employee lot. The big customer lots were still pretty empty but when the powerboat giveaway promotion started at 1:00, there was probably going to be a standing room only crowd on site vying for a chance to win it.  Michael would be waist deep in security concerns by noon or so, I figured. I just hoped I could pick his brain sufficiently before he had to hit the ground running.

“It’s good to see you again Dana,” Michael Roan shook my hand. “I understand you’re not with SCS anymore?”

“No. No. I’ve been in investigations with the Customs Service for the last three years but I’m about to be medically retired.”

Roan looked at my crutches, “On the job injury, I take it?”

“I was shot during a big bust.”

He raised his eyebrows, “Wow. I would never have expected that from ‘mild mannered’ Dana.”

Brother, you don’t know the half of it!  I shrugged and lowered myself into a seat in his little office just outside of the nerve center of casino security operations. 

“So what brings you in to see me today? We don’t interface much...ever...with Customs.”

“It’s personal business today.”

“How so?”

“You employed a woman here by the name of Terri Sweeting, correct?”

Roan looked at me sideways but nodded, “We did.”

“I’m aware that she’s no longer employed here and, if the story that she told me is true, I’m also aware of the circumstances surrounding why she’s no longer in the employ of Harrah’s.”

“You do understand that I can’t talk about employment issues without the consent of HR?”

“Yes, I get that. This isn’t about her employment or the lack of it with the casino. It’s about the investigation that I’ve been led to believe is the reason that she’s no longer here.”

“The investigation itself?”

“Yes. So, you were, in fact, investigating her, correct?”

“We were.” He didn’t offer anything else. 

He’s not going to give an inch. “Michael, I’m going to be perfectly honest with you. I knew Terri Sweeting back when I was working with SCS. We’d lost touch for a few years and then out of the blue she came to see me in Ohio last week. She said that she had a problem that revolved around what went down here and she thought I might be able to help her. She indicated that was receiving death threats.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

“Understood...not directly, you wouldn’t. What she wanted me to do was to find out who Aggie was fronting for.”

Roan reacted almost imperceptibly to the name ‘Aggie’. I could tell from his slight flinch at the name that at least some of what Terri had told me was true.

“Dana, no matter what Sweeting told you, I can’t reveal the details of an ongoing investigation to her, to you or to anyone outside of our law enforcement partners in the matter.”

“Terri Sweeting is dead. She was murdered in Ohio last Saturday in between meetings with me.”

Roan snapped back in his chair. “Murdered?”

I nodded.

“Okay, look, I don’t know what she told you about what she was involved in here,” he waved his hand toward me, “so why don’t you give it to me in a nutshell, first?”

“Fine. Terri said she and four other people were involved in a cash for players club card scheme. They were giving player’s club cards to Aggie that were loaded with casino free play and comps. Aggie was giving them cash for the cards which they were then splitting between the four of them.”

“That’s pretty much it, yes.”

“Well, supposedly, the death threats started when you guys or the authorities you involved in the investigation of the whole mess went after whoever Aggie was fronting for. Terri didn’t have that information and she wanted it, apparently to save her own ass, but now it’s too late for that.”

“This just happened a week ago, right?” At my nod, he continued, “So how is it that you’re continuing to be involved rather than there being an official police investigation? This is the first anyone has come to me.”

He has me. I have to come clean. “Michael, Terri and I had an initial meeting last Friday afternoon that nothing came of. I didn’t think I could help her and I told her I wouldn’t and sent her packing.” No sense dragging Mel into this...

“Last Saturday morning she called me begging for another meeting. I relented and drove to where she asked me to meet her but she wasn’t there. To make a long story short, she was killed near our meeting site and her killer or killers knew enough about me to frame me for her murder.”

Michael blinked several times rapidly but didn’t say anything. 

“The Ohio Highway Patrol is leading the murder investigation. They don’t have the resources to follow up on such a loose lead. To prove my own innocence, I need to try.”

He steepled his hands over his desk blotter and looked at me earnestly, “Somehow, I believe you. You don’t strike me as a cold blooded killer and I don’t see where you had anything to gain from her death.”

“Thank you for that.”

“Unfortunately, there’s nothing that I can tell you that’s going to be helpful to your case.”

“Michael look, I can have my attorney subpoena the casino and any law enforcement agencies involved...”

He shook his head vigorously, “It isn’t that.”

“What then?”

“There’s nothing to tell.”

I spread my hands out and stared at him.

“Look Dana, Aggie is Augustine Fero. She’s a member of the Gangster Demons street gang.”

I rolled my eyes. Not again!

“You’re familiar with the Demons, I take it?”

“They’re the source that caused this to happen,” I pointed at my left leg. “So the Demons are involved but there’s nothing to tell?” Skepticism dripped from my query. 

“That’s just it; Fero was getting loaded cards off of Terri in exchange for cash. From what we can tell, the cash she was paying out came from the gang. What we don’t know is what the Demons wanted with the cards. They’ve made no attempts to cash any of the club cards in that we can attribute to Terri and her accomplices.”

“What?”

“Nothing Dana. We can electronically track every last card. Not one of them has ever been used at Harrah’s and the only ones that were physically found by law enforcement were the ones Aggie was given by Terri during our sting operation.” 

“What about other Harrah’s properties?”

“All of our casinos use the same player’s club card but comps and free play you get at one property can’t be used at another property. They’re specifically awarded to entice you to stay at or to come back to the same place. They would have had to of put the cards in play here to get any value back out of them and they haven’t.” 

“Has anyone attempted to use the cards at other properties legitimately to, say, start accumulating earned comps there?”

“No, not at all. Since they were initially created, not a single card as ever been read by any sort of a card reader at any Harrah’s property.”

I was dumbfounded, “What the hell was their scam then?”

Roan shrugged, “Your guess is as good as mine.”

###

Late Sunday Night, June 22nd, 2014

My mysterious caller had said I’d find my answer in Chicago. So far, I had a whole lot of nothing. 

According to Roan, the entire sting operation had been botched from the word go. Augustine Fero had ended up charged only with the misdemeanor offense of receiving stolen property. In a stunning lack of thought and planning, Roan’s team and the Cook County Sheriff’s Department had given Terri cards with names on them but no loaded free play or comp amounts for the sting set up. When those cards were later turned up in Fero’s possession, they had no cash value associated with them so a gang lawyer got the felony charge initially leveled against Fero reduced to a misdemeanor. Because the Sheriff had moved in to bust Fero too quickly, her contact got away. Fero dummied up, spent a month in the Cook County lock up and then walked.

I have to find Aggie Fero. She’s the only known link that can help me find Terri’s killer! 

I tried to make myself comfortable in the bed in Sarah’s guest room but I was in a little pain and more than a little keyed up. I was missing Mel for one thing and I also reminded myself that Joshua King would be expecting me first thing in the morning.

I can’t go back to Ohio until I can find out something that’s going to save my skin...

Chapter 22 – Indictments 


9:05 AM, Monday, June 23rd, 2014 – 6 Weeks to Election


“Mel,” Holly ducked her head into the Sheriff’s office, “The Grand Jury just returned an indictment against Kelly Rice for ‘Accessory After the Fact’. I just thought you’d want to know right away.”

Mel put both hands down on the desk top, “Well, didn’t they work fast this morning after leaving it hanging Friday evening so they could adjourn for the weekend?” She shook her head in an exaggerated display of disapproval.

Holly pursed her lips and shrugged. “The DA is already working on getting you a warrant.”

“Please bring it in to me as soon as we have it. I’ll have to go and get her myself.” Mel smirked but didn’t let on what she was really thinking then she sat back in her chair and stared at the stark white ceiling. 

Holly watched her, “Are you alright today Mel? You seem a little out of sorts.”

Mel tried to paste on a half-smile, “I’m worried about Dana. She waited out the weekend before turning herself in so she wouldn’t have to spend it sitting in a lock-up somewhere. She’s supposed to meet with her lawyer and go to the OSHP this morning but the only thing I’ve heard from her since Friday night is a text saying she needed to take care of some things and she’d be back in Ohio soon.”

“She left the state?” Holly was incredulous. 

“Apparently so.”

“Wow. That’s so not cool...er...sorry Sheriff.”

“It’s okay. I agree with you. I just wish I knew what the hell was going on.”



###



9:30 AM, Federal Courthouse, Columbus, Ohio



Lieutenant Nichols shook the Attorney General’s hand. “Thanks for the assist with the indictment sir.” 

“Not a problem LT. You just go and find this Rossi woman. Who knows what else she’s capable of.” 

“Nichols nodded. We had word that she was planning to turn herself in this morning so we held off on continuing our search for her when we didn’t turn her up Friday or Saturday. That’s our mistake and it won’t happen again. We’ll find her and nail her.”

“See that you do LT. That she’s hiding out or running or whatever it is that she’s doing speaks volumes. See that you do.” 













###



11:00 AM, Zanesville, Ohio



Mel parked her county SUV behind her Deputy Joe Treadway’s cruiser. She thought it best that they serve the warrant on former deputy Kelly Rice together so there wouldn’t be any future complaints of negligence, brutality or any other such thing. Rice was an unknown force these days and Mel wasn’t taking any chances.

Rice’s vehicle wasn’t in evidence in the area near her townhome style condo. Mel tapped on the door once and then again while Treadway looked on. There was no answer. 

Treadway stepped over to the only front facing lower floor window.

“Anything?” Mel asked him. 

“I can see the living room and a dining area. There’s no one in view and nothing that looks unusual.”

“She’s not working so where could she be?”

“I dunno Sheriff. Do you want me to set up a watch on the place?”

Mel scratched her head and appeared to think for several seconds, “No,” she told him. “You go ahead with your normal patrol routine. I’m going to try and get her attorney on the phone.”

“Roger Sheriff.”



Mel returned to her office and placed a call to the Cleveland based offices of Boswell Bates. To her surprise, she was put right through to the man himself.

“Sheriff Crane, to what do I owe the honor of your call?” 

“No honors Bates. I have a warrant for the arrest of your client, Kelly Rice. Might you know where I can find her?”

“At her home, I presume.”

“She’s not there.”

“Have you checked with that fine young man she’s engaged to Sheriff?”

“Very funny Bates.”

“Oh, a little touchy are we Sheriff? You do know that this is just a trumped up charge against my client, don’t you? You don’t have a prayer with this one. Why don’t you just concede defeat already, hmm?”

“Not a chance Bates. Are you going to tell me where to find her or do I have to start breaking down doors?”

“Now, now Sheriff, let’s don’t be hasty. I’ll conference with my client and we’ll respond to your warrant expeditiously.”

“You can use all the two dollar words you want Bates but I want Kelly Rice in here in the bargain.” 

“We’ll be in touch Sheriff. You have a pleasant day.”

“I hate that man!” Mel said aloud, after hanging up on her end. 

“What man?” Holly asked, as she stepped into Mel’s office.

“Boswell Bates.”

Holly pulled a face but, before she could say anything, her desk phone rang and she stepped back out of Mel’s office to answer it.



“Sheriff?” Holly buzzed Mel. 

“Yes?”

“The front desk Sergeant says a Lieutenant Nichols from the Highway Patrol is here to see you.”

“Great...that’s just great...just what I needed.”

“Should I tell him you’re out?”

“No. Whatever it is, it probably has to do with Dana. Have them send him up. I’ll speak with him.”



Nichols glanced around Mel’s Spartan office as Holly led him in. “This isn’t what I expected for a county Sheriff.”

Mel didn’t rise to the bait. She indicated he should take a seat in her only visitor’s chair and asked, “How can I help you today Lieutenant?”

Holly stepped out and closed the door softly behind her.

Nichols glanced behind himself at the closed door and then took the offered seat. “You can tell me where I can find your partner, Dana Rossi.”

“I’m sorry Lieutenant, is this an interrogation? Do I need to have a witness present or a lawyer?”

Nichols bristled. “Let me start over. I’ve done my homework Crane. I know you’re a stand up individual. It’s not you we’re after. It’s Rossi.”

“If you had really ‘done your homework’, you would realize that there’s no way Dana  could have committed the crime that you seem to think that she did. You’d know she isn’t physically capable of doing what I understand was done and that she had no motive. You should be out looking for the real killer instead of questioning me.”

“How long have you known Dana Rossi, Sheriff?”

“A couple of months, why? What does that have to do with it?”

“How well would you say that you know her?”

“Well enough. Do you want to tell me where this is going?”

“You’re pretty defensive about her but I guess I can understand why. She’s fooled a lot of people. You’re probably just the latest in a long line.”

“What are you talking about?” Mel’s neck and cheeks flushed red with her mounting anger.

“Are you aware that Rossi was fired from a security consulting position and left another one in haste that she held prior to taking her current position with the U.S. Customs Service?”

Mel’s eyes flickered but she simply nodded and replied, “Yes, I was aware of that...or, I was aware that she was fired from one, at least.”

“There were two different jobs Sheriff. Do you know why she was fired from the first one?”

“Why don’t you tell me your version of the events surrounding her leaving both jobs?” Mel gripped the armrests of her chair.

“We have a character witness that will testify that Rossi was sleeping her way to the top with other guys wives at the first security company she worked for, all while keeping Sweeting happy at home. When that company sent her packing, she got on with another company and she and Sweeting started plotting to steal from the customers she consulted with for them.”

Mel shook her head vigorously, “What? Steal from them how?”

“They plotted multiple operations against different targets. When Rossi’s employer started to catch on, Sweeting ordered a stop to their little games and Dana quit the job and went into hiding just like she’s doing now. She’s becoming very good at that, it would seem.”

“I think you need to go back and do some more digging.”

“Look, I don’t know what your feelings are for this woman but it appears to me that you’re letting your heart rule your head. You’re not looking at this logically.”

“And you’re not even attempting to conduct a legitimate investigation! Even if half of that was true, you still aren’t taking into consideration Dana’s medical condition or what possible motive she would have had to kill Sweeting.”

“I don’t believe Rossi’s injury is as severe as she’s leading so many people to believe.”

“Are you a doctor too Lieutenant?”

“No ma’am but I have eyewitnesses that will testify to Ms. Rossi getting around just fine without the aid of her crutches.”

Mel shrank back into her chair.

“As for motive, think about it; Sweeting pulls her out of their little racket and sends her off to hide. While she’s gone she replaces her personally and she starts working new cons. Rossi was cut out, cut off and she wanted revenge. She bided her time and then tried to get a cut of Sweeting’s new action only Sweeting wouldn’t bite so she killed her.”

Mel was silent staring through the Lieutenant. Her face was now ashen and her knuckles where white as she tightly gripped the ends of the chair arms.

“I’m right Crane and you’re starting to see that, aren’t you?”

Mel looked at the Lieutenant but she didn’t reply.

Nichols leaned forward and spoke softly. “The Attorney General indicted Rossi early this morning. It’s over Sheriff. I need to know where to find her.”

Mel shook her head. “I honestly don’t know. I believe she’s left the state.”



###



Mel put her head into her hands and wept. Holly returned from picking up a late lunch for the two of them and found her crying. She left the office phones on auto answer and locked herself in the office with her friend.

“Mel, baby,” she said kneeling beside her chair, “what on earth is wrong? What’s happened?” She reached for Mel’s tissue box, took a couple and handed them to the woman that she’d never seen shed a tear in more than 12 years together on the force.

After dabbing at her nose and eyes, the normally totally under control Sheriff shook as she said, “I thought I knew her but I didn’t really know her at all. How could I have been such a bad judge of character?”

“Are we talking about Dana?”

“Mel nodded.”

“Mel, Dana is amazing and you’re the happiest I’ve ever seen you because of her.”

“She isn’t what we thought...what I thought she was Holly.”

“How can you be sure of that?”

“Nichols has information and witnesses and, and...”

“Oh Mel, baby...” Holly stood and gave her Sheriff friend a quick hug and then leaned against the desk beside her.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

“Look, don’t go making any rash judgments or any rash decisions. I don’t know what all you’ve heard but you really need to hear Dana’s side of the story first and then think everything through.”

“Dana’s gone Holly. She’s not responding to calls or texts. She hasn’t tried to get in touch since Friday night. She’s not coming back unless they bring her back in handcuffs. It’s over for us and my career is probably over too. I’m probably going to have to step down after all.”


Chapter 23 – Aggie


Monday Morning, June 23rd, 2014

Since Aggie Fero was never a casino employee, I was able to convince Michael Roan to give me her last known address from his case file. I spent most of the afternoon on Sunday learning that the address he had for her had put her stated home of residence squarely in the Cabrini-Green housing project that had been mostly demolished in 2011. Where she had supposedly once lived was now actual green space with ball fields and a sparkling new parks and recreation complex. I was back to square one. 

By my calculation, Aggie Fero had probably been out of the county jail for a couple of weeks. That was a short enough time that she might still be staying in the same place, wherever that was, but long enough that she could have called in a gang chit on Terri in the last week or so or she knew who was after her for messing up whatever their plan had been. I just can’t figure that out...what could the Demons possibly have been up to? 

Whatever the plan was, I hoped I could find Aggie and get her to tell me.

“Dana, I really don’t know that I should be helping you with this. What happens if you find this woman? Do you think she’s just going to just spill her guts and tell you everything you want to know because you asked her to and then let you hobble on out of there?”

I looked at my lawyer ex-husband and grinned. He has a good point. I haven’t really given this a lot of thought. I decided to play it off, “Nate, I’m a Federal Agent. I think I can handle an interrogation and handle myself too.”

I leaned back as nonchalantly as I could in one of the fancy chairs facing his desk in his even fancier office. If this was what junior partners got, I was curious to know how the senior partners lived.

Nate wasn’t done railing at me; “Dana, look at yourself! You’re an invalid who’s been set up for murder. It’s possible this woman or someone she knows did that. I’m not prepared to send you to your doom by obtaining information for you that could do that!”

“Nathan, either way, my ass is on the line. If I don’t find her, I have zip to take back to Ohio to save my own neck. It’s one or the other. If you don’t help me, I’ll go a couple of blocks over to the Customs Field Office and plead my case with one of my former associates to get me the address.” I hated arguing with him but he was my best chance to get what I needed quickly.

Two hours later I was sitting in a molded plastic chair beside the desk of Augustine Fero’s Parole Officer and waiting patiently while she searched her computer files for the current exact location of her charge. My patience was rewarded when I learned that, because of her receiving stolen property conviction, Aggie Fero had violated the terms of her probation for her previous felony offense. She was now back behind bars at the Cook County Jail while she waited for an empty bed in a women’s cell block at the penitentiary. 

###

Monday afternoon, June 23rd, 2014

I really lucked out. I wasn’t able to get into the Cook County Department of Corrections facility to interview Aggie as a member of law enforcement without a prior appointment but, as it happened, she was being housed in a block on Unit 3 that had visitation privileges on Monday afternoon beginning at 3:30 PM. 

I was waiting in line with prisoner family members and friends, hoping Aggie would agree to see me. While I waited, I debated how I wanted to play my visit here. 

My turn to sign in and be searched came all too quickly. I checked down the sign in roster as I filled in my information. So far, with only 3 more people behind me waiting to sign in, I was the only one there to see Fero specifically. I was feeling even luckier.

Aggie Fero didn’t stand out for me among the other prisoners that filed into the visitation room where we’d all been directed to take seats. I’d only seen a basic mug shot photo of her on her P.O.’s computer. As the other prisoners quickly found their friends and family members, one woman was left standing alone. She was shorter than I had expected her to be; even shorter than Terri who I, at only 5’6”, had in height by a couple of inches. 

I waved to the lone woman as she turned in my direction searching for the person that was the reason she’d been brought out of her cell. She ambled over slowly, assessing me from head to toe. She stopped her inspection with my crutches and then returned her eyes to my face and looked at me narrowly.

“Do I know you?”

“We’ve never met. I’m Dana Rossi.” I extended my hand to her. 

There was no light of recognition in her eyes at the sound of my name. She didn’t take my offered hand either. “I can’t touch you.”

“Oh. Right. Sorry. Force of habit.”

“You a cop?’

“Sort of.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I don’t like talking to cops but...” she looked at my crutches again. “I want to know what “sort of” means and why you’re here.”

I held out my hand toward the seat opposite of me. She took it but sat sideways off the edge of it like she didn’t intend to stay in it long. 

“Augustine, I’m a...”

She interrupted me, “Don’t call me that. It’s Aggie. Period.”

“Right. Okay, Aggie, I’m an agent with the U.S. Customs Service.” At her puzzled expression, I said, “That’s why I said I’m ‘sort of’ a cop. The Customs Service isn’t why I’m here though. It’s for personal reasons.”

“Lady, I’m sure I don’t even know you.”

“True, but you do know Terri Sweeting.”

Aggie started at the name and then she moved to get up.

“Please don’t leave. What I need to talk to you about deals more with me personally than with Terri.” 

She whispered, “I don’t want to talk about that dumb bitch! I’m going back to prison because she’s so stupid.”

The criminal mind kills me. Everything that happens to them is someone else’s fault... I realized Aggie was speaking about Terri in the present tense and it didn’t seem like it was forced. That, and the fact that she had no idea who I was, gave me a moment’s pause. 

“Aggie, Terri Sweeting is dead.”

She dropped her head and shook it and then looked me right in the eye. Perhaps a second had passed as she said, “Did the dumb bitch walk in front of a bus?” There was nothing in her eyes but morbid curiosity. She didn’t kill her or order it, I’m almost positive...

“No, it was nothing so poetic as that.”

“Huh?”

“Look, there was no love lost between me and Terri either. We had our differences a few years back and we went our separate ways. She showed up in Ohio out of the blue last week and told me a story that involved you and some people she works with and something you all were involved in together.” I eyed Aggie closely but she didn’t respond.

“Terri wanted me to help her because,” I whispered, “she said someone was threatening to kill her over the whole deal.” Aggie pursed her lips and tossed her head in a ‘yeah, right’ sort of like she didn’t believe me but she continued to remain silent. 

“There wasn’t anything I could do to help her and I really didn’t believe her. I told her to get lost.” That drew a smirk from my tablemate. “She contacted me a day later and told me that her life was in danger and so was mine. She demanded we meet again and I went only, when I got to the meeting location, she wasn’t there. She was later found murdered.”

Aggie appeared genuinely startled by that statement but she quickly found her composure, “Is that why you’re here? You think I did it?”

“No, not you specifically, anyway. Aggie, Terri kept saying that the people that were out for her were associated with what she had been doing for you. Anything you can tell me about who those people might be will help me.”

“Why do you care? Let the real cops figure it out.”

I drew a deep breath, “I care because whoever killed Terri framed me for it and the real cops quit looking for them.”

The puzzled expression returned to her face but she was again silent.

“Who gave you the money for Terri?”

“Lady, maybe you did do it. I don’t know. I sure don’t know who did.”

“No, I didn’t do it. I couldn’t physically do what they said I did and I had no motive. Eventually, I’ll be able to prove that. For now, there’s a warrant out for my arrest in Ohio and I’m trying to find out all I can to help save my own ass before I turn myself in.”

Aggie looked at me with what I sensed was a little more respect. I thought I’d better press the advantage while I had it. In a low voice, I asked, “Were you fronting for the Demons?”

She shrugged one shoulder and tossed her head to the side which I took as ‘yes’.

“What were they going to do with the cards?” 

Aggie turned full around in her chair now and shook her head no. 

“You don’t know or you won’t say?”

“It’s...it’s hard to explain.”

“Just do the best you can.”

She thought for several long seconds then she began to speak in a very low voice, “The cards, they ‘got a magnetic strip on the back...”

I nodded, “Yes, so they can be read by machines.”

“Well, they wanted them for something like that but not that...you know what I mean?” 

“What, like a chip inside the card?”

“Yeah.” She nodded vigorously. 

“They were going to do something with the chips in the cards?”

She shrugged both shoulders this time, “Far as I know. Maybe they were doing it, I don’t know...”

“Did Terri know that?”

Aggie gave me the ‘bitch please’ chicken neck look. “I can’t even explain it. I sure didn’t tell that dumb bitch nothin’ ‘bout it.” 

“Were any of the people you were working with on your side caught?”

“Nope. Just little old me.” She rolled her eyes. “I told you I didn’t know nothin’ that could help you.”

“Don’t be so sure about that.”

Chapter 24 – Mel


5:30 AM, Tuesday, June 24th, 2014

Mel pulled her pick-up truck into the boat ramp lot at Dillon Lake. She stepped out into the cool morning air. 

The sun had just come over the Eastern horizon. Soon the day would turn muggy but, for now, it was comfortable enough to go on a wild goose chase just to satisfy her own curiosity. 

Parking for the launch ramp area extended left from the ramp as you faced the lake. Down the lake from the right of the launch ramp was the direction the patrol boat had come from with Terri’s body. 

Mel looked toward the wooded shoreline on the right. There was a small footpath through the dense foliage that likely was used by fishermen who worked the little inlets and rocky areas of the shore.  Mel locked up her vehicle and then headed down the path. 

She picked her way slowly and looked around carefully in the low morning light. After several minutes walking, she came to an area where it was obvious there’d been recent activity off path, away from the shore. Using her hunters instincts and moving slowly, trying not to disturb the apparent drag trail that was already there, she went deeper into the woods herself. 

In a tiny clearing, Mel came across the remnants of some police tape on the trees. Looking around methodically, dried blood was evident on some leaves in one area. She’d found the place that Terri was killed. Other than the bit of blood and a couple remnants of tape on the trees, the area had been picked clean of evidence.

Returning to the path almost exactly as she’d come in, Mel picked her way down a slight slope that was peppered with rocks and some overgrowth of thicket to the lake. The distance was about a quarter of a mile from the spot where Terri was killed to the lake by the path the killer appeared to take. 

She peered up and down the shoreline and out onto the water. A boat was half a mile off and further to her right. She could see two men fishing from it.  They were quiet in the still of the morning, hoping for bites. 

It was getting warmer already. Mel took her duty hat off and mopped her brow with the back of her wrist. She’d worn the short sleeve uniform shirt today but her vest weighed heavy on her already and, though she was in excellent shape, it wasn’t a cake walk working off trail.

Replacing her hat, she moved back toward the worn path and hustled toward her vehicle. When she reached the parking lot, she noticed a fisherman unloading his gear from his own truck.

The older man glanced over at Mel, looked away and then did a double take as his head shot right back around to look at her. He peered at her closely and she stared right back at him. 

“Can I help you sir?”

He glanced away and then back and shook his head slowly. He set his gear back down in the bed of his truck and started toward her. “I figured you’d be around to the dam sooner or later. That’s why I come down here instead. I shoulda’ known you’d find me anyway.” 

“Do you have something to tell me?” Mel stood resolutely, not sure whether to trust the man approaching her or what his interest in her was.

“You’re the Sheriff, aren’t you?”

“Yes sir. Melissa Crane.”

“That’s what I figured but the vehicle there threw me for a minute. I knew you’d come lookin’ for me sooner or later.”

“I haven’t been to the station yet. I thought I’d stop out here first.”

“You’re a smart one, I’ll give you that.”

Mel simply nodded and waited for more from him. 

“So how do you want to do this? Do you want to call for one of your cruisers to take me in or do you just want me to follow you...or you can follow me. I know where the station is. I’m not going to run. I know I did wrong. It’s time to do right.”

“Why don’t we just talk a little bit first and then we’ll decide what to do.”

“That sounds fine.”

Me took her notebook out of her shirt pocket. “What’s your name?”

“Why, it’s Thomas Roberts,” he said in a tone that indicated he thought she would know that. 

Mel picked up on his tone and played it off, “Yes, of course Mr. Roberts and, just for the record, can you give me your actual street address.”

Thomas reeled it off to her and she scribbled it down. “Now, why don’t you start from the beginning and tell everything no matter how small you think it is.”

“Well, okay then.” He took a deep breath and began, “I’m retired now...did my time in the Army and then I worked for the post office for 25 years, you know. Never missed a day of work except when my mama died.”

Mel leaned back against her truck. 

He continued, “I always wanted to spend my time fishin’ and just foolin’ with tackle and flies and such. My wife though, she got real sick with the cancer and all right after I retired and I had to take care of her, like. Now she’s gone too and I ain’t got nothin’ better to do than fish.”

“I come here to the lake almost every day. Most days, I do a little fly fishing out and around in the morning. If I’m lucky and I do good like, I go home at lunch time and make me a sandwich then I clean up my catch and that’s my supper later.”

Mel nodded, “And something different happened recently didn’t it?”

Thomas nodded back, “Yeah, it sure did. I tied some new flies last week and was trying my luck with them in the mornings along a couple of the little inlets around here. I wasn’t doin’ too good though. Either my flies weren’t quite right or them fish just weren’t bitin’. I wasn’t catchin’ nothin’ out and around the lake.”

“So, you didn’t go home for lunch did you?”

“No ma’am, I sure didn’t. When I have a bad morning I like to try and make up for it the best way I know how.”

“And how’s that?”

“I go after catfish in the spillway. It’s fun and they’re pretty easy to catch. They ain’t the best eatin’ for ya but it’s better than no fish a’tall.”

“So you did a lot of afternoon catfishing in the dam spillway last week, I take it?”

He nodded.

“You saw something while you were at the dam last Saturday, didn’t you?”

He shook his head no.

“You didn’t see anything?” Mel sounded confused.

“I didn’t but I said I did. It was crowded that day ‘cause it was Saturday. There are a lot of people what that fish the spillway and the river on nice weekends. The lady that paid me said to say I saw that woman but I really didn’t and I know I should never have taken that money...”

Mel held up a hand to stop him but he rambled on, “I knew it was wrong to lie about that. I knew taking the money was wrong. Then, when I saw you on TV, I knew what I done was bad...”

“Mr. Roberts, please stop for a minute.”

He looked at her with tears in the corners of his eyes, “What’s going to happen to me?”

“Well, since you’re confessing to a crime, I’m going to read you your rights. After I do that, I’m going to have to handcuff you and call for a squad to take you downtown to the station. We’re going to get a formal statement from you there and then the DA will decide what happens after that.”

“The DA?”

“The District Attorney.”

“Oh...”

Chapter 25 – On the Move 


7:30 AM, Tuesday, June 24th, 2014

“Sarah I really do appreciate you letting me stay here these last few days while I tried to sort some stuff out.”

“I love having you here Dana; I just wish things had turned out a little better for you.”

“Me too.”

“So, what’s your plan?” 

“I’m just going to have to go back to Ohio and face the music, I guess. I’ve got a lawyer...I hope...if he’ll still talk to me after this.” 

“You gave him a retainer right?”

“Well, yeah, but...”

“Relax then. He’ll at least hear you out. No lawyer likes to give money back once they have it in hand. Ask your ex-husband about that!” We both chuckled. 

“I’ll leave when you leave for work. I’m going to head over to the casino in Joliet first and clue the security head there about what was really going on with the card theft scam so he can do a proper investigation and then I’ll be on my way to Ohio. Wish me luck?”

“Of course!” Sarah came over to me and hugged me close.

I was glad to have the woman who’d been like a sister to me back in my life. It gave me a little piece of mind as I contemplated the road ahead of me.

10:20 AM, Tuesday, June 24th, 2014

I had a brief meeting with Michel Roan. He was surprised to see me again but interested to learn what the real intent was with the theft of the player’s club cards. I felt like I owed him that much for talking with me at all on Sunday. 

My good deed done for the day, I sat in my car in the employee lot at the casino, waiting for my phone to power up. When it did, I ignored the voicemails I’d received and only scrolled through the text messages quickly. There’d been several from Mel over the weekend but none since. Odd!

Yesterday there’d been two texts from Joshua King. I took the time to read those. The first was:

Joshua: I have information for you. Are you coming in today?

That was early yesterday. A couple of hours later he sent me: 

Joshua: You’ve been indicted. You need to come in ASAP.

I realized I needed to call him right away. I tapped his name on the text message and waited while the call went through. His high class assistant answered in her haughty tone and informed me that Joshua was with a client. I expressed my urgent need to speak with him but she couldn’t be swayed to interrupt her boss so I left message with her to let him know that I’d call him again at noon and then I turned my phone back off.

I was still going to head back to Ohio but I’d report into the OSHP on my terms. One thing I knew for sure, they weren’t going to get the opportunity to pick me up at the state line.

An idea occurred to me and, from that, a plan began to form. First, I drove around to the casino customer parking lot and I parked my car as close to the main entrance as possible. The casino wasn’t busy on a Tuesday morning so I could get fairly close in, in an area of the lot  where there were always cars parked. Mine wouldn’t stand out if it was left there for a day or two with in state plates. 

A couple of taxi cabs stood near the entrance on standby. That has to be boring for a cabbie on a slow Tuesday... I approached the first taxi and asked the driver to take me to the closest Greyhound terminal. 

While the cabbie drove like a maniac, I turned my phone back on and I called my former roommate Cheryl’s cell phone. I’d shared an apartment with her for several months while I was temporarily assigned to the Cleveland Port of Entry Customs Office to work a smuggling case.

“Hello?”

“Hey Cheryl, its Dana.”

“Girl, how in the hell have you been?”

“Cheryl honey, it’s a long story.” 

“Well you know I don’t have time for all that while I’m working, so what can I help you with?”

“I need a favor.”

“Anything baby.”

“It’s kind of a big favor...”

“What is it sugar?”

“I’m going to need picked up at the Cleveland Greyhound terminal some time tonight or early tomorrow morning...like really early,” I drug the word out, “and then when I get to Cleveland, I’m going to need to crash for a bit and borrow a car for probably a few days.”

“Ooooo, I wish I had more time to talk to you right now! This sounds like there’s a good story in there!”

“You have no idea! So, do you think you can help me?”

“Of course I can, so long as you tell me the story.”

“You got it. I’ll text you when I’m on the road and let you know what time my bus will be in.”

I cooled my heels at a seedy bus terminal while I waited for my coach to arrive. At least I was lucky for once and I wouldn’t have to wait long. The next bus to Cleveland departed at 12:01 PM. Even though I detested the idea of being on a cramped bus all afternoon and evening, crutches and all, I couldn’t have timed my meanderings this morning any better. 

Once we were on board and safely outside of the city limits of Chicago, I powered up and called my lawyer again. I couldn’t risk using my cell from a bus terminal just in case GPS was really that good and the Ohio authorities could figure out I was going Greyhound. 

He got on the line, “Dana?”

“Joshua, I am so sorry!”

“Are you on your cell phone?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t say anything about where you are or what you’ve been up to. I do want to let you know that you’ve been indicted.”

“I know. I saw your message.”

“Right. Good. On the other hand, I subpoenaed your phone records and the vics’ like we talked about. Your cell records showed what I expected and so did the others. Two interesting things though; one, there is no record of OSHP requesting the records.”

“Ha! No surprise there.”

“Well that’s definitely in your favor and, two, your cell records and your records only where pulled by someone at the Columbus police department. Do you care to guess who?”

“Officer Noland Troutman III?” 

“Bingo!”

“Can he do that?”

“Legally, no, but it didn’t stop him.” 

From the bus terminal in Gary, Indiana where we stopped for passenger pickup, I bought a $5.00 phone card and called Mel’s personal cell from a good, old fashioned pay phone. My call rolled to her voicemail as I suspected it would during her duty hours. I waited for the prompt and then left her a brief message. 

“Sorry I’ve been out of touch. I’m on my way back now. We need to talk before I go in.” 

I just hope she’ll see my side of the story and forgive me for leaving and keeping her in the dark...

###

The sun had set minutes before we pulled into the Cleveland terminal. It was all that I could do to lever myself out of my seat after riding for nearly eight hours with no leg room. I waited until everyone else got off and then I pulled my crutches down from the overhead bin and made my own way slowly off the bus. Cheryl was standing just inside the terminal doors to greet me. I’d never been so happy to see a friendly face in my life.

We headed to the apartment that had been a temporary home for me for a time and that thought gave me some comfort. On the way, I talked and Cheryl both listened and gave me her two cents whenever I stopped for a breath. Her streetwise layman’s take on my big mess was both refreshing and cathartic. 

Wednesday, June 25th, 2014

Cheryl had a little beater of a car that she drove most of the time. For the hard Cleveland winters and the sometimes harsh drives to the Ashtabula Port of Entry where she held an admin position with Customs, she had a slightly newer Ford Escape SUV. She handed off the keys to the SUV and sent me on my way after breakfast with strict orders to keep her posted on my case. Again I felt buoyed by the support of a friend.

I debated whether I should head toward Zanesville or toward Columbus. My intent was to find a little no-tell motel to stay in until I could talk to Mel. I wasn’t going to see Joshua King until after I got a chance to see her and talk with her but I knew, sooner or later, King and I would have to meet too and do what had to be done. I chose Interstate 71 and headed south toward Columbus. 

After I passed by all of the Mansfield exits on I-71, I got off the freeway at the next exit and then took back state routes until I found a little no-tell motel to stay at. It would have to be my base for a night or so until I could have a sit down meeting with Mel somewhere.

Chapter 26 – Secrets


Wednesday Afternoon, June 25th, 2014

––––––––

After I checked in to the little 10 room roadside motel that time seemed to have forgotten, I asked the desk clerk where I could find a pay phone. The otherwise dated rooms did have phones but I didn’t want to take the risk of calling Mel and being traced if, because of me, she was being tracked now too. The barely out of his teens young man behind the counter just shrugged at my question. He was so young, he probably had no idea what a pay phone was. 

I was back in the SUV stopping at every little store, dinner and gas station I came to, looking for a public phone. One finally materialized about 4 miles from my motel out in front of an old tire repair shop that had seen better days like most everything else around. 

I sure hope it works! Balanced on my crutches, phone card at the ready, I went through the long, drawn out dialing process. To think we used to have to do this all the time when we traveled before cell phones...what a pain in the ass! 

I waited to be connected to Mel’s personal cell. My call finally went through then I waited through one ring, then three more and then I was connected to her voicemail. I started to leave a message:

“I’m back in Ohio and I need to see you. We need to talk before I...”

‘Please deposit $1.00’ a mechanical voice said over the line. 

“What the fuck! Now I remember why I hated phone cards!” I yelled into the glass walls of the booth. 

I’d left my wallet and what little actual coinage I had in the SUV. By the time I hobbled the ten yards back to where I’d had to park Cheryl’s Escape, retrieved my wallet and hobbled back to the phone booth, my call had been terminated. I slammed the receiver back into its hook in frustration. There’s no way I’m turning on my cell phone in Ohio right now...I give up!

My leg was hurting and my head hurt even worse. I stopped at a local carryout store on my way back to the motel and bought some overpriced ibuprofen and a bottle of water and I took a couple of the tablets right there in their little, dusty parking lot. As soon as I was back in my room, I lay down on top of the bedspread and drifted off.  

An hour later, just as I was coming out of la, la land, the phone on the single nightstand rang. I panicked. No one should know I’m here... I stared at the phone as it rang and rang. After about a dozen rings, the caller seemed to give up. 

I scooted to the edge of the bed and sat up. I heard noise from outside the window. Collecting my crutches, I rose and worked my way around the tiny eating table and chair under the window to peek out the slatted blinds from the very edge. There were two men in the lot looking at the few cars that were there and going room to room, trying to peek in the windows. 

Terrified, I checked the bolt on the door then retrieved my pistol from the nightstand where I’d set it before I laid down. Un-holstering it, I placed it on the table and then took the chair beside it leaving the gun in easy reach. 

There was a chip in a brittle plastic slat of the blind right about my eye level. Through it, I could see a little of the lot outside. The two men were both now standing at a door two doors down from mine. They appeared to be talking to someone inside but they were all that I could see from my limited vantage point. 

The phone started ringing again, making me about jump through my skin. I turned and looked toward it taking my eyes off of the lot and the men at the other door for a second or two. By the time I looked back, only one of the men was visible from my vantage point. He was standing outside the now closed door of the same room smoking a cigarette. 

Ignoring the ringing phone, I focused my mind on what could be going on outside. They call these places no-tell motels for a reason Dana! The way I figured it, there was either a prostitute a couple of doors away plying her trade in the oldest profession or there was a drug deal going down. Carrying my train of thought out even further, I figured the ringing phone had something to do with prior occupants of what was now my room that did in here whatever was currently going on a couple of doors away.

I remained vigilant in my chair beside the window. Looking out on the motel’s parking lot, I continued to scan the vicinity through the tiny chip in the blind. My backup pistol rested heavy in my lap. 

After a time, I lifted my left leg and shifted my weight on the cheap pleather seat. The leg injury aches. Like a dull thud, it pounds away. I raised two fingers to rub my temples. The long day was taking its toll and my head was beginning to pound again. 

The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly shivered making me confident that someone was outside again waiting and watching; maybe for me, maybe for whoever occupies the room two doors down. Those tiny hairs have never led me astray before. I believe in the things that they tell me and so I sighed heavily and glanced outside again. 

A pickup truck, all too familiar to me, rounded the narrow lane from the entrance of the motel lot and pulled into an empty spot close to my room. I cursed low in my throat. This wasn’t what I wanted.

I put my pistol on the table under the window and I stood up on shaky legs but I didn’t bother with my crutches. I stared at the knob willing myself to open the door. 

Mel’s approach was heavy, her service boots loud on the concrete sidewalk. I could hear the jingle of her truck keys. 

She stopped in front of my door. I held my breath. She waited. I waited. I’m normally the patient one but it was too much for me. I reached my hand forward and gripped the knob but, at first, I didn’t twist it. I closed my eyes and just saw Mel in my mind’s eye. 

Her sudden knock, although quiet and hesitant, sounded like a bomb going off within the silence of the room.

“Dana, open up. We need to talk.” Her voice was commanding and yet, at the same time, I found it soothing. It was her Sheriff’s voice; the one that makes anyone listening feel safe like she’ll protect you. I felt the same.

I twisted the knob and pulled the door open. She stepped inside, took the door from me and shut it behind her. Pulling the catch, she flicked the lock and then turned and looked me over.

She could see the pain in my face, “It hurts, doesn’t it?” She nodded her head at my leg. 

I chose not to answer her. There wasn’t any need, she already knew the truth. “How did you find me?”

”This is the only place to stay anywhere close to the phone you called from. I tried to call your room a couple of times.”

“Mel...”

“You went to Chicago, didn’t you?”

Her quick interruption spoke to her worry. She didn’t want to hear any excuses, any apologies. She wanted to hear the details, the specifics, everything I was willing to share and then even what I wasn’t. I shook my head at her and limped over to the edge of the bed. I sat down hard, bouncing a bit on the overly soft mattress. She moved to take my earlier seat next to the window.

“You can either tell me or remain silent. Either way, I’m not leaving here until I know you’re safe and right now that means I need to know what you know.”

I groaned and dropped my head. I studied the floor. The carpet was short and ratty – ugly. My gaze shifted to my leg. Under my jeans, I could visualize the scar of the bullet’s path. I could see the puckered skin and the pale, thick tissue that marred my skin. It was an ugly image too.

“Ugly,” I repeated out loud.

Mel tilted her head, her brow furrowed in question, but she remained silent as a good Sheriff usually does. I watched her from under my lids. Smiling softly, a quick and subtle lift of my lips, I decided to trust in her.

Shaking my head to clear my previous comment, I raised it and held her stare.

“The Patrol really thinks I killed Terri, Mel. I have no alibi. I was on the scene. They have my crutch with my fingerprints on it. I had no motive to kill her but that doesn’t seem to matter to them. They didn’t even bother to pull my phone records or my medical records before getting a warrant for my arrest. I went to Chicago to try and figure out who really killed her and why,” I confessed all in a rush, hastily running through the information she needed.

“Did you do it?”

I hated that question but I could understand why she asked it. “No. You know I didn’t. I was framed.” I kept my answer short this time. It was all she needed to know.

She wasn’t satisfied. “What did you find in Chicago?”

“Not what I hoped; nothing worth killing over.” I looked her in the eye. I could see that even that answer wasn’t enough for her. 

I sighed and then continued, “I went to the casino in Joliet and learned there that the card scam amounted to a small molehill of nothing. Terri got a suspended sentence for her part in it and Aggie got a month in jail for receiving stolen property. No one else was caught or did any time.”

“Aggie had motive then.”

“Yes, she did but she didn’t have opportunity. When she was convicted of the theft charges, she was in violation of the terms of a previous parole order. She wasn’t released at the end of the theft sentence. She was remanded right over for return to prison.”

Mel nodded. “So who framed you?”

“I don’t know for sure but I’m starting to suspect someone.” That is an understatement. A big understatement. 

“Troutman?”

My head shot up, “What did you say?”

“I suspect Noland Troutman framed you or he is behind framing you. Isn’t that what you suspect?”

“I think so...I don’t know. I got a piece of information from my lawyer today that involved him but I can’t make that equate to being framed.” I told her about him having my phone records pulled.

“I’m privy to quite a bit more that seems to point to him and knowing that just adds to the pile.”

“But why frame me? To win an election? I just don’t get it...”

Mel shrugged. “Baby, I don’t know the answer to that yet. I have some things to tell you about what I do know so far, but I want to start off by telling you that I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry? You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m the one that put you in a bad position and then ran from it without telling you...”

She interrupted me again, “Dana stop, listen. I should have trusted you and I didn’t. Someone fed me a pack of lies and I believed the worst of you. Now I know different and I feel horrible about what I thought. Things that I know now should exonerate you but we have a little work ahead of us. Well, actually, I have a little work ahead of me and the DA has a whole lot of work ahead of him. You need to lay low for a bit while we work it out. For now, I just hope you can forgive me?

“That depends; can you forgive me?”

Mel stood and took a step toward the bed where I was still leaning. She leaned in close, covering the gap between our bodies with an extended arm. She rested her hand on my shoulder. Her other hand cupped my chin and lifted my face.

I look up at her. I could feel wetness dot the corners of my eyes, “I didn’t want to drag you into all of this Mel.”

“Uh, huh.” She grins that grin I’ve come to love. “It didn’t work. I’m in.” She took a finger and gently wiped at my unfallen tears.

I reached up and wrapped my arms over her shoulders. I pulled her closer and pressed a kiss to her cheeks. “I’m glad you found me, glad you’re here.” Kissing her lips, I began gently, but I deepened the pressure as she moaned.

She moved around to sit on the bed and then pulled me down beside her. Her hands fell to my shoulders and she pushed me back onto the cheap bedspread. 

“You’re really not an easy woman to find, but I wasn’t going to let you just leave me.”

“I wasn’t leaving...I could never leave you.” It’s the truth. More than anything else I’ve said tonight, this is truest thing I have ever spoken.

I kissed her again, pulling her bottom lip between my teeth and nibbling it a little brusquely. She groaned and shoved me harder into the mattress. Lying back, knees bent over the edge of the bed, I spread my legs. I wrapped my good leg around her back and pulled her closer to me. I’ve missed her.

Her fingers stroked through my hair, combing the long strands. My scalp tingled with the sensation and I whimpered a little.

“Can I stay with you tonight?” She growled into my ear, tickling the whorls of it. She licked the lobe and I swear I saw stars.

“Yes...” I breathed more than spoke.

Roaming across my shirt, her palm found my breast and lifted its weight hefting its curve. She massaged the plump flesh, her fingers tugging on my already peaked nipple. I nipped at the column of her throat. Finding her pulse point, I suckled at the flutter of her heartbeat, marking her skin with my desire. She writhed atop me, grinding her clothed mound against mine. I bucked and tilted my pelvis, rubbing my clit on the seam of my jeans. 

Her mouth covered my breast and she tongued me through the thin cotton. The wet cloth clung tightly and erotically to my nipple with each stretch of the fabric across my chest. She had me moaning senselessly into the walls of room. Each breath was a whimper of need. Mel sighed at each noise.

“I need you naked.”

“Yes,” I agreed and we pulled apart and stood rushing to undress. Our clothes got tossed about the room carelessly. Her gun belt with her service weapon and her cuffs joined my gun already on the table followed by her duty phone and her backup weapon.

Since I had much less on, I was the first to finish and sit back down, sliding the covers back and half slithering beneath them. The air conditioning had the room a little cool in the early summer heat. I hadn’t thought to reset it when the sun started to go down.

Mel quickly slipped into the bed beside me.

Curling into my side, she stroked down my chest and over my stomach. I stretched like a cat beneath her touch. A purr built within me, but I stifled it. 

She shifted up the bed, and sat against the headboard. Plumping the pillows behind her back, she motioned to her lap. “Come and sit.” I cocked my head at her. This was new. 

I struggled to get into position, my left leg stiff. She reached around me and caressed my thigh. She circled the healing scar gently and suddenly the pain fled away. She was better than any painkiller.

Using my arms, I braced my weight there and on my other leg as I crawled onto her lap. She spread her legs under me, settling my ass on the curve of her pelvis. It was a unique sensation, like being cradled almost. She wrapped her arms around my middle and rocked us side to side. I placed my palms on her thighs and begin to stroke slowly up and down her toned and muscular legs.

She lifted my hair away over my shoulder and kisses the back of my neck, sucking and nipping and she marks me as I marked her. One hand caressed up and she once again plied my nipples with her fingers. Her own nipples were pebbled, pressing and rubbing across my back in a delicate sort of torture.

I reached back and ran one hand through her slightly spikey hair. I yanked her head up and twisted my neck to seek her lips for a kiss. Her deep brown eyes locked with mine in that moment and her hand left my breast to find my clit. My other hand found hers.

Reclining on her, with the slow rock of our bodies, the heat and sweat of our skin warming the room, I closed my eyes and felt my way behind me and between us to her clit. She moaned behind me, her breath tickling me. I pressed tenderly on her sensitive flesh and rolled her clit between my forefingers just as she likes it. 

Between my own legs, she lifted my hood and took my clit in her between her fingers. She pinched and I whimpered. The bite of pain was enough to have me on the verge of coming. 

She caressed me lower, slipping her forefinger along my slit. I was wet and ready for her. She thrust a digit past my folds as deep as she could inside my passage. She added another, then a third. She stretched me wide and moved quickly, plunging deep inside my core. Then she curved her fingers and found my G-spot to tap on as I pressed the pad of my thumb to her swollen clit and tapped it, too, in an opposite rhythm. She bounced me in her lap, spasming, in her own lust.

My own fingers stroked her folds, not yet inside of her, but driving her mad with the need to be filled. I grabbed her wrist with my own hand and I forced her to take me harder. Her fingers filled me completely. I came, my inner walls tightening on her digits. The sensation of her fingers thrust so deeply through my core was a magic I couldn’t believe.

Our bodies quaked in the afterglow. My damp skin cooled quickly and my aftershocks became shivers. Mel hugged me tight to her chest as she scooted us back flat on the mattress. She spooned me, resting her chin in the crook of my shoulder. I pulled the bedspread back up over us.

As sleep overtook us both, she whispered into my ear, “It will be fine.”

With her by my side, I knew it would.

Chapter 27 – Troutman is a Douche


Thursday morning, June 26th, 2014

Less than 6 weeks until the election...

Mel ran out and got us breakfast while I showered. I wanted out of this fleabag motel but she was having none of it. She said we had more to talk about when she returned. I could only imagine what she knew that I wasn’t yet privy to. 

“A paid witness? You’re serious?” 

Mel nodded from her perch at the corner of the bed, “At least one and possibly more. I’m pretty sure Kelly Rice set up the witness that has since recanted. His description of her is spot on but he doesn’t have any other info about her. He says he also talked to a male via phone but he has no information about him.”

“But, it could have been Troutman?”

“It’s possible. The DA is waiting for the guy to cough up the number he called. I’ve tried to take myself out of that.”

“Good plan. What about Rice though? Why not put her in a line up and have this so-called witness ID her?”

“We’d do that except that we can’t find her. She’s not hanging around much in Muskingum County these days since her indictment. Tyler Whitesell put out a statewide APB on her. OSHP will find her. 

I rolled my eyes and flopped back in the faux leather chair as I about chocked on my breakfast sandwich, “Now I know you’re not being serious, Mel! The State Patrol can’t seem to find their way out of a paper bag.” 

“Hold off now! Think about this; for their purposes, it’s like you said, you were at the scene and so was one of the weapons used to stop Terri. Throw in witnesses that come forward and tell Nichols stuff that all points to you – that he then tells to me – and, well you can see how they would find you as the most plausible suspect. After hearing what he heard, I believed it too.” 

“Have none of you people ever heard the saying, “trust but verify?”

Mel had the curtesy to look sheepish and apologetic. I wasn’t appeased, “Just what exactly did he tell you about me?”

She relayed to me what he’d told her while I just sat shaking my head. When she finished I said, “Next time, ask. Mel, I couldn’t have been sleeping my way ‘up the ranks’ in the first company I was working for all the while living with Terri. I was married to Nate at the time I held that job and still married to him when I took the second one. I didn’t come to terms with my sexuality and we didn’t divorce until I’d been with the second company nearly a year. Lt. Nichols could have easily verified my marital status and living arrangements at that time if he had bothered to check.”

“Secondly, I left the first security job on good terms. They’re still in business and they’ll be more than happy to tell you that or tell anyone else who wants to know. I was fired from the second job because of Terri – that would be my motive to kill her, if I had one – and not because I quit after she forced me to. I had an exemplary record with them before that and they’ll also back me up on that. It was their recommendation of my skills that got me the job with Customs.”

I was shaking with rage and frustration. “Someone learned just enough about me to make up some serious crap and then prayed that either no one would check, or, or...”

“Or that it wouldn’t come out until after the election,” Mel finished, for me. “I’m so sorry Dana...so sorry. I should never have doubted you. I don’t know what else to say.”

“Just have the DA get the Staties back on the trail of the real killer.”

###

Early Thursday afternoon, June 26th, 2014

In a Toney Suburb of Columbus, Ohio

“What the hell is wrong with you Kelly?” Noland Troutman stormed into his New Albany town home cursing his fiancé.

Kelly Rice jumped up from the laptop at his desk and whirled to face him. “What are you talking about? What did I do now?” Her voice trembled with fear.

“I knew that guy was going to be trouble when he called me!”

“Who? What guy?”

“Your ‘real’ witness, the fisherman,” he spat. He recanted Kelly. On top of that, there’s a statewide APB out for you, you fucking worthless bitch!

Noland, please, you don’t mean what you’re saying...”

“Yes, I do. You are worthless. You can’t do anything right and now it’s not just about the charges you already had but if this former witness IDs you...well, you’ve screwed me!”

Kelly walked toward him and placed a hand on his forearm. He shook it off. 

“Don’t touch me you dumb bitch! I should never have let you get involved.” He looked at her with nothing but hatred in his eyes. “Frankly, I should never have gotten involved with you!”

“Noland don’t say that...you don’t mean that...” She tried to grab onto him again.

He held up his hands and backed away, “We’re done Kelly. It’s over! Give me back that ring; maybe I can at least get some of my money back for it!”

“But, you said this was your grandmother’s ring...”

“Do you honestly think I’d give a Troutman family heirloom to someone like you? Just give me the damn thing back and get the hell out of here. You disgust me!”

“What about your campaign Noland?”

“What about it? I have the best people money can buy. They’ll figure out a way to spin everything in my favor. You can go piss in the wind for all that I care. I don’t need you anymore.”

###

Thursday evening, June 26th, 2014

“Dana, I just wanted you to know that the DA, Tyler Whitsell, reconvened the Grand Jury today. He’s going after more charges against Kelly Rice.” Mel was calling my room phone.

“Has she been found?”

“No but there’s good information out there that she’s been hiding out at Troutman’s condo in the Columbus area where I don’t have any jurisdiction. If Tyler can come back with a new indictment, we’ll have ample reason to go after her wherever she is.”

“Do I have to keep staying in this God blessed place until she’s found?”

“You really need to hang out there at least until the indictment comes back for her or until State drops the warrants for you.”

I sighed into the handset.

“We’re working both ends hon. It’s just going to take a little time.” 

“I’ll have you know, this place sucks!”

“I do know babe. Please just hang in there and don’t do anything...er,...stupid...you know what I mean, until we have what we need to nail her or to nail her and Troutman.” 

“Please keep me in the loop?”

“I will Dana. You know that.”

“Okay.”

“I gotta’ go. I love you.”

“I love you too Mel.”

Chapter 28 – Losing Hannah


Friday Morning, June 27th, 2014

I was feeling trapped and going stir crazy staying way out in no man’s land with nothing to do and nowhere that I could go. I was also feeling grungy. Now that I didn’t have access to Sarah’s closet, I was living in the same couple of outfits I’d started out with a week ago. 

I need to get out of here and I need clean clothes...

My phone was lying on the crappy little table. I’d kept it charged but I hadn’t been using it for the past week. I flipped it on and scanned through my texts quickly once it booted up. I had a couple from Hannah. She wanted to meet with me, she said, because she had something she thought she should tell me.

A plan formed in my mind. I had Cheryl’s SUV. No one that knew me was familiar with it. I figured I could drive it into Morelville, sneak to the house and get clothes, have a quick meeting with Hannah in Zanesville and be back to the motel without Mel ever even knowing I’d left it. 

I quickly texted Hannah back and told her we could meet. She sent a text right back:

Hannah: Please meet me at Chaps Run Park. It’s really close to the other park.

Me: How far?

Hannah: A couple blocks west. I have to be at work at noon today.

Me: Okay. I can be there at 11:00. 

Hannah: Okay. See you then!

I strapped my ankle holster back on, grabbed my crutches, my wallet and Cheryl’s keys and headed out. I knew I was under two hours away and it was a little early to leave but I would have to find the park and I wanted to play it safe. Getting clean clothes could wait until afterward. 

10:20 AM Friday Morning, June 27th, 2014

Chaps Run Park was easy enough to find. Like Hannah had said, it was just a couple of blocks west of Putnam Hill. It was more heavily treed than Putnam which would give us a little bit more privacy but there was only one big parking lot and it was on the far west side of the park. 

I parked in the lot and contemplated what to do. This place was further from Muddy Misers than Putnam Hill was so I wasn’t sure why Hannah, who walked everywhere, chose it. If we could find each other at all, I’d probably just have to give her a lift to work after our chat. Still, I wasn’t sure we’d even be able to find each other.

Risking using my phone again, I turned it on, sent Hannah a quick text and turned it right back off. 

Me: I just parked in the lot. Look for me at one of the benches under the trees just out from it.

I hated using the phone but I had few alternatives.

10:25 AM, Friday Morning, June 27th, 2014

Noland Troutman cruised through the neighborhoods near Putnam Hill Park at a speed just under the limit. He was looking for the girl. She hadn’t been going to the park for the past couple of days but she had gone to work. He’d seen her going there. He had come to know her usual habits and thought she might be going to read in a different place before she reported in at the bar and grille. 

He looped around the end of a block and turned north. Looking left down the next residential street he spotted a young woman heading west, away from him. It looked like the girl he was looking for. He turned his mother’s car down the street and drove along slowly, pulling in at the curb about half way down while she waited to cross Luck Avenue. It might not be her lucky day but it was starting to become his.

Once she crossed, he hustled back out and up the street. He watched her as she turned north and continued up the sidewalk. As he got to the corner, he spied her taking a left off the walk, onto a footpath. He turned right and went slowly up the street, hoping she wasn’t paying enough attention to notice him since he was pretty sure she’d made him at least once before when he’d been a little careless. 

The footpath seemed to lead into another little city park. Troutman realized the girl must have changed her routine. He didn’t want to spook her by showing up here too if she was watching cars. He parked at the curb again just up from the footpath and then hurried back to it. He’d go into the park and wing it on foot.

10:30 AM. Friday Morning, June 27th, 2014

I found a bench in a copse of trees just off a walking path and sat down there to wait for Hannah. My wait wasn’t long. She came along the path shortly after that and joined me on the bench.

We hugged each other quickly in greeting. 

“I’ve missed seeing you Dana.”

“I apologize for that. I had to go out of town unexpectedly for a...work related project. I’m still sort of in the middle of it so, if I don’t return future texts right away, please be patient with me.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

“Your text said you had something you wanted to tell me?”

“It’s probably nothing...”

“What is it? You can tell me anything, you know that, right?”

Hannah nodded. She turned and looked over her shoulder back toward the parking lot. After searching it for several seconds, she turned to me. “Do you remember my texts from before about the man in the pick-up truck?”

“Yes.”

“I think the man is watching me...following me Dana. At least, he was until I started coming over here to read instead of going to Putnam Hill.”

“You’re sure?”

She nodded again.

“Can you describe him again for me?”

“He’s usually in a car or a truck but they’re different. He is white with light brown hair but that’s all I know. He always has those glasses for sun on that the English wear.”

“Has he ever spoken to you?”

“No. He never gets out of the car or truck he is driving and he never speaks.”

“He scares you?”

She dropped her head, “Yes.” She looked back up at me, eyes pleading.

“Hannah, have you called the police?”

She shook her head violently no, “No police!”

I said to her as gently as I could manage, “Baby you know you could have called Mel.”

“Dana what if the man is the police?”

I cocked my head and looked at her with a question in my eyes. “I didn’t think you were afraid of cops. You were okay with Mel. Anyway, what makes you think he’s a cop?”

She grabbed my arm and held it, “What if my father sent him to try and find me?”

I shook my head, “Hannah, do you remember that Mel knows your father; she buys calf feed from him?” I looked at her questioningly.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Now, please understand, we’ve said nothing to your father about where you are. We haven’t even told him we’ve seen you. He has though expressed to Mel that if she happens to see you, she’s to tell you that if you want to come home you’ll be welcome back.”

Hannah stared through me. 

“Hannah, he doesn’t know where you are and we’re not going to tell him. I doubt that he has anyone out looking for you?”

“Who is the man then?”

“I don’t know hon.” But I have my suspicions...

###

Troutman stood with his back to a big, old growth maple tree several yards away from the pair. Once he realized the girl was meeting here with the Rossi bitch, he’d worked his way over to it while they were engaged in conversation. He could hear most of their conversation.

He knew he’d have to take action soon. Rossi’s tone suggested she knew who was watching the girl but the girl she called Hannah was just too stupid to catch it.

###

Troutman had been watching the girl hoping to find her with me, I just knew it. I didn’t think she was in any personal danger but, either way, I wanted to keep her safe.

“How about I give you a ride over to work?”

“What time is it?” 

I shrugged. With my phone turned off and no watch, I didn’t have a clue. Hannah pulled out her own phone and checked the time.

“Thanks Dana but it’s too early. I’ll just sit here and read. I have some studies to work on.”

“I see. You’re sure you’ll be okay?” 

She looked around and then nodded. 

“How about this, you text me when you leave here if you see anything at all that you think is odd or out of place? I’ll be in the area for a while. I’ll try and come and check it out or call Mel to come and check it out. Can you do that?”

“Okay, yes.”

I hugged her and then gathered my crutches to leave.

“Thank you Dana. I feel better just because we’ve talked.”

I blew out a quick breath, “I’m glad. You call me or text me, okay?”

“I will.”

I worked my way back to the car lot, my mind in a whirl. Somebody needs to figure something out soon...

###

Once Dana was out of earshot, Troutman took his leave from his perch behind the big maple. He worked his way slightly southwest, got on the path well away from Hannah’s bench and then hightailed it back around to his mother’s car parked along the residential street. 

He drove around the north end of the park to the lot he’d seen Rossi head toward on the west side of it. Mentally kicking himself for not staying long enough to watch what she was driving, he worked to form a plan in his head to get to her.

He pulled the zipper of his duty bag. It went everywhere he did. Since he was on leave, he didn’t have his handcuffs with him but he had a couple of sets of the zip tie style flex cuffs. He’d just have to use those. He pocketed the ties, checked his back-up weapon and tucked it in the small of his waist. 

Troutman exited the car and walked purposefully toward the girl. He stopped right behind her. Hannah looked up at him and startled but didn’t get up. 

“Hannah?”

“Ye...yes?”

“You’re under arrest.” Troutman flashed her his Columbus PD badge.

“Wh...why?”

“You’re a run-away aren’t you?”

Chapter 29 – Ransom


11:40 AM, Friday, June 27th, 2014

The drive over to Morelville was blissfully uneventful. I parked Cheryl’s little escape at the edge of the lot for one of the town’s two little churches and waited until Kris walked by, headed in to work at 12:30. Mel could have brought clothes up to me at the motel but I just had to get out of there for a while and I just didn’t see what it was hurting if I was careful and I snuck back here real quick. 

Once I was sure Kris was at the gas station and the coast was clear, I steered the truck down a closed off alley behind the house and parked it back behind the old barn. I’d hoof it the rest of the way up through the back lot on crutches since I didn’t want to park in the driveway and alert anyone watching to a new vehicle at the house.

Approaching from the rear of the house, I thought I’d try the slider off the back deck first before going all the way around to the front door and using my key. The back was far more private and would keep me out of anyone’s view for more than a couple of seconds. 

The steps were a little difficult but I did better than when I’d previously tried and I managed them. 

###

Mel heard a vehicle door thunk closed somewhere behind the house. She got up from her bed and went to the window. Pulling the heavy drapes back just slightly, she watched as Dana picked her way carefully across the back yard.

Her stomach whirled and she swayed with nausea as she watched her girlfriend trying to be sneaky and do something she shouldn’t have been doing. She thought about going downstairs and confronting her but she didn’t think she could make the trip without upchucking for the fourth or fifth time this morning. Instead, she worked her way back to the bed and sat perched on the edge, waiting and listening. 

###

Mel’s truck was in the driveway but that didn’t mean anything. She often drove her County Sheriff’s SUV back and forth between home and work when her official duties were going to exceed a normal 9 to 5, which was often. Still, when I got inside the house, the first thing I did was call out, “Is anybody home?”

Satisfied at the lack of an answer, I went on about the business of gathering up some clothes, meds and toiletries. I couldn’t carry a lot in the backpack and I certainly couldn’t carry a very big tote too with the crutches but just having a few more things would be far better than the little that I had now.

While I was collecting my stuff and deciding what I really needed with me right now I let my phone power up again. I’d hoped that Hannah hadn’t called or texted but, if she had, I needed to know now, before I headed back toward Mansfield.

Hannah: Dana, please call me back. Urgent!

Oh God, I really had hoped everything would be okay... I texted her right back to call Mel’s office line and I left her the number. I shut my phone off and tossed it on the bed.

A couple of minutes later the phone rang. The caller .ID told me it was Hannah’s cell. Relieved, I picked up the phone, “Hannah, I’m so glad you’re okay. I was worried when I got your text.”

“Dana, it’s Hannah...” Fear dripped from her voice.

Uh oh...this doesn’t sound so good...

“I’m in trouble and I need your help.”

Concerned, I hurriedly asked, “Where are you Hannah?” as I snatched up the two little bags and prepared to fly to her rescue.

“Dana, he says if you want me kept alive, you need to pa-pa-pay him.”

“Pay who?” I know who...

“Please stop asking questions. Just listen. He says he wants $50,000 tomorrow and he’ll let me go.”

Troutman doesn’t need $50,000. He wants me. “Hannah is he there?” 

“He’s right here.”

“Can you put him on the phone?” The other end of the line was muffled quiet for several seconds. “Hannah, are you still there?”

“I’m he-here. He won’t get on the phone.” 

“Is it the guy we talked about?”

“Dana, just please get the money he says that he knows you have and come. He’ll text you the location from my phone when you tell me you got the money. 

“Can’t you just tell me now?”

It was quiet on the other end of the line again then Hannah was speaking again, “No Dana. He said if you don’t cooperate, he’s...he’s going to k-k-kill me.” She wailed. “He said no cops. If he sees any cops, we’re both d-d-d-dead.” 

“Hannah, I’ll be there. Don’t you worry...” The line went dead. 

###

Mel quietly hung up the upstairs extension. Stomach flu or no, she was going to have to follow Dana and keep her from walking into a trap. She knew what Troutman wanted and it wasn’t money.

Chapter 30 – Collared


Friday Afternoon, June 27th, 2014

Troutman didn’t want money. I knew that much for sure. He wanted my ass. Even if I’d had any of my settlement money in my account already it wouldn’t have done any good to withdraw any of it and take it to him. 

I had to figure out a way to get both Hannah and I out of this alive. I thought about calling Mel or calling the state patrol but, until I knew where I was going for the meet up, both options would be pointless.

A thought occurred to me; if Noland Troutman had Hannah, then that meant he’d snagged her at the park today or on her way to work. He might know I’d been with her there. Hell, someone might be watching me now! No matter what, I’d have to go to a bank and make it appear as if I was complying with his request.

I checked my back-up pistol and also got my service pistol out of Mel’s den closet. I took the extra underwear, shorts and tops out of the little duffle and put only my service weapon in it. Then, I took the medication and toiletries out of the backpack and stuffed a couple of hard back books in. I’d transfer them to the duffle after my stop at some sort of bank and make it look like the duffle held packs of hundred dollar bills.

Ready, I hobbled back out across the deck and down the stairs into the yard. My skin crawled like there were a hundred eyes on me.

###

Mel watched through the slit in the curtains and waited until Dana was nearly to the barn before she rushed down the stairs and outside. The summer heat hit her full force and a wave of nausea rose from her stomach. She willed it away. 

She wasn’t sure where Dana was going. She didn’t want to follow her in the truck but she didn’t have any other options. She waited and watched until she saw the little SUV pull out onto the main road through town and turn north before she pulled out of the driveway. 

Following along as far back as she could, Mel didn’t see any other pursuers. She realized they were headed into Zanesville when Dana turned west on 146. She couldn’t imagine Troutman, if that’s who it was, holding Hannah inside of the city limits. He had to have her in some remote place well out of town. So where was Dana going? 

Twenty minutes later, Mel had her answer as Dana pulled into the parking lot of a national chain bank. Mel didn’t think she’d gotten any settlement money yet but there Dana went toward the front door like she didn’t even know that money was the last thing Troutman wanted.

Horns honked behind her. Mel drove the truck forward and rounded the block, coming back alongside the bank again. The Escape was still parked where Dana had left it. Around the block she went again. It was still there. 

Her duty phone buzzed on the seat beside her. It was Holly. She pulled over and answered, “Sheriff Crane.”

“Sheriff, I’m so sorry to bother you when you’re sick.”

“It’s okay. I’m miserable but I’m actually in town on a mission of sorts. What did you need?”

“Patrol just collared Kelly Rice, Mel. She was hanging out at Putnam Hill Park. They’re bringing her in.”

Mel didn’t say anything.

“Sheriff? Are you there?”

“Sorry Holly, I was just thinking. It’s awesome that they got her but it puts me between a rock and a hard place right. I have to take care of something. Have them put her in holding. I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

“Um, okay. I mean, roger, Sheriff.”

Mel hung up, pulled out and finished circling the block. The Escape wasn’t parked at the bank anymore.

“Damn it!” Mel smacked her steering wheel. She looked in every direction but she didn’t see it. She thought about what to do. If she put an APB out for it, anyone apprehending it would find the warrants on Dana. She couldn’t let that happen. She had both Dana and Hannah to think about.

Mel dialed Dana’s cell number. It rang several times and then rolled to voicemail. She left Dana a message to call her before she did anything to try and save Hannah. She hung up and then texted Dana the same thing. If her phone was on, she’d get one or the other message right away. She sat and waited for several minutes but she got no response.

Mel called Holly back. When her assistant answered she told her, “I need two things ASAP in this order, one, I need a GPS trace on this cell phone number.” She reeled off Dana’s number to Holly. “Do whatever you have to do to make that happen and let me know as soon as it’s tracking.”

“Roger Sheriff. Stand by.” 

Moments later, Holly came back on the line, “What else did you need?”

“Where are they with Kelly Rice right now?”

“Not here yet Sheriff.”

“Can you patch me through to the arresting officer or whoever is transporting her?”

“Cell or radio Sheriff?”

“Cell first, no broadcast.”

“Roger Sheriff. Treadway’s doing the transport. Wait one.”

Joe Treadway was one of Mel’s best Deputies. She had confidence that everything was under control whenever he was involved.

Holly came back on the line “Sheriff, you’re connected.” 

“Thank you. Please get on that other issue.”

“In the works Sheriff. Out.”

“Treadway?” Mel asked.

“Copy Sheriff.”

“You’re transporting Kelly Rice?”

“Affirmative.”

“What’s her demeanor Joe?” He was quiet.

“Joe did you copy that?”

“Affirmative Sheriff. Not all there.”

“Okay, I’m getting that she’s in a rough mental state and she’s there so you can’t talk.”

“Affirmative.”

“What’s your ETA to the station?”

“Five mikes Sheriff.”

“Bypass booking Joe. Put her in interview. We have even bigger problems.” 

“Roger. Out.” 

###

Dana

I texted Hannah’s phone:

Me: I have the money. Send me directions from downtown Zanesville. 

Hannah’s Phone: No cops!

Me: Agreed. No cops.

Hannah’s Phone: Head south on I-60 out of Zanesville. Take county road 6A from that onto SR 555.

Hannah’s Phone: On 555, one mile past the used car lot and the junkyard. Pull in at the Baptist church.

Hannah’s Phone: Turn your phone off now. No tracking!

I did a double take at both the thought of Troutman being holed up in or near a church and at him wanting my phone off. This doesn’t bode so well for me... I popped the phone off but not before I noticed that Mel had texted me to call her. She knows I’m out of the box and up to something. I decided to leave the phone on until I passed the car lot and junk yard and I turned it back on but left it down out of view.

###

“We have a problem.” Mel leaned across the interview room table from a standing position and got right in the face of Kelly Rice.

“We who?”

“You and I. Don’t play dumb with me. Your fiancé has kidnapped a teenage girl and is holding her for ransom. We all know he doesn’t want for money so you tell me, what’s he up to Kelly?”

She shrugged a slim shoulder and smiled a shit eating grin. “Your guess is as good as mine. It wasn’t my day to watch him.”

“Is that right? You seem to make quite a habit of watching people. I’ll bet you know exactly where he is and what he’s doing, don’t you?”

“No, I don’t. The bastard dumped me.” Mel was taken aback momentarily but Kelly sailed right on and didn’t seem to notice. “I’ve spent all my time trying to help him win an election against you and you mess things up at every turn. The stuff you charged me with?” She leaned right back across the table at Mel, “it was all at his direction. This crap,” she waved her hand in the air, “is the thanks I get!”

“We know you were watching the girl he’s got at Putnam Hill Park today. Help us to find him before...”

“That just proves that you don’t know squat! There wasn’t anyone at the park today. Oh, he went by there but he didn’t stay there!”

Mel sat back in her chair and thought about where to go next. “Kelly, this will go a lot easier for you if you help us to nail him now. Let’s start at the beginning shall we?”

No response came from the other side of the table. 

“Kelly, did Noland kill Terri Sweeting?” 

“I want my lawyer.”

“Fine. We’ll stop those sorts of questions and you can call him. Hell, I’ll call him for you but understand this, in the meantime, Noland has the girl and he’s using her as bait to lure Dana Rossi in. He’s going to kill them both Kelly and their blood will be on your hands too.” Mel let that sink in for a minute. 

Kelly looked all around the spare room; everywhere but at Mel. Finally she spoke, “Noland’s great grandfather had an old hunting cabin in the Brush Creek area that’s still there. That’s probably where he took the girl.”

Mel tried not to seem too anxious, “How do you get there?”

“I can’t give you specific directions but I was there once,” she shuddered at the memory, “and I know I could find it again.”

“You worked in dispatch and patrol and you don’t remember street names?” Mel shook her head in disgust. 

“It’s not that! The place is old and deep in the woods off of marked roads. You’ll never be able to find it. You’ll have to take me with you.” 

Mel got up and stepped out of the interrogation room. Treadway was watching and listening at the one way outside. “You heard that right?” The deputy nodded. “Get the hostage team together and gear up for anything. Who knows what we’ll be dealing with out there.” He nodded again and exited the outer room and then Holly entered it.

“Mel, we traced Dana’s cell to a spot on State Route 555 and then it stopped tracking.”

“Thanks Holly, that lets me know that at least I’m on the right track with this one.” Mel jerked her thumb toward the interrogation room.

###

Dana

I reached out and turned off my cell once the car lot came into view. I hoped Mel had thought to track it since she seemed to know I was on the move because, if she hadn’t, I was as good as dead. It wouldn’t take Troutman long to figure out I had no money with me and there was little I could do to defend myself or Hannah in my physical condition.

I looked around. The junkyard I was passing was massive. It seemed to be a graveyard for state and county vehicles and old school buses in particular. Once by it, I continued on down the road, scanning both sides for a Baptist church. When I found it, I pulled into the lot and parked. I didn’t know if I should sit and wait in the vehicle or get out. No other cars were in view. The church was still and quiet. I opted to stay in the little SUV and wait. 

My wait wasn’t very long. After a couple of minutes, a man stepped out from behind the building. He looked all about and then he came around to the driver’s side window and motioned for me to open my door. 

“You Dana?”

I swallowed hard and nodded. He was in his low to mid-30s with dark hair – not the Noland Troutman that I knew from pictures. This was someone else entirely. “Get down nice and slow and get back in on the passenger side.” His voice wasn’t familiar to me either.

“I-I’m injured. I can’t walk without my crutches.”

“I know, damn it! That’s why I’m here in the first place!”

Slowly, without the aid of my crutches, I got out of the driver’s seat and onto the ground. I was standing on my good leg. My left foot was touching earth but I was bearing no weight on it. 

The man grabbed me and turned me in one swift motion and then pushed me brusquely into the side of the vehicle. He searched me while I whimpered at the barbs of pain that shot through my left leg. He took my back-up pistol and tucked it into his waist band.

“Shut up! Work your way around to the other side and get in the truck.”

While I did as he requested, he got into the driver’s seat, pulled my crutches out from the passenger side and tossed them into the back seat. Once I was in the passenger seat, he reversed out of the parking spot, turned right out onto the main road and, just past the church, turned right again on what was little more than a footpath through the trees. 

A few minutes and what must have been a mile or so of bumping along down a dry but rutted track later, we reached a tiny cabin in a small clearing. We parked next to a very out of place looking light gray Nissan sedan. The man got out of the Escape, grabbed the book bag that I’d forgotten to take the books out of and then he came around and yanked me out of the truck. My service weapon was still in the duffle which was on the floor behind the driver’s seat. I was completely defenseless. 

Chapter 31 – Catching a Kidnapper


Friday Evening, June 27th, 2014

Mel

I was in my County Sheriff’s SUV with Kelly Rice, of all people, riding shotgun with me. I was armed, she wasn’t. She’d get my pistol off of me only over my dead body. I was more likely to strangle her first. A tactical van followed us at a significant distance with Treadway driving himself and three more of my best deputies to the scene. 

Kelly had told me that the cabin was more than a mile overland on a narrow, one way track. I’d go all the way in driving and hope to take Troutman or at least to get him talking. The team would move in on foot and strike, if necessary, when the time was right. 

Kelly didn’t know about the team behind us. Joe was good at the cat and mouse game of following someone and Kelly was completely dumb to it. Even if she paid any attention out of the side view mirror, I doubted she’d pick him up. She’d never been good at any sort of surveillance. My plan, once we got to the scene, was to leave her cuffed in the vehicle like she was now and just let her watch what unfolded from the outside only. 

We were on 6A and 555 passing Kathy’s Used Cars. It was the general area where Dana’s cell phone had stopped tracking so I knew we were getting close.

“There’s a church just up the road on the right. Slow down when you see it. Just past it, we turn right.” Kelly looked at me smugly like she felt she had a hand up on me because she knew something that I didn’t. I ignored the look.

I slowed quite a bit and turned onto the dirt and grass track even more slowly. I wanted to make sure Joe picked me up. He had a general idea of where we were going but, since Kelly couldn’t tell me exactly, I couldn’t tell him. He’d likely park at the base of the track or just slightly up it to block any early exits from it. As it was, it was barely wide enough for my Explorer to pass through. 

A quarter mile in, the track started to get pretty rutted. “Should I be in 4 wheel drive?” Rice just shrugged.

After several minutes of very slow going, I could see color up ahead. The Escape Dana was driving and a small car were both parked in my forward view. The cabin entrance, a single door at ground level with no porch of any kind, was right in front of the two vehicles. There were no front facing windows on the cabin.

I stopped right where I was. If I went the rest of the way on foot, I might have the element of surprise on my side. With only the two cars there, I figured Troutman was alone with the two women. I turned the vehicle off and then, pocketing the keys, I opened my door and started to dismount.

“I’m coming with you.”

I smirked at Kelly, “Your good deed for the day is over. You’re staying right here.” She was cuffed to a shotgun loop mounted on the front dash so she wasn’t going anywhere.

Closing the door as softly as I could, I ducked low, went across the front of the vehicle and headed for the heavier tree line on the right side of the track After going about 30 yards into the woods, I turned back toward the cabin and took my time picking my way through the deadfall, until I was up parallel with it. There were no windows on the right side either of what was really an even older hunting shack than Kelly had led me to believe it was. There probably weren’t any windows in the building at all.

I drew my pistol and then moved out of the woods and up to the shack. With my back pressed against the wall, I stood still and listened intently. I couldn’t hear anything at all. It’s now or never Crane!

Working my way around to the front, I looked quickly at both vehicles. Other than marveling at the fact that the little Nissan sedan made it down the rough track intact, nothing appeared unusual. I glanced back toward my duty truck. I could just make out Kelly sitting in the passenger seat. 

I took a deep breath. The adrenaline started pumping. Go time!  

Grasping the handle of the door with my left hand, I turned it, pushed in hard and, raising my pistol, I stepped into what turned out to be a one room hunting hut.

“Police! Freeze! Nobody move!”

My eyes darted about in the dim light. Dana was tied to a straight back kitchen chair and gagged. I felt a pang of guilt as I  took in that her expression wasn’t one of surprise at me being there but one of obvious pain.

My focus quickly shifted to the only other occupant of the room, Noland Troutman. Hannah wasn’t there. Troutman was trying to rise from the bare mattress of an old metal frame cot he’d been laying back on. A 9mm pistol lay on a folding stand beside the cot. 

I aimed at him, “I dare you to move asshole. Just try it!” I moved to the stand and picked up the gun and then ejected the magazine and pocketed it. 

“All by yourself Crane? You’re not going to get out of here alive either!” 

“We’ll see about that.”

Keeping my pistol trained firmly on him, I pulled out my cuffs. “You make one move and so help me God, I’ll shoot you between your eyes and I won’t think twice about it.”

I smacked one side of the cuffs locked around the upper support of the bed frame with my left hand then transferred my gun quickly out of my right and grabbed for is wrist in hurried motion. He bucked up and tried to use his shoulder to knock my gun out of my hand but he had no leverage from the creaky old cot, I quickly pinned him and got his right wrist in position to lock on the other cuff. Anything he tried to do now, he’d be dragging the little bed with him.

I kept an eye on him but moved toward Dana. She’d suffered enough. I was going to untie her before I started questioning Troutman about the location of Hannah Yoder.

Dana was trying to talk through the gag but she made no sense. Thinking she’d want her legs free first, I stooped to untie her feet and ankles. While I was working the baling twine Troutman had tied her up with loose, a car door creaked out front. I whirled on my knees to face the still open front door only to have a man with a shotgun come in from a door I hadn’t realized was at the back of the cabin. 

“Don’t move!” He peered at me, “Well, looky here! We can have us a nice little party now can’t we?” He looked at Troutman, “We got us the sheriff too for our little deal.” 

“You don’t have shit!” Kelly rice stepped into the doorway, raised a pistol and fired into the surprised second man’s chest. He dropped to the floor, dead.

“How did you get...” I was incredulous.

“Free of your cuffs Sheriff? Just a little trick he taught me about always hiding a spare cuff key in a hemline.” She tossed her head toward Troutman. Focusing back on me she declared, “And you thought I was the dumb one!” 

Kelly pointed the pistol she was holding at my pistol. “Slide that over here.”

I slid my pistol gently toward her and raised my hands. I knew the hostage team had to be close. The shot she fired would bring them in quick. 

“Kelly, don’t do anything stupid.”

Troutman spoke up from the cot, “Yeah, Kelly...baby. Don’t do anything dumb. We can get out of all of this.”

She whirled on him, “Shut up Noland. You’re going to die just like your asshole pal over there did and just like that dumb dyke Terri did. I’m going to prison for the crimes I committed trying to help you but you’re going to hell!”

I shook my head at the sudden revelation but there was no time to dwell on it. Where is my team? Trying to buy some time I pleaded, “Kelly wait! You can’t kill him yet! We don’t know where the girl is.”

Dana started to make noise again through the gag drawing Kelly’s attention for the split second that it took for my tactical team to enter in pairs from the front and back and take control of the entire situation.”

With Troutman and Rice both cuffed and shackled and Dana freed from her bonds but barely coherent, it was time to find Hannah Yoder. Other than to snipe at each other, neither prisoner would talk about Hannah. 

After much back and forth with Troutman, all he would say was that Hannah had been schooled and he didn’t know where she was now. 

I had the two former love birds separated and transported from the scene. Paramedics had arrived and they were tending to Dana. I began to rally the troops to do an all-out search for Hannah while we still had daylight left.

One of the paramedics approached me, “Sheriff, a word?”

“Yes?”

“The victim won’t leave the scene until she talks to you. She’s not very intelligible because she nearly asphyxiated on the rag that you pulled out of her mouth.” 

I nodded and moved to Dana’s side by the gurney she was now on. She tried to talk but I couldn’t make out the words. I bent low, my ear hovering over her mouth.

“Schoooool...”

“Are you trying to say school?” I looked into Dana’s eyes. She shook her head no, almost imperceptibly. 

“Bussssses.”

“School busses?” I was confused but Dana nodded.

“Hannah’s on a school bus?”

“Junk...”

“School bus junk? Dana, honey, I’m really sorry but that doesn’t make any sense.”

She shook her head no more noticeably. “Junk...yard!”

“School busses in the junkyard?”

She nodded yes as hard as she could muster.

Chapter 32 – Denouement


7:10 PM, August 5th, 2014

Adornetto’s Italian Restaurant, Zanesville

Mel had brought me out to what she declared was Zanesville’s best Italian restaurant to celebrate her election night victory. 

It wasn’t a hard fought election. Once Noland Troutman was arrested and charged, he dropped out of the race to concentrate on his defense. The county commissioners had his name removed from all electronic voting machines. Some fools voting on punch card ballots in a couple of the county’s less voter rich precincts might still punch his name but Mel would be the evenings’ undisputed victor. 

She beamed at me from across the table. “It’s so great to see you getting around without your crutches. How do you feel?”

I’d seen Doctor Welle in the afternoon while Mel was in court. “I feel pretty good. All the therapy this past month has certainly helped but I’ll still be pretty weak for a while until I’m used to bearing my own weight all the time again but, really, I’m not doing too badly.”

“Baby, that’s great! I’m so happy for you.”

“Mel, it’s your big night. Hell, you’ve had a big day! We’re here to celebrate you, not to talk about me.” I smiled at her in the candlelight across the table. “So, I’m dying to know; how’d it go in court today?”

Mel picked up my hand from the table and played with my fingers. I knew she was stalling.

“Mel, come on! Spill it!”

She grinned and finally gave in. “Kelly looks hideous in orange prison scrubs.” 

I smiled at that too.

“She showed up and pled Not Guilty by Reason of Insanity, as I suspected she would.”

“I don’t buy it.”

“Nor do I and she’ll have an even tougher time proving it than most.”

“Why is that?”

“Boswell Bates showed up for the preliminary hearing and, right after her plea, he recused himself as her lawyer. He told the judge he couldn’t in good conscious defend someone accused of election tampering and crimes against federal officials.”

“Didn’t you once tell me that Bates would defend anyone who could write him a big check?”

“That’s just it, Kelly is broke and there’s no one else to write any checks on her behalf.”

I sat back in my chair, stuffed. “Mel, that lasagna was amazing!”

“Oh, it’s not your Grandma Rossi’s but, in a pinch, it will do.” She smiled that beautiful grin that I love. “I hope you saved room for dessert?”

“I couldn’t possibly eat another bite!”

“But Dana, you’ll miss out on the new house specialty made and named just for you.”

I raised an eyebrow, “For me?”

A young woman in kitchen whites approached the table and placed a dish in front of each of us and then stood back. I looked at the plate. There was a rather largish version of what looked like a glazed Hostess pie that was also drizzled with chocolate. Fresh raspberries and mint adorned the plate.

“What is this?”

“It’s the Dana Rossi Fry Pie.” The young woman said as she stepped forward again.

My head shot up to her face. “Hannah! Oh my God, Hannah!” I tried to get up to hug her but, of course, at that moment, my leg failed me and I all but tumbled back into my chair. 

Once she was sure I was okay, Hannah bent to hug me instead. “How are you Dana? I’ve missed you!”

“I’ve missed you too. We’ve both been so busy since...since...”

“Hannah shook her head. Let’s not even talk about that. It’s your big night.”

I smiled. “It’s not my big night. It’s Mel’s.”

Hannah pointed to the opposite side of my chair. Mel was down on one knee on the floor holding out a box with a huge, sparkling rock. 

She smiled again so bright it lit up the room, “Dana, will you marry me?” 

Hitched & Tied
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Prologue


Sunday, August 3rd, 2014

Family Fun Day – Crane Family Farm

“Cole, Grandpa said you need to get that calf in the head chute now! We’re wasting daylight!”

The 15 year old sneered at his younger sister but he hustled to the fence line to get his show calf. He untied the skittish animal and started to walk him toward the chute where his grandfather was waiting, electric trimmer in hand.

“What are they going to do?” Dana looked at me with curiosity.

“They’re just going to buzz off some ear hair and tufts on top of his head and the ridge of his back...make him look handsome for the judges.”

Dana shrugged and started to ask another question but her attention was diverted away when a black Cadillac Escalade skidded to a near stop at the end of the dirt driveway and then turned and started up it. A cloud of dust rose behind the fast moving SUV as it plowed toward the farm house at the top of the drive. 

The calf, scared, started to buck and kick. It was all Cole could do to hang on to the lead rope. He yelped in pain as the tightly woven braid of it tore at his hands. I rushed over and took the rope from him and then pulled the calf in close to try and calm it. Beth’s calf, which was tied to the fence rail waiting for its own turn with the shears, strained and pulled at its rope.

“Kris, get over there and try to settle that calf!” I yelled. She started toward it as the Escalade rolled to a stop inches from moms hillside rock garden at the end of the driveway. I didn’t know who the driver was. All I could see from my vantage point out in the pasture was an out of state license plate that appeared to be from Florida. I didn’t know anyone who drove a Cadillac Escalade with Florida plates.

“The calf is fine,” my father yelled. He waved his hand toward the offending SUV, “Find out who the hell that is!”

Kris turned instead toward the gate in the fence and started to walk to it. The driver’s side door to the Escalade opened away from us and, before Kris could even mount the gate to climb over it, Jeremey David Roberts stepped around to the end of the vehicle.

“Dad! It’s dad!” Cole yelled. He forgot all about his calf and the task at hand and, instead, turned to run to the fence.

“Cole!” I called to him as loudly as I dared while hanging onto his still trembling calf, “Get back here!” 

He turned to me, “But I want to see my dad.”

“That can wait boy,” his grandfather told him. “You need to take care of your animal first.”

“JD, you know I have a restraining order against you. You can’t be within 500 feet of me.”

“I ain’t here to see you anyway. I heard in town that my kids were out here getting their animals ready for fair. I’m here to see them.”

“Like hell you are,” Kris growled back at him. “Since when have you ever given a damn about those kids?” She pointed back toward Beth and Cole still standing out in the pasture. 

“Kinda’ hard to show I care, ain’t it, when I don’t never get to see them, isn’t it?”

“That was your choice JD. If you made a support payment once in a while, maybe the judge would be a little bit more lenient on you.”

Faye Crane came out of the farmhouse, “JD Roberts you get on out of here right now! You can’t be coming around here!”

He looked up the hill at her, “What are you going to do to me you old bat? Are you gonna call the Sheriff on me? Oh wait, she’s standin’ right out there in your damn field with her finger up her ass!”

Kris got in his face, “Don’t you talk to my mother that way JD! You have no right to be here and you’re breaking the law. Not only that, but you’ll get Cole’s hopes up sky high again and then leave him hanging like you always do. Just leave now before you do too much damage!”

“I ain’t going nowhere until I get a look at this guy who thinks he’s going to take my place with my kids and play daddy to them. Now, where is he?”

“So you really aren’t here about your kids after all are you? You’re just being nosy!” Kris was indignant.

“A man has a right to know who’s spending time with his children!”

Mom jumped back in, “You don’t have any rights at all JD; besides, the man Kris is dating isn’t even here, as you can plainly see, so you’re wasting everyone’s time. Now get movin’ and get on out of here.” 

“I hear its way more than dating!”

“That’s my business JD, not yours. Now beat it.”

Chapter 1 – Yes


Tuesday Evening, August 5th, 2014

Adornetto’s Italian Restaurant, Zanesville, Ohio

“Yes Mel, I’ll marry you!” 

I slipped the ring I’d picked out onto Dana’s finger and then stood and tugged her from her chair and into my arms as Hannah beamed at the two of us. “I love you Dana.” 

Her eyes sparkled with excited tears, “I love you too!”

I kissed her softly but quickly and then pulled her in for a long hug. Time just seemed to stand still while I held her.

All too soon, I had to let her go. Once we were settled back at the table, Hannah discreetly disappeared back into the kitchen. 

Dana looked down at her dessert plate, “I don’t know what to say or even where to start...”

“You said the most important thing; yes.”

“When...how long have you been planning this?”

I smiled at her and caressed her hand, “Oh, since I walked out of a motel room back in June and I had to leave you there by yourself waiting and wondering what was going on.”

“That long ago huh?” Dana laughed.

“Yeah. Pretty much.” I took a little bite of my dessert and sighed. Our young friend Hannah was going to do great in culinary school. She already exhibited some serious talent. 

Dana was eating her dessert too but she had a faraway look in her eyes. After a long minute of silence, I asked her, “Penny for your thoughts?”

She tilted her head and peered at me in the dimmed light, “I’m just wondering how...where...when you would want to...” She paused, obviously not sure exactly what she wanted to ask.

“Hun, I want to do this for real. We can’t legally get married in Ohio right now but there are lots of places where we can. We’ll go somewhere to do it officially and then, when we come back here, I want to have a big party and invite everyone: your family, mine, friends, co-workers...everybody.”

Dana drew in a deep breath and smiled, “Okay then. So, uh, when?”

“Well, let’s talk about it and try and get it all hammered out early the week after next. I have got to help to get Kris’s kids through fair week first!” I hung my head down low.

“Baby, what doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. We’ll get through that together. I don’t know a lot about showing animals but I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“Trust me; you’re going to regret saying that.”

“Mel, I don’t regret anything about meeting you or our connection to those kids. I wouldn’t trade a minute of the last few months away...well, not a minute with them anyway,” she laughed ruefully. 

I knew she was thinking about being shot, kidnapped – not once but twice – framed for murder and about being tied up and left for dead once. Since Dana had come into my life, her own life had become very dangerous. I hoped to change all of that for her but, right now, I needed to get her mind off of it. “There is something else we need to start talking about right away.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

I leaned toward her and whispered conspiratorially, “Getting a place of our own.”

“True,” she smiled back.

“I have a gut feeling Lance is going to propose to my sister real soon. He’s already hinting that he wants to move in with her or have her and the kids move in with him.”

“Well, it’s only logical that you and I move out of there and he move in. There’s no sense in uprooting the kids and your sister really does love living in your grandparent’s family home.”

“Yeah, she does.”

“Where would we go?”

“Well, I’d want to stay pretty close to both the kids and mom and dad for now. I don’t know if you’ve noticed it but my dad seems to be struggling a little lately with things he’s always done and that he still should be able to do. He’s only 57. Stuff shouldn’t be this hard for him...not yet.”

“Has he seen a doctor?”

“Don’t even get me started on that!” I shook my head, “He has an all hate relationship with doctors. Anyway, there are a few houses in and right around Morelville that are up for sale which would keep us close to the kids and to the farm. Would you be willing to take a look at some of those?”

“Of course babe.”

“I was thinking that maybe eventually, we’d put our heads together and buy a piece of property somewhere to build what we really want so this wouldn’t be forever...”

Dana reached across the table and took my hand in hers. “Mel, I just want to settle down and be with you. Wherever that is, is fine.”

Chapter 2 – Falling


Wednesday Evening, August 6th, 2014

––––––––

Kris looked up at the clock; 8:50. Ten more minutes and she could lock up. 

She checked the list of all of the things she still needed to get packed up and ready to go for county fair camper move in on Friday night and the animal move in on Saturday morning. She jumped, seemingly caught off guard by the black Escalade pulling up to the pumps. 

She shook her head and said out loud to the empty station, “I hope JD’s boss is driving his own vehicle this time instead of letting that ass borrow it again.”

Kris watched through the glass front doors from behind the cash register counter as the driver’s side door swung open and someone started to step down. One of the pumps was in her line of vision so she leaned out over the counter to try and see who had been driving. No one was visible.

Looking confused, she stepped out from behind the counter and over to the double doors. The driver was lying face down on the pavement, not moving. The door was still hanging open. All she could see of him was about mid-back, down of a man in dusty Levi’s and steel toed boots. “JD, drunk as usual!”

Kris stepped outside into the humid evening air, “JD?”

The prone man didn’t respond. 

She moved forward and stopped at the service island but didn’t step over it. “JD?” she called again. He still didn’t move or respond.

Kris stepped back and walked around the island to his side of it, stopping near his head. She stooped down and put a hand on his shoulder and called, “JD” again as she attempted to turn his face up to her. She fell backwards when she saw his bloody, battered face. 

After scrambling back to her feet, she ran into the station, picked up the phone and dialed Mel’s desk phone number at home.

###

Mel

We were looking through the local realtor listings on my computer when the phone rang. 

Dana was closer to it. She glanced at the caller ID and said, “It’s Kris calling from the station,” as she picked the handset up.

“Hey Kris, what’s up?” she asked my twin sibling. 

Even though the phone wasn’t on speaker, Kris’s voice came through loud and clear, “Tell Mel she needs to get up here right away. I think JD is dead!”

I grabbed the phone from Dana, “It’s me, sis. What’s going on?”

“JD pulled in here in that big SUV he was driving the other day and he literally fell out of it. He’s all bloody and he’s not responding. I think he’s dead.”

“Did you call 911 for an ambulance or for the police?”

“No dummy! I’m calling you!”

“Kris, listen to me. Don’t touch him or his vehicle. Call 911 and get an ambulance and some of my deputies to the scene. I’ll be right up there.” 

Kris hung up on me without saying anything else.

“Sorry Dana! Duty calls.”

“Go; I’ll hold down the fort here.”

“Thanks babe.” I kissed her forehead, grabbed my wallet style badge and my go bag from my den closet and then I headed up the street to the gas station in my pick-up. 

When I got to the station, all of a quarter mile away, the neighbors and the looky-loos were already starting to gather around the place. News travels fast in a tiny village like this one and a potential dead guy at the gas station is definitely news.

“Hey there Sheriff, it’s about time you showed up!” nosy old man Purcell cackled loud enough for all that were gathered around to hear. The old coot had only had to walk 20 yards across the street to get to the station. I ignored his barb.

“Everyone needs to move back please. A squad and other officers have been called and they’ll be arriving soon.”

“Don’t need no squad Sheriff. You need the Coroner for that one!” Purcell piped up, yet again. “He’s dead as a door nail!”

I stared at the old man hard. “You didn’t touch him did you?”

Purcell shrank under my gaze. He shook his head no and then stepped back into the gathering crowd. 

I bent down and felt for the pulse point on JD’s neck. There was nothing. He wasn’t moving and there was no indication he was breathing. 

Turning to Kris, I handed her the keys to my truck. “Park it across here so nobody can gape at him from the front.” I motioned for her to park the vehicle sideways blocking entry to the pump island and the view of the most likely deceased Jeremy David Roberts.

Once Kris had started to move my vehicle, I bent back to JD, took hold of his shoulder and gently tried to turn him over. I wasn’t prepared for the amount of damage I saw to his face.

JD had been beaten to a bloody pulp by someone. His fall from the SUV probably only heightened injuries he already had when he tumbled. His neon green road construction crew tee shirt was also marked with either his own blood or someone else’s but it appeared to be mostly dry now. Bending low over his face, I tried to feel for inhaled or exhaled air while I watched his chest for rise and fall. There was nothing but, even with the matted and congealing blood, I could detect the faint odor of alcohol.

I looked at his hands. His visible knuckles were scraped up pretty bad. They were all the proof I needed that he really had been in a hell of a brawl. 

Standing, I stepped over him to the SUV. The door was still open. It was obvious JD had hit it on his way down. There was smeared blood on the window, the upper door just below the window and on the arm rest. Poor JD was as good as dead when he pulled in but his fall finished the job.

Once the ambulance and a couple of my deputies arrived, we cordoned off the area temporarily and started talking to the gathered crowd. We tried, in vain, to find a witness that had seen or knew anything more than the direction JD came from when he pulled in. Kris had been able to supply that information herself. No one else knew a thing but everyone sure seemed to have an opinion.

The squad guys did what they could for JD which primarily consisted of covering his body with a sheet and calling the County Coroner to come and do the actual pick up since the cause of death was more than a little indeterminate. I called for a tow truck and had the big SUV he’d been driving hauled to the impound lot. Trying to figure out who owned it and if it should be searched or not could wait until morning. 

Chapter 3 – Cue it Up


Thursday Morning, August 7th, 2014

While I waited for the Coroner’s initial report, I ran the tags on the SUV JD was driving. He’s a local boy that grew up in Morelville and never strayed far from it. Kris had said she thought the SUV belonged to his boss, the guy who owned the road construction company he’d been working for, Oscar Stiers.

The Escalade had Florida plates on it. I didn’t know much about Stiers other than to know  he’d grown up in the Zanesville area too and that he liked to give back by hiring mostly locals to work on the jobs he got. Right now, he was doing some freeway construction work nearby as a sub on another company’s big state supported contract. JD Roberts was a drunk and a small time criminal. He’d been lucky to get hired on to a legitimate outfit to do real work.

When the plates came back as registered to Stiers at a Florida address but with an Ohio contact number I figured the vehicle was probably his snowbird transport south for the winter months. I called the number the system kicked out and got dumped into voicemail on what was likely Stiers’ personal cell phone. 

I buzzed my assistant, “Holly, can you get me the name and number of the road construction company that Oscar Stiers owns? It should be Zanesville based.”

“On it Sheriff. It should only take a minute.”

“Thanks.” Holly and I had come up through the ranks together. She’s a Sergeant in her own right and often pulls double duty by manning the intake desk on weekends when she isn’t playing the role of my right hand. She’s a good cop and a good friend. 

Only a few minutes had passed when Holly buzzed me back. “Sheriff the company is Stiers Asphalt Paving.” She gave me the number. “Oscar Stiers works out of a home office in Zanesville some of the time but his garage and shop are near Columbus since he does a lot of sub work, it appears, for Koko Construction.”

“I see. Good to know.” And out of my jurisdiction...

“One more thing Mel; the preliminary findings are in on Roberts. The Coroner’s initial report shows a blood alcohol level of .10.”

“Anything else?”

“Just that so far. I’ll let you know when he’s done with the autopsy.”

“Okay, thanks Holly.” I hung up. So, JD was legally drunk when he died. Frankly, given his long history of alcohol abuse, I wasn’t surprised.

###

Stiers Residence, Zanesville, Ohio

Oscar Stiers was actually relaxing at home and not working in his home office when I got a hold of him. I’d forgotten what it felt like to take a day off in the middle of the work week. Must be nice!

I decided to pay him a personal visit. Minutes later, when I pulled up in my county SUV and started to dismount, he walked out of the house and right up to me. He was dressed simply in shorts, a tee shirt and basic leather sandals. Even in the August heat, He looked rested and relaxed. 

“Sheriff.” He nodded his head to me. “That was fast.”

“I was right downtown and, frankly, until JD died, it was a quiet week for me. Nobody gets up to much of anything when it’s this hot.”

Oscar smiled, “I know I prefer to be here than in the shop or out overseeing road projects this time of year if I can help it!” He looked me up and down in my full uniform. “You’re probably roasting because I know you have a vest on. Come on inside.”

“Thank you. It’s all part of the job but the dog days make it a little tougher.”

We headed into his nice but modest home. I knew he was a millionaire several times over but he didn’t live like one here. Maybe his home in Florida was different. Somehow, I doubted it.

He led me right into the kitchen and indicated that I should take a seat at the island. 

“Sweet tea Sheriff? It’s a weakness of mine.”

I nodded. “Thank you. That sounds great.”

He filled two glasses with ice and took a pitcher from the refrigerator. While he poured, I started my quest for information. “So, can you tell me, how long has JD Roberts worked for you?”

“As far as I know,” he slid a glass to me and took a quick sip of his own, “he started this summer and he hasn’t been with me previous to this.”

“Did you know him before you hired him?”

He shook his head no. “I don’t believe so. Road crew guys come and go. It pays well but it’s hot dirty work and it’s only seasonal here. If they find something full time in the off season, I usually don’t see them the next summer.”

“Do you also do paving work in Florida?”

“Not if I can help it!” he laughed. “Sometimes a contract is too good to pass up but the bulk of my equipment is up here and so is my only maintenance shop. It’s a pain to move everything down there – or anywhere – so the money has to be right.”

I switched topics, “We have your SUV impounded right now. We’ve done a cursory search of it but we didn’t turn up anything. We won’t do a deeper search of it unless we have probable cause.”

Oscar, still standing across the counter from me, flipped his hand back quickly. “It’s no big deal. Do what you need to do with it. I bought it down there in a bank repo sale to use up here for those times when I have to be here in the dead of winter.”

“Why did you lend it to JD?”

“Well, that’s just it. I didn’t lend it to him...not directly.” At my raised eyebrow, he continued, “He didn’t steal it or anything like that, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“My daughter Olivia actually called me a week or so ago whining that her car was in the shop again. She drives some overpriced foreign job; an A5. The only place around here that can fix it is the Toyota dealership but they always have to wait for Audi to send them parts. Anyway, she wanted me to pay for a high end rental. I lent her the Escalade instead.” 

He drummed his fingers on the island, “I figured it would slow her down some by not having that sports car she usually drives to the breaking point and by having to keep the SUV in fuel. Olivia must have lent it to him.”

“Is there anything you can tell me about where he might have been or where he may have been headed while he was driving your vehicle? It would be really helpful.”

He shook his head again, “I’m sorry but I just didn’t know him that well. I didn’t even know she knew him but then, she’s pretty hard to keep tabs on now that she’s back in town with her mother gone and all. She just flits from guy to guy and spends her future inheritance like it’s endless. She’s been in and out of school and she works at this or that, only when the spirit moves her.”

“How would I get in touch with Olivia?”

“I’ll give you her number but I wish you luck. I texted her right after you called me but she hasn’t responded. She doesn’t usually talk to me unless she needs something.”

“JD was in work clothes last night when he showed up at the gas station where he died. Was he on a local job site?”

“I assume but I wasn’t out there. He’s assigned to a repaving project on I-70 with at least a dozen other guys. The foreman on the job would know for sure.” Stiers checked the time on his cell phone. “If we leave now, we can catch them as they break for lunch and talk to the lead and probably most of the crew. Someone may know something.”

###

I-70 Road Repaving Site, East of Zanesville

Oscar Stiers introduced me to his site foreman who could only confirm that JD had, in fact, been at work with him the day before. He’d been assigned to hang off the back of a truck and set traffic cones in the morning, a solitary job, and then he’d done jobs alone and with one or two others the rest of the day. 

He pointed out a few men from the Stiers crew who were sitting on a hillside eating their packed lunches under what little shade was available in the area. I approached them hoping that at least one of them had, had a conversation with JD the day before. 

Two of the three men eyed my approach. One was busy, filthy hands and all, digging in his lunch bucket. I took my hat off and mopped my brow as I stepped to the edge of their semi-circle on the hill. 

“I’m Sheriff Crane.” I looked at each of them. “JD Roberts, who worked with you all day yesterday, died yesterday evening. I’m trying to get a fix on where he was between leaving work with you all and the time that he died.” 

None of the three men said a word. 

“I know that JD was in some kind of fight before he ended up where he did. No one is under suspicion here. I’m just trying to piece together when he left here and where he went.”

I felt, rather than heard Stiers come up behind me.

“Men, help the Sheriff out. Robert’s was driving my Escalade, unknown to me, last night. We need to figure out where he went and what he got himself into.”

The man digging in his pail jerked his head up. “That was your ride? That lyin’ mofo!” The other two men laughed uneasily. “JD said the wheels were his, man. He acted all big shit and all about it!”

One of the other men chimed in, “Man, I’m sorry that he died and all but I didn’t believe half the stuff that fucker said. He was always runnin’ his damn mouth.”

“What time did you guys knock off yesterday?” I looked at each of them. 

The second man to speak shrugged, “About 5:00 or so, like normal.”

“Did JD say anything to any of you about where he was going after work?” Both men who had spoken looked to the third man who hadn’t had any input into the conversation so far. The guy, knees drawn up, looked at the ground between his feet. 

I addressed him directly, “Did he tell you anything?”

The man only glanced at me and then looked back down at the ground. “He didn’t tell me nothin’ but I saw him.”

“Where did you see him?”

“He was at a bar I go to. I see him in there sometimes.”

“What bar?”

“Ray’s place up near the steel mill.”

“I know it. About what time did you see him there?”

He shrugged and looked away again. “I dunno. I live near there. I went home and got a little cleaned up first. Musta’ been after 6:00.”

The other two men laughed at that. He shot them both a look. “I wasn’t keepin’ tabs on him like Sheriff. He was there, I was there. We wasn’t there together.”

It’s like pulling teeth with this guy. “Was he with anyone else?”

“He was playing pool with some other guys...three of them. I don’t know them.”

“Were they friendly to each other?”

He was quiet for a beat and obviously agitated. Finally he spat, “Look lady, I don’t know what to tell you! They may have been arguing about something from the looks of it but I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout that. I stayed out of it.”

“Let me have your name, address and contact information please.”

“What for?” 

“In case I have any follow-up questions.”

“I told you everything I know.” 

Oscar Stiers had remained present but quiet throughout my conversation with the three men. Now, tipping his head toward the man, he spoke up again, “This is Sterling Moon.” He stepped toward Moon and glared down at him, “You need to give the Sheriff the information she needs. If you have a problem with that then you have a problem with staying employed with me.”

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t need anyone fighting my battles for me. Battles...wait a minute... I looked at Moon’s hands. They were dirty but otherwise unremarkable. If he’d been in a fight recently, it wasn’t evident.

###
Ray’s Bar, 6:00 PM, Thursday, August 7th, 2014

Ray’s bar is a dive in the Northeast part of Zanesville. It isn’t far from the AK Steel mill and its usual clientele is reflective of that. I walked in there in full uniform just about the time Sterling Moon said he was in there the day before. I was hoping to catch the same staff working the same hours. I was also prepared to catch a little flak from the bar patrons. My history there wasn’t a good one.

The place smelled so badly of spilt beer and old, stale cigarettes that my nose started to twitch as soon as I walked in. Surprisingly, it was all but deserted. One guy sat at a grimy table eating fries while another quaffed beer at the end of the bar. The pool tables were empty. I guess the summer heat was even getting to the mill guys used to working in a place where molten hot metal was their constant companion. 

Kevin was behind the bar. He’d been the usual bartender at Ray’s for as long as I could remember and probably a dozen years before that. I nodded at him and headed his way.

“Evening, Mel.”

“Kevin,” I nodded again in greeting.

“What brings you in this time?”

“Had a death last night in Morelville. Guy looked like hamburger. He’d been in a hell of a fight somewhere. I have a witness that says he was here last night and saw the victim here.”

“Long way between here and Morelville.”

“I know but I’m trying to figure out who he tangled with between the time he left work and the time he died.” 

“Who’s the victim?”

“JD Roberts.” 

“Got a picture? You know I remember faces better than names. There’s just too many what come in and out of here to remember all the names.” 

I produced a copy of JD’s recent driver’s license photo and an old booking shot from a DUI arrest. Neither were flattering to the man but they were all I could come up with quickly that had been taken in the last couple of years. 

Kevin barely glanced at them. “Yep. He was in here last night. He sat right there,” he pointed a couple of bar stools down from me, “from about 5:30 to just after 7:00 or so drinking beer, then he left.”

“He left? He didn’t play pool or anything?”

“Naw, not last night. It was real slow until later when it cooled off some, like tonight.”

“Did you see him talk to anybody at all?” I was puzzled.

“No. He kept looking around like he was waiting for someone but no one showed that he had any interest in. He left out of here like an angry freight train, when he left.”

So Moon lied, but why? “Do you remember another guy – I don’t have pictures – but my guess is he’d be about six feet tall, construction worker tan, crew cut brown hair, seems to know the victim...” I let my words trail off because I didn’t know how else to describe Moon.

“Are you talking about Sterling Moon?”

“I thought you weren’t any good with names?” I grinned.

“A name like that, how could I forget it? Reminds me of that racer, Sterling Marlin.”

“Was Moon here last night?”

“No. Not last night.”

“Does he come in here pretty often?”

Kevin nodded. “A couple times a week, maybe. Lotta’ the time it’s on or right after mill paydays.”

“Why is that?”

He leaned toward me and whispered even though the place was nearly empty, “Those two have been known to hustle a little pool from time to time.”

“Moon and my vic?”

Kevin nodded.

Chapter 4 – It’s all About the Fair


Friday Morning, August 8th, 2014

I woke up at 5:30 AM to a house on the brink of complete chaos. The kids were home and, for the time being, nestled in their beds upstairs. Soon, they’d be flitting about packing this and that and loading it all in my camper as Kris cracked a figurative whip over them and did more than a little yelling. Fair move in day is upon us!

I poked my head into my den to look in on Dana. She’d finally been given the okay by her orthopedic doctor to start bearing weight on her injured left leg but stairs were still out for her. Given our current living arrangements, with my sister and her kids, it was probably best that she had a room of her own, downstairs, anyway.

Touching her shoulder as she lay half reclined on a pile of pillows on her bed produced an instant eye opening effect. I jumped back, startled. “You were playing possum!”

“Naw. Just relaxing.” She smiled, “You and Kris told me today would be a busy day.”

“It’s going to be a busy week, period.”

“It’s a shame that you have to work and run back and forth all week.”

“I’d have to work anyway. The Sheriff always works the fair. Just about everyone in the county comes through at some point. It just stinks that I also have a case to work besides.”

Dana raised an eyebrow in question.

“The coroner reported late yesterday afternoon that JD took several blows to the head that contributed to his death. Someone out there is guilty of manslaughter, at a minimum.”

“Are you going to tell the kids?”

“Not yet; probably not till after the fair. I haven’t told Kris either.”

“Someday you’re going to have to fill me in on the whole Kris/JD story.”

“It’s a long one so it will have to wait.”

“That’s okay.” She sat up and ran a hand through her long hair. “For now, what can I do to help out...to help them get ready today?”

“Seriously? Dana, right now, while you’re still healing, your best bet is to stay out of the way. Let Kris and the kids handle it. Mom and dad have their camper loaded and all of the barn stuff and show stuff got loaded Saturday. Mom will come down and help Kris with this camper today and I’ll be back here to head up the haul to the fairgrounds before you know it.  

“Aye, aye boss!”

“Very cute...not!” I looked behind me to the door I’d left standing open. No one was around and there wasn’t a sound to be heard in the house yet. I leaned over my fiancé and hovered face to face there, our lips not quite touching. Her eyes sparkled. “I love you Dana Marie Rossi!” I dipped my head and claimed her lips in a semi-searing kiss before she could respond. 

When her eyes fluttered closed, I pulled back quickly, exited the room and, laughing as she yelled “Hey!” and tossed a pillow at the den door, I hightailed it out of the house.

###

I-70 Road Repaving Site, 8:05 AM

I proceeded down the right berm of I-70, lights flashing, alongside the single lane of slow moving eastbound traffic. The Stiers crew was working in the same area as yesterday but on the left lane today instead of the right. 

I was in search of Sterling Moon. He and I were going to have a ‘come to Jesus’ meeting as soon as I ran him down. 

When I saw the foreman standing next to a pavement stripping truck up ahead in the median I signaled, hit my siren a couple of times and then crossed the traffic in the right lane and weaved through the cones into the not yet touched left lane. I pulled off onto the left berm and then backed up about 80 yards to be even with the stripping truck. 

Recognition lit the foreman’s face and he stepped right over to me. “Something wrong Sheriff?”

“I talked to one of your men, Sterling Moon yesterday. I need to speak with him again.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you there. He’s a no call, no show today. I don’t know where he is.”

My stomach dropped and a feeling of foreboding overcame me. I knew I should have gone after him last night!

I nodded at the foreman and thanked him then drove on until I could turn and head back toward Zanesville on the westbound side. After pulling my notebook out of my shirt pocket, I flipped to the page I’d written Moon’s address and contact info on. If he’d given me the correct address, then he really did live in an apartment near Ray’s bar but that was a good half hour or more from where I was.

I radioed dispatch to run the address for me. It came back as Moon’s. I had them send a unit his way to roust him and hold him there until I got there.

Less than 30 minutes later I joined two of my deputies at Moon’s residence in a single story apartment complex but there was no Moon. My men had arrived to find his door ajar and, on inspection, most of his clothing and personal items missing. He was on the run.

––––––––

Friday Afternoon, August 8th, 2014

The thing that I dread most about the annual county fair is the effort to get everyone, every animal and everything that everyone and every animal requires for the week there in one piece. That’s typically coupled with a very hot August sun that makes everything that much more of a strain. 

I led our little parade in my pick-up, towing my camper behind me. It would be home to me, Dana and the kids – when they didn’t choose to stay in the barns with their animals – for the next week. Dad was behind me in his truck pulling his camper. My mom and Kris would stay in that camper for the week. Dad had the farm to run so he rarely stayed overnight on the grounds. He’d appear early, after finishing his own morning chores most days, and leave before lunch. He’d only stay or come back to the fair if Beth and Cole had afternoon or evening competitions. Dana followed us in her car and Kris in hers. It was nice to have the cars when we needed to run about quickly since parking on the fairgrounds was always tight. It’s also nice to have them when we just wanted to get off the fairgrounds for a couple of hours...

I’d convinced dad to bring his John Deere Gator two-seater this year by telling him it was for Dana. The fairgrounds are flat and easy to walk but I’m concerned about his health. On show day and sale day he’ll be back and forth on the grounds all day, if my observations over multiple years of Kris and I showing animals and now her kids showing them hold true. 

The Gator was loaded in the bed of dad’s truck. He grumbled a little bit about the room it took up but I let Dana in on my little act of deception and she exaggerated her pain a little bit to appease him even though she’s been doing much better since taking a bullet in her left leg on her last major assignment with the Customs Service. 

Getting onto the grounds, getting campers in place and setting up camp took up the better part of two hours. Dana sank into a bag chair, clearly exhausted from what little she was able to help with. I’d assigned her mostly outside tasks like helping to set up canopies because I’d completely forgotten that she’d have to navigate stairs each time she wanted in and out of the camper. It was only two but I didn’t want her to do any at all. My plan was to rig her up a little ramp to take care of that problem.

She looked at me and smiled. “I’m glad we’re done. I’m whipped. I thought I was doing great but this heat...”

“Done? Who says we’re done,” my mother Faye inquired as she stepped out of her camper.

Dana tilted her head and looked up at me, “We’re not done?”

Before mom could answer herself, I shook my head no. “We have to set up the barns. Animal move in is tomorrow morning. We can’t move them into a stall with no straw, no feed, no nothing now, can we?”

“I suppose not. I guess I assumed that the animal stuff got done by the people who run the fair.”

Mom guffawed loudly and proclaimed, “That’s what you get for assuming!”

I shot a hard look at her and then turned to Dana, “It’s all part of the learning experience for the kids who participate. The problem is, our kids are a little young yet to do it all on their own.” Or, what I can’t say out loud in front of my mother, a little immature to, in Cole’s case.

We spent another hour and a half moving stuff into the barn assigned to the 4H club Beth and Cole were in and then setting up stall walls to separate their steers from those of other kids in their 4H club, hanging fans to cool their animals, getting all of their bedding and feed in place for them and in reserve where they couldn’t get in it and then finally dragging the heavier than it needed to be show box in with all of the kids other supplies. 

About a half hour into all of that, Dana again fell into a chair. 

“Tired?”

“Very!”

“We’re done now. We can take the Gator and go back over to the campers to eat and relax. Because this is done, tomorrow won’t be so bad. The real fun doesn’t start till Sunday when the fair opens to the public.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“We’ll rotate it and the kids will do most of it, but someone should be in here with the animals all the time that the fair is open. They can’t be covered in their own dung and urine for one thing and the other thing is that we need to keep an eye on the fairgoers that wander through. They can’t touch an animal unless the owner is there and says they can.”

Dana nodded, “Oh joy!”

We were eating burgers and dogs from the grill and relaxing in a light breeze that started after the sun dropped lower when we were approached by Karen and Larry, our next door neighbors in Morelville.

“Hey Cranes! What’s going on?” Karen was always jovial and friendly. 

“Just chilling out after a rough day.” Kris answered her.

“Kris, I’m so sorry about JD,” Karen looked at Larry and he nodded then she continued, “We’re so sorry about JD. How are the kids taking it?” 

“Kris shook her head. “It really hasn’t hit them yet. He hasn’t been very involved with them much these past few years.”

I gritted my teeth and then attempted to change the subject, “So, what has you two wandering around here on a Friday night, anyway?”

Larry answered, “The grandkids are showing chickens their first time out,” he said referring to their twin ten year old granddaughters, Sierra and Sasha.” Their mom can’t afford to take the whole week off work but we wanted them to get a taste of the full experience. We’ve got our camper down about five slots from yours.”

“Where are the girls?” mom asked him. 

“Cindy is here tonight. She’s trying to orient them a little bit and show them the lay of the land. She’s off for the weekend and she managed to get time off for their show day and for the sale.”

“Yeah, Beth and Cole are off and running too. They have lots of friends who are already here.” I indicated a couple of vacant chairs, “why don’t you join us?”

Karen smiled, “Don’t mind if we do.”

Kris piped up again, “So how’s that new house of yours coming along?”

“Almost done, thank heaven!” Karen said, throwing up her hands. Larry just laughed. “We hope to move in by the end of the month. Since we’ve got the girls a lot, we just need more room and more space for animals if they’re going to keep at this. The little barn we have now isn’t going to work for us if Sasha gets her way. She wants horses.”

“That’s expensive.” Mom had to get her two cents in.

Kris shook her head, “And very time consuming. Beth did it her first year with mom’s horse. All the practice and grooming did her in but some kids love it. I can have Beth talk to her a bit this week, if you like.” 

They both nodded.

“So, what are you going to do with the place you have now?” I asked them more out of curiosity than anything. 

Larry leaned into the circle, “Just among all of us, we want to sell it but we don’t want to put it on the open market. We don’t want the Chappell’s, or what’s left of them anyway, to try and snatch it up for nothing and then turn it into another one of their rentals that they never take care of.”

“I, for one, would appreciate that,” Kris said. “I really don’t want one Stanley’s slumlord houses next to Grandma and Grandpa’s house. It seems like everything he buys and rents back out turns into that sooner rather than later.”

He studied Kris, “You and Lance are getting pretty serious. Any thoughts of shacking up together?”

Kris actually blushed. Turning her face away from our mother she said, “Not shacking up per se but, down the road, we’ve talked about getting married and moving in together.” She looked at me pointedly while mom beamed on her other side.

I looked at Dana with an unspoken question in my eyes. She nodded almost imperceptibly. “Larry, Karen, I uh...I might be interested.” I looked at Dana, “We might be interested.” She nodded her assent.

“Really? That’s great!” Karen started to jump up and come toward me. I held up a hand to slow her.

“Now wait. Hear me out. While it would be great to be that close to my sister and the kids and it solves a potential living arrangements problem for her, you have a two story house that could be a problem for Dana here.” I tipped my head toward my fiancé. “We’d have to really weigh the pros and cons of that.”

“We completely understand,” Larry said. “Really though, I think it could work for you. It’s laid out similar to your grandparents house but where you have a small den, we have a ground floor master bedroom now. We remodeled and changed things up quite a bit when Cindy and Roger parted and her and the girls stayed with us for a while.” He pointed at me, “You missy, haven’t come over and visited in a while!”

I held up both hands in mock surrender, “In my defense, I’ve been a little busy!” Everyone laughed. 

Mom looked at me and then at Dana, “So you two are pretty serious too?”

I nodded, “Yes, we are. I’ve asked Dana to marry me.”

“I won’t even pretend to understand how you can do that!” mom responded. She was quiet for a minute, lost in thought. Finally she said, “I just want you to be happy and if she makes you happy well then, so be it.” Her face told a different story but her expression was lost on Karen.

She gushed, “That’s the spirit Faye!” This time, she came all the way to me and pulled me into a hug. “I’m happy for you!” She turned and touched Dana’s hand, “And I’m looking forward to getting to know you. After we get all of this fair business out of the way, you two will just have to come over and look at the house.”

Chapter 5  - Carnival of Animals


Saturday, August 9th, 2014

We were back at the farm before sunrise. Moving show animals was stressful on them when they were used to being coddled for months. They tended to lose weight in the transfer. None of the kids animals were close to their minimums but it was always better to be safe than sorry and move them in the relative coolness of the early morning.

My dad backed the stock trailer up to the barn while Beth and Cole stood at the ready with lead ropes. Lance waited just behind the kids. He was off from his new driving job on weekends and had volunteered to lend a hand. 

Dad jumped out of his pickup and nodded to Cole, “Bring Big Boy first. He’s the heaviest.” Cole went into the barn and, as Dana, mom, Kris and I watched from several yards away, he led his steer out of the barn and up to the trailer. Big Boy stopped cold about 5 feet from the trailer and wouldn’t budge. 

Dana’s eyes grew wide, “What the hell is that?”

I gave her a quizzical look, “It’s a Holstein Steer...”

“Well, I can see that! Why on earth is he loading that?”

“City girls!” My mom shook her head at Dana and then looked back to the crew attempting to get the reluctant steer to step into the trailer, “Cole, Beth you be careful! Jesse and Lance, you watch them close, now!”

“Dana hun’, the kids have dual projects. Every year, about 6 months before the fair, they get a feeder calf. They raise him up to show at the fair as their primary project. At this fair though they don’t let the kids sell the feeder calves in the sale at the end like some county fairs do.”

“Huh? Why not?”

“Because that’s not the point of the project. Ideally, the competitors feed them out and then show them also as full grown beef steers the following year. That way, the kids experience the full life cycle of an animal raised for meat.”

She looked up at me from her shorter stature, “I learn something completely new every day I’m with you.” She leaned into me and I held her close.

“Oh brother,” mom shook her head vigorously this time and then headed away toward the stock trailer. 

Kris looked at the two of us, “In case you hadn’t noticed, mom’s having a really hard time with the two of you. She’s going to need a little time to process it all.”

This isn’t the time or place to get into this right now... I didn’t say anything back to Kris and neither did Dana.

###

Saturday morning, August 9th, 9:00 AM, Muskingum County Fairgrounds

My duty cell buzzed just as I finished helping Cole get the last big water bucket filled and placed for Beth’s steer, Hunter. I stepped just out of range of the half crazed steers and the younger calves to take it. I wasn’t on duty but my phone wouldn’t be ringing if it wasn’t important.

“Sheriff Crane.”

“Sheriff it’s Leon in the county morgue.”

“What can I do for you today?” While I was asking that question my dad brushed by me and started checking the kids tie off work on the steers. It wouldn’t do for one to get loose.

“We completed the autopsy of JD Roberts yesterday and released the body to be claimed by the next of kin.”

“His sister Gloria?”

“Well, that’s who we called. She set an appointment to come and claim him yesterday afternoon but she never showed. Now she’s not taking our calls. What should we do?”

“Let me give her a call and then get back to you.”

The County Coroner, Lucas ‘Luke’ Kreskie was about my dad’s age and had run with him back in the day. They’d remained friends over the years so he was well aware of our family history with JD and his family. I knew he’d directed Leon, his second, to call me when they ran into trouble with JD’s sister. 

I called Gloria from my personal cell. She picked up on the third ring.

“Gloria, it’s Mel Crane.”

Her response was tentative, “Yes. Is this about JD?”

“Yes, actually it is. First of all, let me offer my condolences.”

“Um...thank you, I guess.” 

“Gloria is something wrong?”

“If you’re calling to tell me I have to go and claim JD’s body from the morgue then I have to tell you that I won’t be doing it.”

“Do you need someone to go with you? It’s okay, I can meet you there, if that’s the problem.”

“That’s not it at all Mel.”

“What is it then?”

She sighed but then when she spoke again her voice was flat and monotone, devoid of any emotion, “My husband and I talked after your officers came here and told us about JD. He’s dead set against us taking on the responsibility of his funeral and all of the associated expenses and I don’t blame him Mel. JD has been horrible to me...to us these last few years since my daddy died. Besides, he didn’t have any insurance and he already owed us a small fortune.”

“And you don’t want to pay out again for a funeral and burial?” I was sympathetic to her position. JD, God rest his soul, had been a drain on many people when he was alive.

“Right.” She swallowed and then spoke again, “JD had been borrowing from us because he’s been racking up some debts lately. Things got ugly a few weeks ago when he came around looking to borrow a few grand on top of everything he already owed us that he’s never even tried to repay. Tom told him that we just didn’t have it and now this. We can’t afford to pay for a funeral and we certainly can’t afford to be on the hook for his creditors too, whoever they are.”

“I see. I appreciate your honesty Gloria. I’ll talk to the Coroner and the morgue office and see what I can do.”

“Thanks Mel. I’m sorry that you have to deal with that.”

“It’s okay.” I’m going to get stuck dealing with his remains and getting him buried myself, I just know it. 

We hung up. I turned back toward our four bovine charges to find my dad still standing in the stall between two of the four, watching me intently. I shook my head at him and walked out of the barn in search of Dana. 

A half hour later, Dana and I were sitting under the shade of the canopy at my camper when dad approached us on the Gator. It wasn’t even ten o’clock and already the humidity was so bad his shirt was wet with sweat. He looked exhausted. As he went to step off the cart, he nearly tripped and barely caught himself. 

I moved to help him but he waived me off. “At least pull up a chair dad and take a load off. Can I get you a bottle of water?”

He slumped into the proffered seat but waived his hand again, this time to decline the water. Normally a quiet man that only rarely spoke, his face, lined from previous years of heavy smoking before he quit, was contorted with the question of whatever was on his mind.

I looked at him hard, “There’s something you want to ask me, isn’t there?”

He pursed his lips but nodded, his entire upper body rocking in the chair. 

“What is it dad?” 

He cocked his mouth like he was licking a back molar with his tongue but then, suddenly he spoke, “If a person needed to get a death certificate for someone, how would he go about doing that?”

I don’t really know what I was expecting him to ask me but that sure wasn’t it. I was more than a little surprised. 

“Who do you need a death certificate for dad?” The wheels were turning in my head and I dreaded the answer.

“Let’s just say someone has a life insurance policy on someone that died and they want to collect on it. How do they get a death certificate to prove the death?”

My response was more forceful, “Who did you have life insurance on dad?”

Though still slumped in his chair, he tilted his head up and looked me square in the eye and said, even more forcefully than I had asked my question to him, “Jeremy David Roberts.”

My mind in overdrive, I went into a state of near shock. I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t frame the questions that I wanted to ask.

Dana, investigator that she is, recognized my struggle right away and plunged right in, “Jesse, why did you buy life insurance on JD?”

Dad shrugged like it was no big deal now that his secret was out, “For Beth and Cole.” 

“Why for Beth and Cole?”

“He wasn’t providing for them. Someone had to.”

I found my voice, “We were all providing for them dad,” I drew a circle in the air quickly with my hand.

“I know that but it’s always good for kids to have a little something to fall back on when their parents pass on. He wasn’t going to leave them kids with anything.” He was quiet. He wouldn’t speak again unless I spoke first.

I thought for a minute and looked at Dana. I whispered to her, “This could look so bad...”

She nodded her understanding and turned back to my father, “Jesse, how long ago did you buy insurance on JD?”

“He remained quiet for several long seconds more while he thought about her question then he answered, “Five, maybe six years ago.”

Dana blew out a breath, “That’s not so bad then.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” I jumped back in, “how much insurance were you carrying on him dad?”

He turned his head and wouldn’t meet my eyes or Dana’s.

“Dad?”

“A quarter million.”

###

I excused myself. I needed to think several things through. I told both of them to stay put while I gathered the family for a meeting and then I took a stroll over to the other side of the fairgrounds to collect my thoughts and to make a couple of calls privately.

First, I called Leon back at the morgue and let him know that JD’s ex-wife and I would be claiming his body on Wednesday on behalf of his minor children and with the consent of his sister, his only known immediate kin besides Beth and Cole. I apologized for not being able to do it sooner than that and then rang off with him before he could protest. 

I knew that I was kind of putting the cart before the horse, but after my previous conversation with Gloria, I was certain there wouldn’t be a problem. I called her next anyway and let her know what I told them at the morgue.

“Mel I feel so bad. You or your family shouldn’t have to pay for his burial either.”

“Oh, don’t you worry Gloria, it will all be taken care of. By the way, “about how much money does JD owe you and Tom?”

“My goodness, I don’t even know an exact dollar figure but it has to be close to $2,000. It’s just crazy how much we’ve given him...”

“I’ll see to it that you get that money back too okay?”

“How on earth are you going to do that?”

“Let’s just say that dad took out a little insurance policy on JD years ago – with or without his knowledge – and I’m going to have him go ahead and collect on it and pay for everything.”

Oh Mel, that’s...that’s unbelievable. I don’t even know what to say...I...Thank you! Thank you so much. That will help us out so much, you don’t even know.”

“We’ll get it to you as fast as we can. In the meantime, I’ve made arrangements to claim JD’s body on Wednesday since we’re in the middle of fair. I’ll get in contact with one of the local funeral parlors and make arrangements for a small service say, next Tuesday when we’re all back and settled. How does that sound?”

“Mel, I can’t let you do everything. Paying for it all is enough. Just pass along the insurance details for the Funeral Director when you know them. I’ll go ahead and get everything going.”

“I appreciate that Gloria. Thank you.”

I started toward the barn figuring that’s where I’d find my mother or Kris or both women. My duty cell rang again. Sometimes it just seems like it never ends! 

“Sheriff Crane.”

“Deputy Treadway, Sheriff.” 

“What can I do for you Joe?” 

“We found the car that’s registered to Sterling Moon. It’s been abandoned along I-70 West just outside of the city limits.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Any signs of foul play Joe?”

“Nothing obvious Sheriff. It’s actually all locked up.” 

“Don’t pop the locks yet. I want a forensics team to look at it just in case...well, I don’t know what we’re looking for until we find it, if there’s anything to find. Have it towed in.”

“Roger Sheriff. Out.” 

That’s Treadway. Always formal, even on the phone. 

###

“I’m sorry to have to drag everyone back here.” I looked around the circle of faces that included my parents, Dana, my sister and Lance. I’d purposely left Beth and Cole on duty back at the barn while we adults hashed a few things out. “We have something we need to talk about as a family that really can’t wait.”

“Let me start by saying briefly that I got a call from the County Morgue today. No one has claimed JD’s body. I called his sister Gloria. She and Tom didn’t claim him because they can’t afford to bury him. JD already owed them a couple grand on top of whatever his funeral expenses will be.”

Mom started to speak, “Now Melissa, we don’t want to be volunteering anything for him. He was abusive to Kris and just plain no good all the way...”

I held up a hand to stop her. “Hear me out please.” I waited until she finally pursed her lips and nodded to me in understanding. “Something else came to my attention today. Dad, would you please explain what you’ve done?”

All eyes turned toward him. He cleared his throat but looked down at the ground. When he spoke, his voice had a slight tint of defiance, “I thought I was doing good.” His head came up and he looked at me, his eyes boring into mine.

“Oh Jesse, what have you done?” It was my mom speaking again, fear creeping into her own voice.

He shot her a look. “It ain’t nothin’ like what you must be thinkin’! I just took some life insurance out on him when he was still just a boy, is all.”

Mom looked like she was about to come unglued. I waved her off again. “Dad tells me that five or six years ago, around the time JD would have been 28 or 29, he took out a policy on him for a quarter of a million dollars.” I watched the faces around the circle as I let that sink in. Kris looked like she was in shock but she was the first to recover.

“Dad, why?”

He glared at her. “You of all people know why!”

Lance looked confused. Dana, who was watching him turned and addressed my father, “Jesse, JD was severely beaten. He died from those injuries. Whoever did that to him is looking at a manslaughter charge at minimum. If Mel doesn’t figure out who did it soon, she’s going to be obligated to recuse herself from this case so another police agency can start looking at people with possible motive for wanting him dead.”

“What’s that got to do with our family?” Now dad was confused too.

I leaned into the circle and said quietly but loud enough for all of them to hear, “With a policy for that much on a guy that isn’t even family, it makes it look like you,” I pointed at dad, “or any of the rest of us here might have killed him for the money.” 

Lance threw his hands up, “I didn’t even know JD and I sure didn’t know about this!”

“Lance is right, I never told him about it. I never told anyone.”

“You sure didn’t Jesse Crane! How much money have you been paying out every month for that fool?” 

“Now Faye, I didn’t do it for him! It was for Beth and Cole. He was so young when I took it out, I got that much coverage for less than $20 bucks a month. I had his consent. He didn’t give a damn what I was doing!”

“For my kids?” Kris addressed our dad, her face softening from her earlier look of anger.

“Yeah for them. He was no good; always drinking and carousing and not looking after you or them. I wanted to make sure if anything ever happened to him, they’d be taken care of, maybe even be able to go to college one day or somethin’.”

Everyone was quiet for a minute. I took that as my cue to lay out my plan. “Here’s what’s going to happen, no arguments.” I eyeballed everyone in the group individually. “I was hoping to be able to spend more time here on the grounds helping out but I’m going to have to be in the office Monday and Tuesday. I’ve got to get some leads on JD’s killer or killers before this all blows up in my face.”

I looked at my sister, “Kris, on Wednesday, you and I will go to the morgue and claim JD’s body on behalf of his minor children. Gloria is planning a small funeral service for him next Tuesday. We’ll all be attending.” I looked around the circle.

My father spat on the ground, “Just bury him!”

“Dad! Think about Beth and Cole. Don’t you think they need a little closure here, especially Cole?” He didn’t respond.

I continued, “Dad, we’ll get a death certificate. You’ll be able to claim that money. Once you have it though, you’ll be paying for the funeral.”

Like with my mother before, I held up my hand to stop him when he started to protest. “Just wait; that’s not all. JD was borrowing money from Gloria and Tom before he died. He owes them $2,000. You’ll be reimbursing them that too.”

Kris and mom both nodded in seeming agreement with me but Kris was the one to speak, “That’s only fair dad. It’s not Gloria’s fault her brother has been an ass all his life.”

Dad shot her a look, “If you had realized that sooner we wouldn’t all be in this mess!”

“Dad!” we both yelled. He covered his head with his hands.

Chapter 6 – Heat Wave


Sunday, August 10th, 2014

It was just after 9:00 and already so hot the thin asphalt at the edges of the roadways was bubbling and sticky. I scraped some of the tar off my dress boots before I walked into the cattle barn. 

Cole was in the wash basin hosing urine off his steer after a long night of him peeing all over himself. Beth was in the stall with the other three steers pitching soiled, smelly straw into a wheelbarrow so she could lay fresh bedding down. She’d unplugged the fan directly over where she was cleaning so it wouldn’t work against her. I stood behind two of their animals under the other one hoping to get my uniform shirt and the tee under it a little unstuck from my back.

Kids and dairy steers were moving about the main aisle as animals were being bathed and pens were being cleaned. The gates would be opening to the public within the hour and the fairgrounds would be teeming with people. 

I was in uniform because I’d be making appearances throughout the day at the Sheriff’s booth just inside the front gate. Just another fine day at the fair...

The sounds of a ruckus arouse from the other end of the barn. I stepped out into the dusty aisle and craned my neck to see what was going on. A man wearing a 4H tee shirt that was labeled ‘Advisor’ across the back was gesturing toward something along the aisle in front of a pen as he expressed his displeasure to one of the four Harper children.

The Harper kids and their parents were individually and collectively something of an enigma. No one really understood the family and the way they did things. The kids were all home schooled but they attended a rural county school for ag class and the ability to participate in FFA only. All four showed animals in every species at the fair every year. They ran around like mad trying to keep up with everything they needed to do to care for and to show all of their livestock charges. 

There was a lot of animosity among the other youngsters in the barn toward the Harper kids but adult advisors usually took the high road to set a good example. Not this guy. I headed in the direction of the growing melee. 

In my most authoritative voice I asked, “What seems to be the problem here?” It got a little quieter as several sets of eyes immediately turned to me.

The guy in the advisor shirt whirled to face me. “One of these boys,” he said, pointing at Nevil and Noah Harper, “unplugged the fan cooling the steer of a kid in my club so they could plug that thing in!” He re-aimed his finger at a dorm sized refrigerator sitting on top of a show box labeled ‘HARPER FARMS’. The fridge was padlocked. 

Turning to the two boys, I said, “What’s with the fridge?” 

A man’s voice rang out from behind the gathering crowd, “Why are you interrogating my children?” Nevil Harper Sr. strode toward me as the kids in the aisle parted to make way for him.

“No interrogation Mr. Harper. These barns are very limited on outlets and on overall power supply. Fans to cool the animals come first. Your boys are going to have to unplug the fridge if there aren’t enough outlets to go around for fans.”

“Says who? You?” He looked me up and down. “You may be the Sheriff but you’re not in charge here.” 

“Nor are you Mr. Harper. The Fair Board is. They make the rules.”

“The refrigerator stays!”

“So be it.” I wasn’t about to fight with him. The Fair Board could handle it. “There’s a barn meeting scheduled in the coliseum at 10:00 AM. You can plead your case to the Junior and Senior Fair Boards there.”

Harper sneered in my direction but he didn’t reply.

10:00 AM, Fairgrounds Coliseum

Large Livestock Barn Meeting

I haven’t made a habit of attending the barn meeting the past couple of years. The Junior Fair Board usually uses that time to lay out the ground rules and guidelines for the 4H and FFA members showing livestock. Beth and Cole weren’t ready to do everything by themselves but they were both old enough to understand everything that was usually said there, by their peers, on their own. 

Sandra Pennington walked up to me as I entered the coliseum. I’d known her since high school. She was the Extension Office Manager who advised the teenagers that comprised the Junior Fair Board. If she couldn’t make Nevil Sr. understand what was what, she’d be the one to get the elected adult Fair Board involved. One or two of their members were usually close at hand.

“Hey Mel, what brings you by today looking all official and all?” She bumped me with her hip. Sandy has always been a flirt; men, women...it didn’t matter to her. 

“I just wanted to give you a heads up before Nevil Harper comes rolling in here with a head full of steam. 

Sandy rolled her eyes, “You must be talking about Nevil Sr.”

I nodded. “There was a little dust up a bit ago in the dairy steer barn over a refrigerator that the Harper kids have plugged in. They unplugged a cooling fan to run it.”

“Why on earth do they need a refrigerator in the barn?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Well they can’t keep it there. We pull enough juice down there just running fans.” Shaking her head hard she said, “It’s just like old Nevil to stir something up on day one!”

“You should probably corner him before he explodes on one of you junior board members.”

“Oh, I will. You can count on it sweetie!” Sandy touched my arm and started to say something else when we both spotted the senior Harper himself coming into the big arena with three of his four children in tow. She headed his way while I moved off toward the bleachers for a seat. Since I was already here, I figured I’d hang out for a few minutes and keep an eye out on things.

I watched as both Cole and Beth came in behind the Harpers. They milled about near them like they were hoping to hear what was going on as Sandy confronted the family patriarch. 

Nevil Harper Sr. didn’t even give Sandy the time of day. He brushed right by her and ignored the hand she’d outstretched to him in greeting. 

Sandy called after him, “Mr. Harper, we need to talk.”

Harper glared at me sitting in the nearly empty stands then turned slightly and said back over his shoulder to her, “The matter is resolved. There’s nothing to discuss.” He turned back and continued to another section of the bleachers, his children following along silently. 

All this drama over a refrigerator that they can’t possibly have a valid reason to have here in the first place. I shook my head in disbelief then waved at Cole and Beth who came over and took seats next to me. We chatted for a couple of minutes but then, before the briefing started, I got up and left the building.

I went back over to the dairy steer barn but I entered it from the end closer to the Harper stalls so I’d have to walk by their area. Two fair board members in their distinctive red polo shirts were there conversing with Mama Harper and the youngest Harper daughter, Nora, who hadn’t gone to the barn meeting. The 4H Advisor stood off to the side of the little gathering. He must have gone right to the Fair Board. 

As I drew closer, I overheard one of the fair board members asking what was in the refrigerator. Elisabeth Harper replied, “Drinks. We stay here all week and we have several animals to tend to. My children have to hydrate too.” 

“If it’s just drinks, why’s it locked?” the second man asked as he traced the cord from the unit over to a power strip that had apparently been the senior Harper’s solution to the problem. He pulled the fridge plug and then confiscated the power strip after ensuring a fan that had been plugged into it too got moved instead into the high wall outlet where the strip had previously been connected.

“We don’t want people in our children’s stuff!” Mama Harper cried out. She whirled around and moved toward the second man, “Why did you unplug it?”

“Ma’am, a power strip is a code violation for this building. You can’t have anything plugged in that way,” he answered her.

The first man told her, “You’ll have to remove the unit. Consider this a warning.” Mama Harper simply nodded. 

I reached the other end of the barn where Dana was sitting in a bag chair, pitchfork at the ready. 

“You’re on dung duty, eh?”

“Just until Beth and Cole get back from the meeting. What was that all about?”

I filled her in. 

“All of that over a fridge? Why don’t they just use a cooler like everyone else?” She swept her hand in a half circle out at the rest of the barn.

“Honestly,” I whispered, “I don’t think drinks are in there. They have four kids. The thing is only a cubic foot big. Besides, locking it over drinks doesn’t make any sense.”

Dana gestured with one hand, “What else would they have?”

“Oh, I don’t know, steroids maybe? I hate to say it, but I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“Really? Steroids?”

“That’s just speculation on my part. I’m just guessing, babe. Still, they ride those kids hard and they expect them to place high with every animal.”

“Does that mean more money?”

“It can. You only get to sell one of your show animals in the final sale unless you had a Grand or Reserve Champion in a category, then you can sell two. If the kid can bring the bidders in, he’ll make some bank but rarely at the county level, even with a Champion, do you make back out of it what you’ve invested in it.”

“Why do it then?”

“Bragging rights.”

Chapter 7 – Sharks


Monday Morning, August 11th, 2014

The kids, dad, Kris and I were near the front of a long line of dairy steers behind the Coliseum. We had to get them weighed in before competitions began. Kris was there representing the parental consent element of the process. Dad and I were there to ride herd on both kids and steers. 

I was praying for a quick processing through. I really needed to get to station and buckle down to work on the whole JD Roberts/Sterling Moon nightmare. I was down to one detective and, though Shane Harding was good, he couldn’t do everything.

Beth’s steer Hunter went into the chute to tip the scales first. He weighed in at 1,241 lbs. Beth was all smiles as she walked him out of the chute. I could see the wheels turning as she calculated sale dollars in her head. She stood by while Cole put Big Boy on the scale.

I shook my head in wonder when Cole’s charge weighed in at a whopping 1,357 lbs. “Cole, ole man, you gave him the right name!”

One of the Fair Board members clapped him on the back, “That’s a fine looking dairy steer you have there son.”

“Thank you sir,” Cole beamed proudly.

“It’s short and heavy like we like to see with the beef steers. You don’t get that too often in a Holstein breed.”

“No sir.”

The man moved on to watch the next weigh in. 

Beth stuck her tongue out at her brother then turned to her mother, “The show ring is set up inside. I’m going to go and walk Hunter around it for practice.”

Kris nodded her consent but then warned Beth, “Not too long. It’s hot and they don’t have any fans running in there right now.”

As soon as Cole started away to walk his own steer back toward the barn, I excused myself and headed to work. My intent was to get a few hours in before I was scheduled to be back on the grounds for one of my daily public meet and greet appearances at the Sheriff’s tent.

###

Dana

Dairy Steer Barn, Late Monday Morning, August 11th, 2014

“Cole!”

The boy looked through the barn at his sister who was 50 yards away with her steer standing in the empty aisle at a dead stop. “What? Why are you yelling?”

“Help me with Hunter!”

“You’re going to have to get him to walk yourself. You’re the one who has to show him!”

“I know! We were just up there in the show ring practicing and he did fine. Now he’s being stubborn.”

Faye Crane looked at her grandson, “Go and help your sister.”

“Yes ma’am.” He sauntered toward Beth reluctantly.

The two of them brought the steer back toward the stall. I got out of the chair that I’d been sitting in to get out of their way.

Faye looked at the large animal and then reminded Beth, “You need to change off that show harness for his regular one before you tie him up and make sure you put that back in the show box. Those things cost the moon!” 

“Yes ma’am!”

She turned to me next, “Come on Dana; they can take care of that and then stay here while we head back to the campers to put together some sandwiches and drinks for lunch.”

“But Grandma,” Cole whined, “we were going to get food on the midway today!”

“No fair food until after the show tomorrow, you two. I don’t want anyone having the runs during competition after eating nothing but grease!”

Cole kicked at some dust but he didn’t try and back talk his grandmother.

I took the Gator back over to the barn to take lunch to Beth and Cole. Jesse was back at the farm and the walking was starting to wear on me. When I drove up, Beth was waiving her arms frantically at me.

“What’s wrong now?”

“Grandma is going to kill me! Please tell me that you put the show halter for Hunter in the show box...”

I shook my head. “No, sorry. You didn’t even have it off of him yet when your grandma and I left. So, you can’t find it?”

“Nowhere! It’s nowhere!”

“Where did you last see it?”

“I thought I laid it on top of the box while we were changing halters out. I think someone must have taken it!”

“I was here all morning Beth. Everyone walked their steer out of here for the weigh-in, in a halter, so everyone has one. Maybe someone picked yours up by mistake.”

“Not everyone used a show halter though! Maybe someone that doesn’t have one for show stole mine!”

“Don’t go accusing people yet for your lapse in judgment. Did you at least ask around – politely – whether anyone had found it?”

“No.”

“Well let’s go ask around then. 

We asked everyone in our immediate area but didn’t have any luck finding the missing halter. What we did find were several other people who had various items come up missing. One family had a 5 gallon bucket of specialty mix feed disappear. Another was missing a scrub brush they used when their younger children bathed their feeder calves. Everyone was helpful and everyone was puzzled but no one saw anything. There’s a thief among us!

###

4:30 PM, Mel Returns

I stopped in the barn to check on things since I didn’t have to make an official appearance until 6:00 when the fair crowd started to pick up for the evening events in the grandstand. Beth avoided looking at me and busied herself with some task but Dana filled me in on what had happened. Cole strolled in from somewhere else with a pack of his buddies just as she finished. 

“Cole, can I see you a minute?”

“Oooo, Cole’s in trouble!” rose from the group. 

He grinned and waved them off. “It’s just my aunt! I’ll catch up in a minute.”

“What’s up Aunt Mel?”

“Did the show schedule come out yet?”

“Yeah, just a little bit ago. There’s copies in the box.”

“Let me see one, please.” 

Cole used his key to take the lock off the show box then he grabbed a schedule and handed it to me. I looked over it carefully.

“Okay, Beth, get over here.” I waited while she skulked toward me. When she was close enough, I said to the two of them, “Here’s what’s going to have to happen; there is no way we can get another halter tonight. Those things are sold out for miles around. Cole, your steer is a couple of weight classes up from Beth’s. There’ll be plenty of time between show classes. Beth you put  Big Boy’s halter on Hunter first and show him and then bring him right back over here to the barn and take it off him when  you’re done. Cole, you’ll have to adjust it up a little to put it on Big Boy before you take him up to show him but that’s the way we’re going to have to do this.”

I was relieved, figuring I’d solved the problem.

Beth asked, “But what if Hunter places in his class and they want him back in the show arena?”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. We’ll just have to borrow one from someone who had a steer that didn’t place.” The teenager hung her head and said something that I didn’t catch.

“What did you say?”

“I said I don’t know why I have to stay here then...”

I looked at Dana. 

“Your mom said her punishment for not doing what she was told to do was to do barn duty for the rest of the day.”

“I see.” I appraised my niece. She just didn’t look remorseful...not yet. “You better do what your grandmother told you to do then.” At that, Cole took off to find his friends while the girl slumped her shoulders and went back to sitting on the stacked straw bales we would be using for bedding for the steers and calves for the week. I don’t feel sorry for her... 

Smiling at Dana, I asked, “How would you like to get some dinner with me on the midway before I have to go back on duty?”

“That sounds wonderful.”

We were sitting at a picnic table under a shade tree a little way off the midway enjoying steak sandwiches and fair fries. Dana updated me on all of the other events of the day. 

I leaned across the table toward her, “Babe, we’re dealing with a large group of pre-teen and teenaged kids here. Most of them are conscientious and they do the right thing but some of them are just lazy. They’ll grab something from someone else and use it because they forgot to pack theirs or they don’t want to go back to their stall and get theirs...you name it.”

“You think that’s what’s happening?”

I shrugged and picked up another fry, “It happens every year.”

“I was planning on hanging out in there more so I could keep an eye on things since it’s mostly teenagers in there most of the time.”

“Do you want my advice?” When Dana looked at me I continued, “Don’t bother. Enjoy the fair and relax as much as you can. There are shows and exhibits all day, every day. Take some of that in if you want to. Once this is over, you know, we have a lot to do.” I winked at her. 

“What about you? Aren’t you going to try to relax this week?” 

“I wish I could,” I said ruefully. “You know I’m down to one detective. Shane had a couple of different cases running before JD died and now there’s that to investigate too. We spent the day trying to track down his ‘so called’ girlfriend, any other known associates of his and trying to get a bead on Sterling Moon. Everything we got was a dead end.”

“His girlfriend is gone?”

“No, not that we can tell. She just doesn’t seem to spend any time at all at home.”

“Not too broken up over his death then, is she?”

“To say the least.”

“Is the Escalade still in impound?”

I nodded.

“Then what’s she using for wheels?”

“Your guess is as good as mine or her father’s. Her car is still in the shop. I was able to confirm its whereabouts today!”

My department had a tent by the main entrance. My primary job, when I was scheduled to be there, was to stand out in front of the open front tent and meet and greet the public. 

One of the perks of working the fair in the evenings, after work hours for most people, was that, sooner or later lots of people wandered by that had useful information to share and so did people that had outstanding warrants for their arrest or that were wanted for questioning. Fair week was always a busy week for us. 

Tonight was the rough truck competition. It was one of the biggest crowd pleasers every year. By 6:00 PM the midway and the main aisles would be shoulder to shoulder. We’ll have our work cut out for us tonight!

I was patting a toddler girl on the head when I glanced up and caught sight of a face I’d been looking for. I was pretty sure Olivia Stiers had just wandered through the gate. I excused myself to the little girl’s mother and headed toward the young woman in short, shorts, a crop top and dripping in gold jewelry. She looked like she should be clubbing in Vegas and not at a county fair in Ohio.

“Excuse me, Olivia Stiers?”

The woman stopped and looked me up and down. “Yes.” Her voice was tentative. 

“Sheriff Crane.” I extended my hand but she didn’t take it. Her rudeness didn’t deter me, “Can I speak with you privately?”

“Um, I guess.” She waived her three companions, two guys and another woman on, telling them to save her a seat.

“I just need a couple of minutes of your time.”

She moved to step into the open front tent. I put a hand on her arm to stop her. “Let’s go around to the back. I really don’t want this to be a public conversation.”

Olivia drew her brows together in a look of consternation but she followed me off the main walkway and around behind the tent. 

Before I could say anything, she asked in a stage whisper, “This is about JD, I suppose?”

“Correct. We’ve been trying to get in touch with you.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“I see.” No grieving girlfriend here! “When was the last time you saw JD?”

She closed her eyes momentarily and tipped her head up as if she was lost in thought. “Last weekend, maybe?” It was more a question than an answer. “Whenever he borrowed the Escalade from me.”

“Saturday or Sunday?”

“Um, probably Saturday. I don’t really remember.”

“Why did he borrow the Escalade?” 

Olivia shrugged, “Said he needed to tow a boat for a buddy.” 

“Why did he still have the truck on Wednesday when he died?”

She shrugged again. “He never said.” Her foot tapped the ground marking her impatience.

“What exactly was your relationship with JD?”

“Look, we were dating on and off. We weren’t serious. He kept his own place but he stayed with me sometimes too.” 

“It didn’t concern you when you didn’t see him between Saturday or Sunday and the day he died?”

Olivia squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened them, a tear was forming at the corner of one. She was either starting to show a little feeling for JD or she was a very good actor.

“When we started seeing each other he was just a fun guy. We had a good time...”

“Then it started to be not so fun?”

Her jaw clenched and she nodded.”

“What happened?”

“He...he got involved in some heavy shit. He was still working days for my dad but he was out most evenings drinking and playing pool with some guy. I guess they hustled some dude out of, like, $5,000 dollars and they split the money. Someone tipped the dude that he’d been hustled and he came around to my condo looking for JD.”

“When was this?”

“I don’t remember exactly. A few weeks ago.”

“Was JD there?”

She shook her head, “No and I wouldn’t open the door.”

“Did you know him?”

She shook her head no again. “I didn’t get any better of a look at him than through the peep hole though.”

“Tell me everything you can recall him saying.”

Olivia stood there for a minute, seemingly going over the confrontation with the man in her mind. “Well, he demanded several times to see JD. He kept saying that JD owed him a lot of money. I told him I didn’t know where he was and that he didn’t live with me. I asked him why he was at my place.”

I raised an eyebrow, “And?”

“He was obnoxious and made some comment about me being JD’s piece of ass. I told him to get the hell away from me before I called the cops. He stood out there another minute or two trying to get JD to come to the door but JD really wasn’t with me and I told him that, repeatedly.”

“Did he say anything else?”

“He told me to tell JD that he needed to pay him all of his money back or he was going to die a slow, painful death...him and his friend were going to die slow painful deaths.”

“Who was ‘his friend’?”

“I don’t know. I assumed the guy meant the guy JD played pool with. Listen, I was a mess with that guy out there!” She was getting loud, “I didn’t know if he had a gun or if he was going to break down the door or...” She trailed off then and got a faraway look in her eyes.

I prodded her to keep talking, “When did he leave?”

“Oh... I guess one of my neighbors must have heard him. I mean, I kind of heard a man saying something outside but I couldn’t make out what he said. The guy at my door yelled at someone to mind their own business but then, as I watched through the peep hole, he left. He didn’t come back.”

“Did you call the police?”

“No, I called JD and asked him what the hell was going on...why assholes like that guy were coming to my door, looking for him and scaring me. He said he knew who the guy was and that he’d take care of it.”

“How did he take care of it?”

“Look Sheriff, all I know is the guy never came back.”

I was skeptical. “So, you and JD didn’t ever talk about what happened that night?”

She was quiet for just a beat. I waited patiently.

“Okay, look, I asked him about it later. He didn’t tell me much. What he did tell me scared me from asking any more questions!”

I gave her my best raised eyebrow, curious look but I didn’t say anything. She took the bait. 

“He just said he borrowed some money from a loan shark and he paid the guy back with that and that I shouldn’t worry about it. He said he’d pay the shark back too. That sure as hell didn’t make me feel any better! Now he’s dead and I don’t know what to believe!”

Chapter 8 – When Pigs Fly


Tuesday, August 12th, 2014

I stretched in my crappy Government Issue swivel chair. Three nights of sleeping in my old camper at the fairgrounds on a barely three inches thick mattress was already starting to wear on me. My back ached and the chair wasn’t helping. 

Holly, my assistant, stepped through the door with a handful of printouts. “You look mighty uncomfortable there, Mel.”

“You don’t know the half of it!”

“You know, now that you’re the duly elected Sheriff and all, and this will be your office for the next four years, give or take, you could redecorate it and make it more comfortable for yourself.”

I shot her a look.

Holly raised her hands, palms out in mock protest, “Hey, just sayin’!”

“I honestly don’t intend to spend any more time in this office than I spent in it before I was, as you put it, ‘the duly elected Sheriff’. I need to get back out there on the street, right now, today. I’ve got to hustle up a couple of runners and find a bookie who might know something about the way JD Roberts died.”

“Speaking of that, I’ve got those printouts you asked for.” She grimaced and then laid the little stack of papers in front of me. “There really isn’t even as much as it looks like there is, unfortunately. Mixed in there, there’s a patrol report about two deputies shaking down a runner they thought was dealing and there’s a statement from a bar owner just last week about somebody she thought might be taking bets on the premises. Harding looked into the second one but I didn’t find any follow-up from him.”

“What bar?” I was thinking that maybe there was more going on at Ray’s than a little pool hustling that Kevin conveniently neglected to tell me. 

Holly scanned Shane Harding’s report. “This says The Boar’s Head.”

It was my turn to grimace. “It surprises me that they even reported it coming out of there.”

“Oh, you haven’t heard?”

I shook my head, “Heard what?”

“After the last time the state shut them down for some infraction or other, the place was put up for sale. It was bought a couple of months ago. Same name, new owner.”

“Is that so?”

Holly nodded.

I skimmed Shane Harding’s report but I couldn’t readily find what I was looking for, “And what’s his name?”

“Her, Mel. It’s Barb Wysocki.”

I was incredulous, “She’s back in town?”

“With a vengeance.”

I rolled my eyes, “I thought she was too good for little old Muskingum County?”

“Apparently not. She paid in cash to buy The Boar’s Head too. It’s hers lock, stock and barrel.”

“What on earth would that woman want with a working class bar where ‘commoners’ and sometimes even, heaven forbid, bikers hang out?”

I scanned through the rest of Shane’s report. It was pretty sparse. The supposed bookie wasn’t even named. 

“This report is crap.”

“I thought the same thing but that’s not like Shane. I’m sure Barb gave him a hard time.”

“Oh, I’m positive she did.” I flipped to the other report. Two of my deputies’ shook down a female numbers runner after one of them saw cash change hands on the street. He thought he was seeing a drug buy go down. They didn’t find any drugs. All they turned up was a coded numbers notebook. The woman didn’t have any ID on her. She told them her name was Lucy Farinelli and the damn fools wrote it down. I laughed out loud. 

Holly was still standing by. “Do you wanna’ share what you find so funny?”

I grinned. “The runner told Pikens and Klein that her name was Lucy Farinelli.” I got only a blank stare from Holly. “Seriously? Lucy Farinelli, the lesbian genius niece in all of Patricia Cornwell’s Kay Scarpetta mystery novels?”

“Mel sweetie, you know I don’t read that stuff! When I’m off duty, if I read at all, I only want to read fluff. I don’t want to read about murder and mayhem!”

I shook my head. “I thought you were my friend and down with my world?”

Holly laughed and flipped a backhand at me. “So, I take it by your tone that you know Ms. Lucy?” 

“Actually, I think so. I’m going to skip out of here shortly and see if I can roust her and then I’m going to see how early Barb Wysocki turns up at her new bar.”

“Going back to the fair this afternoon?”

“Got to. The steer show is tonight. The family would have my head if I wasn’t there.”

I had a hunch that the numbers runner my men shook down was an acquaintance of mine I called ‘Angie’. We had a mutual agreement, Angie and I. I’d busted her once for illegal gambling. In return for a little information, the Deputy DA and I let her walk. These days I mostly turned a blind eye to her numbers running and, in return, she fed me more information from time to time. 

Cruising the streets in my pick-up so I wouldn’t draw any undue attention to myself or to her if I found her, I scanned back and forth for her at some of her usual corners but she wasn’t around. I looked at my watch – just after 8:30 AM. It was a little early to find her out and about. I checked the first open bar that I came to in the area where she usually did her cash pick-ups. Nothing. 

Rolling on, I ended up at The Boar’s Head which was off the state route, halfway between Zanesville and the turn off for Morelville. I passed the dirty white frame structure every day but I didn’t pay it any mind. The sign on the door said the bar didn’t open for more than an hour but I could see that there was a fancy foreign car parked in the back. A driver was making a beer delivery too. I figured Barb must be on the premises. 

As I exited the truck, I put my hat on my head. I might as well look official while I met with one of the biggest pains in the ass I’d ever been stupid enough to try and date. Nodding at the beer delivery guy, I followed him through the back entry into the kitchen. He looked back at me and pointed to a door on my right and then continued pushing a dolly with his load toward the open door of the walk in cooler.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped toward the office. I can’t believe she has me nervous!

Barb was sitting behind a messy desk, staring at a computer screen. She was half turned away from me, showing only her profile. Her bleach blond hair was piled high on her head and she was wearing glasses, something she’d been too vain to admit to needing when we had first met shortly after I became a 911 dispatcher for the county.

Thinking I was the delivery guy, she passed a hand over the desk and said “just lay the invoice down. I’m working on that stuff now.”

I coughed involuntarily and then cleared my throat. Barb turned and peered at me over the top of her tiny frames. While whipping the glasses off and down to the desk, she stood, “Melissa Crane?”

I nodded. “Barb.”

“Well now, isn’t this a surprise? The Sheriff,” she drug my title out, “of Muskingum County coming to see little old me.” Her tone was nothing short of haughty. 

I refused to take the bait and I cut right to the chase, “You made a report last week about a suspected bookie taking bets out of here?”

“That’s why you’re here?” She squinted narrowly at me, “Don’t you have people that handle that stuff for you?”

Already feeling a headache coming on, I rubbed my temple. “I do Barb. One of my best men was out here but, for some reason, his report was a little lacking.”

She wasn’t fazed by my return tone. Instead, she went off on a little rant of her own, “Well, if that’s what passes for one of your best, maybe you should hire some more women!”

I knew I shouldn’t say anything else but I couldn’t help myself, “I had a female detective. She’s being held on murder charges.” Hoping that would throw her for a minute, I continued, “So, I need a little more information from you than you gave to Detective Harding.” 

“You know Melissa that I’m all about trying to help those in authority whenever I can...” She batted her lashes at me and sat back down in her chair. Pointing at the chair opposite her, she drawled, “So, how can I help you?” 

My stomach churned but this time with revulsion rather than nerves. I knew the implications of her look and her tone. Barb never wants to help anyone unless there’s something in it for her... “I just need to know what exactly you saw here and as much about the person you suspected of taking bets as you know.”

She spread her hands atop the papers on the desk in front of her and then raised one slightly and inspected her nails. “So, you’ve been the Sheriff for what now, a year?” She switched focus and inspected the other hand but didn’t look at me. I knew she was stalling but I didn’t know why. 

I answered tentatively, “About a year and a half total.”

“Total?”

“I was standing in for well over a year. I’ve been the elected Sheriff for about a week.”

“I see.”

“Do you?” My frustration was seeping through.

Barb tossed her head toward the office door and the kitchen beyond it. The beer delivery driver was making another trip into the cooler. I realized she probably wasn’t going to say a word until the guy was gone.  I nodded my understanding and we made small talk until he came in, dropped her invoice on the desk and took his leave.

Once he was safely out the back door, Barb closed the office door and then came and leaned against the desk right next to me. “You were asking?”

I scooted my chair back away from her several inches in the tiny office.

She grinned like a cat on the prowl and stepped toward me. Putting a hand on my arm, she asked, “Oh, am I making you nervous Mel?”

I gently removed her hand from my person. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do Barb but you can drop it. I’m here on official police business. If you’re not going to answer my questions, I’ll be on my way.” I started to rise from my seat.

Barb motioned me back down. “See, that’s the thing,” she said as she moved back around the desk and took her seat again, “you’re only here because there’s something you need. You’re not here because of my original report. You’re not here to help me, are you?”

“My detective would have attempted to investigate and help you if you’d have given him better information when he was here.” Her eyes flickered with what I took as amusement and she smiled to confirm my suspicion.

“Then you wouldn’t have had any cause at all to show up for me to torment, now would you?” Before I could respond she jumped right back in, “I’m going to help you Melissa, but heaven knows why! It will probably come back to bite me in the ass later.”

“I assure you, I won’t be doing any biting.”

She scowled her displeasure at my brushoff of her advances. I wasn’t good enough for her back in the day and I sure don’t want her now!

“So you want to know what’s going on here; I’ll tell you.”

Finally! I motioned for her to go on. 

“I never saw myself doing this, you know? Owning this bar, I mean and, well, being back here to boot. Life has a way of kicking you in the teeth though, you know?” She looked at me for confirmation.

“I suppose.”

“You sound confused.”

“I guess I am. No one forced you to come back to Muskingum County did they? Certainly no one forced you to buy a bar...for, for cash, or so I’ve heard.”

“Ah, the rumor mill never stops does it?” Her eyes narrowed and she stared at me through the slits.

At my lack of response, she took a deep breath, rubbed the back of her neck and then continued, “I had a partner; a partner in life and in business. We actually bought little bars and pubs and whatnot that were failing and we rehabbed them and sold most of them for a profit. We flipped several over the last dozen years. A few, here and there, along the way, we kept. We put good management in and we let them run them and we just kept going with the profits from it all. At least, we did until she got sick.” 

Barb swallowed hard and her shoulders shook. A few moments slid by but then she seemed to steel herself and then she continued, “She got sick and fought and fought and then, when we thought she was almost on the road to a full recovery, I lost her after a botched surgery.” 

Her eyes rimmed with tears. “It was all so bad...such an incredible nightmare. I didn’t have her and, and...on top of that I had to sell everything we had to pay her medical bills and fight the hospital in court at the same time. It was devastating.”

I was in shock but I managed to squeak out a response, “Barb, I apologize.” I blew out a heavy breath. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Thank you. It means a lot.” She braced her hands on the edge of the desk and leaned forward again. “Look, Melissa, I know we didn’t end things...I didn’t end things with you well. It...it was actually...I was actually pretty horrible to you back then.” 

“Water under the bridge.” I said it and I meant it.  

She dabbed at her eyes. “Where was I?”

I didn’t even know how to respond to her but she picked back up on her own after a few beats of silence.

“Eventually, the hospital settled with me. Small consolation in the grand scheme of it all...” She sniffled but she drove on, “Lisa died in Colorado. I couldn’t stay there once it was all over. I packed up what little personal possessions I had left and came back here to be with my folks for a while, while I still have them, you know?”

I nodded and thought about my own obviously ailing father.

“I can’t just do nothing though and this,” she waved her hand in the air, “this is what I know. It’s what we’d done for nearly a decade. When the settlement money showed up, I took some of it and I bought this place when I heard it was available. Lord knows it needed my help...and...it helps me too...” She dabbed at her eyes again while I sat idly by feeling like a first class heel.

“Anyway, I’m sorry for acting like I did earlier. I was actually surprised to see you here. You caught me off guard and my defenses went up. I shouldn’t be that way. That’s not me Melissa; not anymore.” Her eyes bored into me, pleading.

My shock at her apology and her admissions to me must have been evident on my face. She shuddered and then laughed. “Come on. Come with me. Let me show you what I’m dealing with here.”

We left the office and went through the kitchen into the main bar.

I looked around. It was the run down old bar of my memories but something was different too. It was evident in the look and the smell of the place. There was no stale old beer scent, no marked up floor, no dust bunnies anywhere. “Someone’s been cleaning in here – regularly.”

“Yep. It’s amazing what a little time and some elbow grease will do.” 

“Will you be redecorating?”

“Eventually. The first priorities are always to do an initial clean up and to get everything in line – books, costs, staff...everything. Once we’ve...I’ve rooted out all of the issues and all of the bad apples, the transformation phase begins. With this place, working alone, I’m a long way from phase two. I called for police support because of some of the dealings I’m seeing go on here.”

“Then why didn’t you...”

She interrupted me, “Apologize to your detective for me. I had every intention of laying a few things out for him when I made the initial call but...well...when he showed up, it wasn’t a good day. Everything that could have gone wrong did. It’s no excuse but it’s the truth.”

We took seats on a couple of bar stools. “So tell me then, what’s going on?” I took out my notepad and got ready to write.

“The first thing I look at in a place like this is the people that are running it, the employees. They set the tone for the type of clientele you’re going to get and how those people act when they’re here. This place has so much potential. It’s on a State Route that’s the main way people get to the state forest and all the camping and such in the area and there’s nothing else out here to serve them. It should be crawling with people looking to catch a bite to eat or raise a glass in the evening to a good band...”

I grinned. “This place?”

“I know what you’re thinking but you’re looking at it as what it is and not what it could be. It’s the people that have been running the place that have kept it what it is.” The first thing I did after observing for a couple of weeks was fire the weekend bartender and then I brought in a couple of younger folks right out of training. I was pretty sure that guy was skimming and I think he may have been dealing too. My weekend ‘outlaw biker’ traffic dropped to nothing when I let him go and I say good riddance.”

I nodded. “What’s his name? Do you want me to check him out?”

“He hasn’t been back and I haven’t had any trouble. Let’s wait on that one, okay?” 

I nodded again. “Go on.”

“When we would first acquire a place, we’d spend a lot of evenings in it, especially Thursday through Saturday nights. Those are the busy times if a bar does any trade at all and that’s when you get the best feel for what’s really going on. I picked up right away that there were issues with the one bartender. It took another weekend but I started to pick up issues with the bouncer too.”

“There’s a bouncer?”

Barb grinned. “You sound surprised but, yes, on weekends. He wasn’t checking ID’s though; at first, he seemed to be just a presence. A young lady walked right by him one Friday night that didn’t look a day over 17 and he didn’t bat an eye. She went right up to the bar and nodded at the bartender and he made her a drink. She was obviously a regular.”

“I confronted the bartender and asked why he hadn’t checked her ID. He shrugged; said he knew her and she was cool. I’m not going for cool here Melissa, I’m going for legal.”

“Mel, please. Call me Mel.” 

Barb half smiled at me. “Mel it is. Anyway, it’s my liquor license that’s on the line with the state and, frankly, with the present clientele, this is no place for a teenage girl.”

“What did you do about the girl?”

“That’s just it; I started to approach her when a guy sat down at the table she was at. I stopped and watched. He said something to her that I couldn’t hear then he took something out of his pocket and passed it to her. I was thinking I was watching a drug deal go down but he kept talking to her while she wrote something in a little notebook and then put it back in her little vest pocket.”

“After that, I kept an eye on her for the next 40 minutes or so. Four more people approached her, all men. Two gave her money and she wrote in the book. One she gave an envelope to and she wrote in the book. One just talked to her for maybe a minute and another she tried to give envelope to but, after a brief conversation, she put it back in her pocket and made a note in her book. I knew then that she was a bookie and she was taking and paying on bets. I didn’t have to hear the conversation.”

Not a bookie per se, but a collector or a runner, possibly; the same runner I just spent an hour looking for. What the hell was she doing out here?  “What did you do?”

“Nothing that night but she came back again Saturday. It was a nice night. The bikers were out in full force. I already had my hands full with a bartender who was obviously in cahoots with several of them when she walked in. When she walked right by the bouncer again, I said to myself again, ‘This is no place for a teenager, bookie or not.’ I went over to the bar where she was waiting for a drink, introduced myself as the owner and asked to see ID. She hemmed and hawed and said she left it in the car. I told her to go and get it, that I’d wait.”

“Let me guess, she didn’t come back?”

Barb shook her head no. “I thought that was the end of it but soon guys started going outside – out the front and then coming back a minute or two later. The smoking area is out the back.”

“She was out there collecting on their bets?”

“That’s what I figured. The front door was like a revolving damn door. I started think that sending her out there in the dark – it was after 10:00 – wasn’t such a good idea but my bouncer kept stepping outside. He was watching out for her.”

I nodded, “Could be.”

“Oh, I’m pretty sure of it. Occasionally he would stop a guy from going out and chat him up then, when someone came in that had left previously, he’d let him go out. Word must have spread like wildfire through the place that she was outside.”

“Do you think he works with her?”

“That, I don’t know but I’d put money on it; no pun intended.” She grinned ruefully.

“Has she been back since?”

“No.”

“Did you get any sort of a name?”

“The former bartender called her ‘Angel’ but I don’t know if that’s her name or a nickname.” I raised my own eyebrows. 

“Can you give me a description?”

“Short, maybe 5’3” or 4”, thin but not painfully so, long dark hair and the most amazing blue eyes I think I’ve ever seen.”

I nodded. That’s Angie. Barb must have heard wrong.

Chapter 9 – Show Time

3:30 Tuesday Afternoon, August 12th, 2014

“Aunt Dana, could you go tell my mom it’s our turn?” 

“Sure Beth.” Dana smiled to herself whenever either of the kids addressed her as ‘Aunt Dana’. To be respectful, they’d been doing it since she moved in with Mel and Kris but it made her feel like she was already a part of the family. 

Dana hobbled to the other end of the steer barn where Kris was conferring with the kids 4H advisor. “I’m sorry to interrupt you two but Beth wanted you to know that it’s their turn in the wash basin.” 

“Oops, gotta run Gene! We have to get those boys looking pretty for show.” Kris scurried away to help her kids.

Dana smiled at the advisor, half shrugged then turned and headed back the same way Kris had just gone. She marveled at the chaos of the barn as kids, parents and advisors prepared show animals in a mass frenzy of washing and trimming and brushing. 

As she carefully picked her way down the aisle, she came to the area assigned to the Harpers and noticed the hasp for the lock they usually kept on the refrigerator was undone and the padlock was sitting on top of it. None of the Harpers were milling about and their steer stalls were all empty. She peered through the growing milieu in the aisle way but she didn’t see anyone from the family. 

She glanced back over her shoulder to see if any of them were behind her. None were and, intent on their last minute show preparations, no one else in the barn was paying her any mind at all. 

Dana sidestepped a couple of feet into the stall area while pulling her cell phone out of her jeans pocket. She flicked the camera on and, after peering around the area again to ensure no one was watching, she pulled the fridge door open and took a couple of quick pictures of the contents. 

Closing the door seconds later, she stepped back into the aisle and was several steps away from the scene of her surreptitious photo taking when Mama Harper came barreling toward her. Dana sucked in a breath but the older women passed right by as though she didn’t even see her. 

Not realizing she’d been holding her breath, Dana let it out in a burst and then continued on out of the barn and past the wash basin. The fairgrounds were teeming with people but she found a quiet spot behind a vendor’s tent to take a closer look at the photos she’d snapped. 

The first photo, taken very hastily, wasn’t very clear. It showed a couple of bottles and a box but she couldn’t make out the writing. Her hand had been a little steadier for the second photo. She could clearly make out the word ‘Clenbuterol’ on the box. The two bottles were turned mostly backward so she couldn’t make out much writing on them. 

Dana flipped to her web-browser and looked up Clenbuterol. She ran a hand through her hair slowly as she read about the drug. She tilted her head thoughtfully and stood silently for a moment while she thought but then she abruptly shut her browser down and returned to the barn. 

###

Mel

One Hour to Show Time

I got over to the steer barn as fast as my legs would carry me. I knew the kids would be getting antsy because it was after 4:00 and I still wasn’t there but it couldn’t be helped. 

After talking to Barb, I spent a couple of hours searching for Angie. I know that isn’t her real name; it’s Priscilla Chappell. She uses Angie as her informant name for me and it’s just between me and her. I didn’t even bother to let Holly in on that little piece of information.

Though it appeared occupied, Angie wasn’t at her last known address and she wasn’t at any of the places I’d ever found her before. I’d struck out all over town. The only hope I had was for her to show up at The Boar’s Head again soon. Barb said she’d call me if she did. 

I did Barb the small favor of letting her know that her liquor license, at least, was safe with Angie. She might look young but I let her know that if she was who I thought she might be, then I knew that she’s at least 22. That seemed to make Barb feel just a tiny bit better but she still didn’t want a bookie or a bookie’s runner operating on site and I didn’t blame her.

Kris and mom were pinning show numbers on the kids when I walked up. Dad was standing by looking even more nervous than I knew Beth and Cole felt. He took personal pride in every animal the kids raised.

“How’s everybody?” Several sets of eyes turned to me. 

“Aunt Mel,” Beth all but shouted, “I’m so glad you’re here! We can’t do this without you.”

Dad rolled his eyes while mom swatted a light backhand in Beth’s direction.  

Kris’s eyes bored into her daughters’, “So what am I, chopped liver?” Before Beth could respond, Kris turned her back around by the shoulders so she could affix the other side of her competitor number.

I gave Dana the once over. She looked so cute in her tight Levis with a plaid western style blouse. “All dressed up for show I see. Are those cowboy boots on your feet?” 

Her eyes flickered downward and then back to me. “Why yes, they are. Your sister and your niece talked me into them at a vendor tent this morning and, I have to say, they’re quite comfortable. Who knew?”

“We all did,” Cole responded as he tried to squirm away from his grandmother who was now focused on some strands of wayward hair on his head. 

Dana waived her hand at him dismissively and grinned at me. “I see you’re still in uniform; rough day?”

“Just a long one; we can talk later. I’ve got to get these kids to toe the line for the next few hours.”

“Good luck with that,” she smirked back at me.

I stood just outside the coliseum with Kris, Dana, Beth and Beth’s steer Hunter. The weight class before Hunter’s was in the show arena inside. Beth was a bundle of nervous energy but Hunter was a study in calm. He’d been in the ring as a 6 month old calf the year before. He knew the drill.

Dana questioned Beth, “I can understand Cole naming his steer Big Boy but why did you name yours Hunter?”

“Really?” Beth rolled her eyes.

“Beth! Be nice!” Kris and I both cautioned her in unison.

My niece sighed. “He’s named after Hunter Hayes.” At Dana’s blank look she just shook her head.”

Dana turned to me, “I guess I should know who that is?”

“He’s a very popular, very young, country music singer.”

“Ah. I get it.”

Beth’s class was called and she and Hunter entered the show arena along with 6 other competitors and their bovine charges. Kris moved toward the rings exit gate. She would help hustle Hunter back to the barn to switch the only show halter we seemed to have from him to Big Boy. 

Dana and I went to stand by Dad who’d taken up a spot along the tubular metal fencing that was what the fair board placed to make up the small show arena in the middle of the Coliseum floor. I watched as he spat tobacco juice into a cup. There was no smoking on the fairgrounds. He could normally go for hours without a cigarette. If he was chewing, it was because he was nervous for the kids. 

Beth put Hunter through the limited paces a large steer will actually deign to do. She was luckier than a couple of the other kids showing in her class whose steers fought against being paraded in a circle so a judge could get a good look at them.

Dana addressed both me and dad, “He looks good, doesn’t he?”

Dad spat into the cup again. “He’ll be lucky to be top two in this group.”

“Why top two?” 

I told her, “The top two in each weight class automatically get called back after all the classes are judged. They have a shot at getting into the ring for Grand and Reserve Grand Champion.”

Dana’s brows knitted. I patted her shoulder, “You’ll see. From what I’ve seen in the barns, Big Boy is actually the one that has a real good shot at taking it all but then, it’s all up to the judge and what he likes.” 

As we watched, the judge stepped among the competitors and asked them questions while taking a closer look at each of their steers. Finally, he called out one steer to the center of the ring and named it the overall winner of the class. He then singled out Beth and another competitor to bring their steers forward. Dad started chawing hard on the inside of his lip, his dip and the spit cup forgotten.

After circling the two additional steers and taking a long pause, hand holding his chin, the meat judge ranked Beth’s steer second and the other third as the crowd applauded and Kris let out a whoop for her daughter from further down the fence by the gate. From somewhere in the stands, mom’s voice rang out, “Atta girl Beth!”

I was drawing too much attention in my uniform to be able to relax and just watch the kids show. In between classes, I rushed over to the camper to change. Dana followed Kris and Beth back to the barn.

When I got there the leather show halter had been switched between the two steers and Cole was already set to go and lineup but they hadn’t called his class yet. He was pacing around, chomping at the proverbial bit while Big Boy strained at his real one. Dana and Kris were sitting in bag chairs trying to catch a breather.

The PA system buzzed to life and Big Boy’s class was called. That meant the weight class before him was entering the show arena. Cole and Big Boy would be next. He tugged Big Boy into the aisle as Kris reluctantly levered herself out of her seat. 

Dana touched my arm, “Can we hang back just a minute? I want to show you something real quick.”

I waived a hand to Kris and Cole, “Go ahead. We’ll just be a minute.” Looking back at my fiancé, and seeing her solemn face, I dropped the grin from my face and tentatively asked, “What’s up?”

She whispered, “I um...I snapped a photo today of something and I wanted you to see it.” She dug in her pocket and took out her phone. After tapping it a few times she handed it to me.”

Curious, I took a look. “Does that say Clenbuturol?” I tried to keep my voice low in the fairly full barn.

She nodded.

“Where did you take this? I don’t understand.”

“That’s a picture of the inside of the Harper’s little fridge.” 

She ignored my raised eyebrow questioning look. 

“I looked it up Mel. It’s a bronchodilator for people with breathing problems and it’s been prescribed as a weight loss drug. Why would they need to have something like that here?”

“Baby, think about it. Weight loss? Fat burning?” Her eyes narrowed but she remained silent. “It’s a drug that burns off fat and helps lean muscle mass form quicker. It’s banned for use with animals raised for food. It shouldn’t be anywhere near livestock.”

“You think they’re giving it to their animals?”

“I don’t know. Maybe...probably.” I scratched my head.

“What are you thinking?”

“Well, what’s puzzling to me is why they’re keeping it in a refrigerator that’s already drawn a lot of attention. It’s in pill form so it doesn’t need to be kept cold.” I looked back at her photo, “It makes me wonder what’s in those two bottles.”

“I tried to enlarge that pic every which way but they’re not turned around enough for me to make out anything.”

Shuddering, I said, “It’s like they’re just flaunting this stuff in everyone’s face.” 

We started to walk out of the barn and back toward the arena when a commotion rose at the other end. The animals from the weight class after Beth’s were all coming back. Sixteen year old Nina Harper was all but dragging her steer into the barn past everyone else who’d gotten back just a little quicker. Mama Harper trailed behind her yelling, “Make way! Make way!”

We stood by and watched as Nina led the steer to its stall and loosely tied the 1,300 pound beast to the hitching rail with the leather strap from its show halter. She dived into the next stall where her younger sister Nora was holding her own steer by the halter strap. 

“Let go! We don’t have time to waste! Your class is next!” Nina led Nora’s show animal out of the stall as Nina hobbled along behind her sporting a severe limp.

A boy a couple of stalls down from the same FFA Chapter addressed Nina, “You don’t want to leave him tied off using your good halter do you? You want me to switch it out for you and tie him good?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” the teenager tossed over her shoulder. They well-meaning boy moved toward the stall.

Dana was at a standstill in the aisle watching all of that unfold. 

“Earth to Dana?”

“What...oh...”

“Step out of the aisle. Big beef is coming through. I’m going to help that young man real quick and then we can go over to be with Cole. We have a little time.”

Dana sidestepped a steer being led through the barn while I approached the young man that had offered to help Nina. He was as thin as a rail and not very tall either. “Son, have you been around this animal at all?”

“A little. Not much,” he admitted.

“Well let me help you then. You know these animals can be fickle about who touches them.

The boy nodded. “Nora slipped and sprained her ankle real bad this morning. Nina has to show her steer for her. I thought she might...could use a little help.”

“That was very nice of you. Here, I’ll untie him and hold him while you work the show halter off and his rope one back on.”

“Okay then.” The boy unbuckled the leather harness and slid it easily over the steer’s head. He handed it to me to hold while he worked with the other one. When he was finished we both stepped out of the stall. 

“Thanks,” I told him. “I’ll see that they get this back.” The boy grinned and nodded. I turned to Dana, “Ready?” 

Pointing at the halter, she asked, “What are you going to do with that?”

“Nora’s steer is in the same weight class as Cole’s. I’ll just hand this to Mama Harper when we get up there.” I started to bundle up the long leather lead strap but stopped cold.

Dana, a half step behind me, almost ran into me. “Now what’s wrong?”

There was an inked marking on the back side of the strap that said ‘Crane’. Looking more closely at the halter, I swore softly, “I’ll be damned!” I pointed the ‘Crane’ imprint out to Dana. “Look!”

“One of the Harper kids took Beth’s halter?”

“It sure looks that way.”

“What are you going to do?” 

“Nothing right now. I’ll worry about it later.”

We hustled back over to the Coliseum as fast as Dana could go. With her usual limp, she didn’t move much faster than Nora Harper had been. 

Nina Harper and her mother were waiting two steers behind Cole in line with Nora’s steer. I had half a mind to say something then and there but I bit my tongue. There would be time enough later for a confrontation.

The crowd right around the show ring had grown. The bigger steers always drew more people to watch. Dad was still at the fence and Kris was on his right. I let Dana squeeze in beside dad on his left and I stood behind her since I’m several inches taller. It took everything I had not to cradle her and hold her in the public space. 

Dad was in full nervous chawing mode as Cole and Big Boy entered the show ring. There were ten steers in the class. With only three more steers in a higher weight class, it was very likely that the champions might come for this class. 

I caught myself twice holding my breath as the judge paraded the large beasts back and forth while time seemed to stand still. He looked at each animal more closely too, like he had in the classes before but this time he ran a hand along the backs and down the sides of several of them. 

My dad held his cup up to his lip to spit but froze in that position when the judge took the microphone from the judges table and started speaking. 

“This is a great class folks. These young people should be proud of what they’ve accomplished with these fine animals. I haven’t seen the last class yet but I understand it’s a small one. You may well be looking at your grand and reserve champions right here. This was a tight one to call.”

He paused and looked down the line of competitors and animals in front of him. I held my breath again. Dad lowered the cup without spitting his chew into it. 

“The winner of this class has a fine looking animal. He’s very square in the hind quarters which is what I really like to see.” The judge continued on but I barely heard him. Finally he said, “Competitor number 62 has the winning steer in this class.” A young man from another school stepped forward as the crowd erupted. 

I felt crushed. Dad finally realized his need to spit and he took advantage of it. Dana looked over her shoulder at me. All I could manage was a tight lipped grin.

Cole was almost directly across from us. He had a smile plastered on his face but I could see the let down in his eyes. I willed him to buck up. It’s not over yet Cole buddy, hang in there!

The judge held his hands out palms down and motioned for quiet. When the crowd settled, he raised the mike, “I told you this was a close one. Your second place finisher in this class with an equally nice steer is number 67.”

Kris screamed and dad almost dropped his cup as he pumped his other fist high into the air. I grabbed Dana’s shoulders and gripped them quickly as Cole and Big Boy stepped up to take their places beside the other boy and his charge.

We were celebrating so hard on the sidelines we didn’t even notice right away that the judge went on to name Nora Harper’s steer that her sister Nina was showing as third in the class and then he stepped to the judges table and gave some instructions to the scorers before releasing the class from the show ring. 

A scorekeeper took the mike and announced that finishers one through three should remain near the coliseum. He also advised two other competitors by number to remain nearby. 

Dana looked back at me again, “Why does he want them all to stay close?”

My dad answered her, “Only three in the last class. He’ll rank the top ten overall. Lotta’ these will be top ten.”

The competitors came out of the show ring. Kris went to wait with Cole and try to keep him calm. Dad moved over a little bit when she left and I moved up between him and Dana as the last class entered the ring. Nevil Harper Jr. and his steer lead the way.

I don’t know if Dana made the connection, but all I could think about was the Clenbuterol back in that little refrigerator. I peered closely at Nevil’s steer as he paraded it by us. It was very lean for such a heavy weight class and it had clean lines. It’s definitely a competitor. If it wins and it’s doped, there’s going to be hell to pay.

With only three in the class, the judge didn’t waste a lot of time. When it was said and done, he’d ranked Harper’s steer first. Now the real competition starts...

A scorekeeper announced that the three competitors currently in the show ring should remain. He went on to tell all five competitors asked to stand by from Big Boy’s weight class to enter the ring. After conferring with the judge, He announced that the number one steer from each of the two classes before Big Boys should enter the show ring and he called them by competitor number and gave them five minutes to report from the barn.

Dana looked up at me, “They didn’t call the number one from Beth’s class, three behind Cole’s, did they?” 

“No and they might not. It just depends what the judge remembers liking better. He might call the number twos from those two classes in between before he jumps back to Hunter’s class.”

“This is so confusing.”

“Look at it this way babe; it’s all about the overall weight and appearance. The bigger the better but they don’t like them to look fatty, especially in the stomach. They like them to look lean.”

Dana simply nodded. 

Once the other two steers and their handlers were in the show ring, the judge began looking over each one. Within a couple of minutes he signaled out the number one finisher in Big Boy’s class as the Grand Champion Dairy Steer. The look on Cole’s face spoke volumes. He had stars in his eyes. I just knew he was really hoping for a Reserve Grand Champion finish. 

The judge called for the second place finisher in the class before Cole’s to come to the arena while the crowd was still going mad over the Champion. A long few minutes passed before a young woman and her steer entered the ring. The judge looked it over and then turned from it and walked over to where Cole and Big Boy were positioned. Cole beamed but the judge wasn’t quite swayed.

He stepped two spots over to where Nevil Harper and his steer were positioned. Hand to his chin, he looked at it thoughtfully and then looked back at Big Boy. 

Come on judge! Big Boy...Big Boy...

The judge pointed to Nevil Harper and directed him to stand with his animal beside the Grand Champion. The Harpers in the stands went nuts but only polite applause sounded otherwise. Cole looked crestfallen though he was trying hard to keep smiling. He didn’t have long to wait.

Without waiting for another competitor to be called to the show arena to replace Harper’s now empty spot in the selection lineup, the judge pointed at Cole and Big Boy and directed them forward to stand in third place. 

“Yes!” I screamed and threw my hands into the air. I hugged Dana quickly and then my twin. Dad stood beaming and shaking his head. Mom, all smiles, came from somewhere in the stands and joined us. 

People started clapping dad on the back and congratulating him. They knew the influence he had over the kids’ livestock projects. He puffed out his chest like a proud peacock and crowed that it was a best ever finish for the Crane’s. Kris and I exchanged looks. We both showed animals for years and did plenty well but we let him have his moment.

We were all so wrapped up in the backslapping and the congratulations that we didn’t even realize additional competitors had been called back to the show ring to back fill for those already placed and that a 4th place finisher had been chosen too. 

Judge, competitors and crowd waited for a new call-back to enter the show arena. We were all shocked speechless and then all smiles as Beth and Hunter entered first the Coliseum and then were let into the show ring. 

I looked at dad, “She has a shot at a top 10 too!” His eyes glistened as he shook his head side to side.

The judge wasn’t moving about much now. He contemplated Beth’s steer as it entered the arena but selected one from the last class as his number five pick. So it went down the line until the top four in Big Boy’s class had placed, the top two in the last class had and the top two in the class before Big Boy had. There were only two slots left. 

One of the five steers held from Big Boy’s class was still in the lineup as was one from the heaviest class. I looked closely at those two animals. The really heavy one was just fat. It wasn’t a good looking steer. The other one and Hunter were, in my eyes, the best looking animals left out there. All of the rest were 1st and 2nd place finishers from much lower weight classes. I crossed my fingers that the judge felt the same.

Kris isn’t normally a nail biter but she had her knuckles pressed to her mouth and she was gnawing away. She almost bit herself when the judge pointed at Beth and Hunter and declared them the ninth place finishers. Beth herself looked giddy. 

The judge quickly declared tenth place and put everyone out of their misery. The remaining hopefuls filed out of the ring as the stands began to empty. Families were allowed quick photo ops with the top ten which mom and Kris took full advantage of. 

The number three through ten finishers were led out of the ring by their teenage caretakers leaving only the Grand and Reserve Champions inside. Everyone started to follow Cole and Beth back to the barn but some people in white lab coats moving into the ring caught my eye. 

I put a hand on Dana’s shoulder to stop her. We watched as they instructed the two teenagers to wait while they collected a urine sample from each steer. 

Dana looked at me with raised eyebrows. I pursed my lips and nodded. We were going to know whether the Harper’s were doping real soon.

As we passed out of the coliseum, I recognized Olivia Stiers sitting on a side bench, tapping a foot impatiently as she stared into the ring. I looked back over my shoulder at the two teen boys and the lab techs. I couldn’t fathom who she might be waiting on.

Chapter 10 – Claim Check


Wednesday, August 13th, 2014

Kris and I arrived at the county morgue at 9:00 AM sharp. Gloria was waiting outside. She joined us and the three of us walked in together. We were immediately met by Leon, the Coroner’s right hand man. 

“Dr. Kreskie will be right with you ladies.”

I was puzzled, “We’re just here to claim JD’s body and his effects. Hasn’t he already signed the death certificate?”

A door creaked behind him. “There are extenuating circumstances,” he said quickly as he rolled his eyes for effect. 

Two voices emanated from the now open door. Olivia Stiers stepped through, dissatisfaction over something clearly painted on her face. Luke Kreskie followed behind her speaking in his always patient tone, “...because you’re not the next of kin and they have set an appointment to claim the body of the deceased.”

“Why can’t you understand? I don’t want to claim his body! I just need a copy of his death certificate!”

Kreskie spotted our little group waiting. Relief flooded his face as he said to Olivia, “Ma’am, these are his next of kin. They determine who ultimately gets a copy of his death certificate. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I need to speak with them.”

His effort to dismiss her didn’t sway her. “I have just as much right to be here as they do! JD Roberts lived with me.”

Her statement caught me by surprise because that wasn’t what she’d told me but I kept my mouth shut and just listened. I stepped back a little away from Kris and Gloria.

Kris, never one to stay out of an argument, jumped into the fray, “And just why do you think you need or are somehow entitled to a copy of JD’s death certificate?”

“Who the hell are you?” Olivia shot back.

“I’m his ex-wife and the mother of his children, his rightful heirs.”

Oliva drew back and appraised my twin, “Heirs? What could he possibly have had to leave behind?”

“That’s really none of your business. Besides, if he really did live with you, then you must have all of his personal effects, right?”

Gloria stepped forward and put a calming hand on Kris’s shoulder. She addressed Olivia, “I’m JD’s sister Gloria, his only living relative besides his children. I’d like to help you but I do need to know why you want a copy of my brothers’ death certificate.” 

“I don’t have to tell you shit lady! If you people won’t give me one,” she swept a finger around the semi-circle of my sister, Gloria and the Coroner, “then I guess I’ll be seeing you all in court.”

I’d had enough of her and I stepped forward, “On what grounds?”

Olivia started as though she’d just realized I was there. “You! Why are you here?” She looked back at my sister and at JD’s as though she was looking for some sort of explanation but then she jerked her head back to me, to Kris and then back to me again. “Is this some kind of joke?”

“No joke,” I replied, picking up on her observation. “We’re twins.” 

Olivia visibly shuddered and then flounced out of the building.

Kris eyeballed me, “What was that all about?” 

“The SUV that JD was driving when he died belongs to her father. They were apparently dating on and off before his death.”

“What?” Gloria responded. “She’s about half his age.”

“Actually, she’s only about seven years younger.” I held a hand up, “Listen, let’s forget about her. I’ll handle her if she pops up again. This is still an official police investigation.”

A few minutes later Kris and Gloria had the needed paperwork in hand and the mortuary had been called to retrieve JD’s body. Luke asked my two companions to wait for just a few minutes in the outer office while he went over a couple of things with me. 

When they were safely out of earshot he said, “I still have the clothes he was wearing when he came in.” 

“It’s a murder investigation Luke until proven otherwise. Messenger those over to the crime lab in Columbus. There might be some trace on them we can use.” 

“I also have these.” Kreskie handed me two file folders, one thick and one thin. I glanced over them.

“His medical and dental records?”

“They’re requested for ID and medical history as a matter of routine. The medical record actually came directly from the hospital.”

“I see.”

“I trust you’ll deal with them as necessary?”

“You mean take them back to the hospital records department and his dentist? Yes, absolutely. I don’t have any use for them.” I hefted the medical file and shook my head. JD had been in a couple of accidents, a couple of fights and he’d had a few surgeries. I knew the file was heavy because it was full of bodily repair records. “Is there anything else?”

“No young lady. That’s it. Catch his killer, I guess.” 

###

I dropped Kris off at the fairgrounds and then I headed in to work. Olivia Stiers had my curiosity up. She’d said their relationship was more casual than serious and that JD owed a bookie a small fortune. 

People usually only want a death certificate when there’s money or property to be claimed. What did JD have that Olivia wants?

I set Holly about trying to get a handle on JDs financial records and I started calling storage unit companies. That seemed to be the better bet with a guy like Jeremey David Roberts.

A couple of hours passed and neither one of us had gotten anywhere. Holly had managed to get a subpoena issued and she’d solicited his bank records at the only bank we could find that had an active account registered in his name. JD was overdrawn there. He had no savings, no CDs, not even a safety deposit box with them. 

Holly and I had a mini staring contest. She blinked first. “What else can we look at Mel?”

I tapped my chin, “There has to be something. An insurance policy we don’t know about, something...”

“I’ve got inquiries out; so far, no hits.”

“Keep thinking. Meanwhile, I think the best thing for me to do is to find Angie. She may know something. They’re just too many coincidences here for her not to.”

###

2:40 PM, Wednesday

Parking far down the block, I staked out Priscilla Chappell’s last known address again. It was a second floor walkup in a downtown Zanesville Victorian that needed a fresh coat of paint. All indications were that she still lived there but, as before, she wasn’t there.

Runners are supposed to work all night and sleep all day. Where the hell is she? 

I almost missed seeing her swinging down the sidewalk from the opposite direction, a backpack looped over one shoulder. I only realized it was her when she turned onto the sidewalk leading to the stairs. I waited until she was on her landing and opening her door before I even started to get out of my pickup.

I was in street clothes, sunglasses and a ball cap hoping that I looked decently disguised. The last thing I needed or that she needed was for me to be made by someone watching. 

Strolling casually, I approached the house. No one appeared to be home in the downstairs unit. I made my way along the side driveway and then made a little noise going up the steps to the second floor. Since I wasn’t expected, it wouldn’t do any good to startle her.

The door opened at the top when I still had a couple of steps to go. Priscilla poked her head out and looked at me, “Can I help you with something?” 

Lowering the sunglasses a half inch so she could see my eyes, I said softly, “I’m just here to see Angie.”

Recognition dawned in her own eyes, colored amazingly blue. “Oh, you’re that friend of hers that she mentioned might be coming by?” When I nodded, she said, “She’s not here yet but you can come on in and wait.”

Once I was safely inside, Priscilla bolted the door behind me. We were standing in an open room that was half taken up to the left by a living room space that was sparsely furnished but neat and tidy. The rest of the room was taken up by a small, round 4-seater table set just past the mid-point to the right set near an even smaller kitchen island. Cabinets and appliances were arranged behind that on the far right wall and to one end of it. 

“Can we talk here?” 

She nodded and indicated the dining table. “Would you like a soda?”

“Yeah, sure, if it’s not too much trouble.”

Standing with the fridge door hanging open, she asked, “Diet or regular?” She held up Diet Pepsi and regular Coke.

“Aww, a woman after my own heart. I’ll go for the diet today.”

“Glass?”

“No thanks. It comes in one.”

Priscilla eyeballed the can critically but then handed it to me. We took seats at the table. The backpack was laying there, a textbook already out of it.

“Are you going to school?” That would explain her not being home during the day...

She nodded, “Zane State...Physical Therapy Assistant.”

“Nice. Good for you!”

“Thanks.” She studied me closely.

Leaning closer to her I asked, “You know I wouldn’t have come here if it wasn’t important, right?”

She was silent.

“You still, uh...working?”

She nodded and indicated the book and the book bag. “It’s how I’m paying for school and able to keep up with my studies. Can’t work a 40 hour job and make the kind of money I make and go to school too.”

“Gotcha. I won’t waste a lot of your time either. I just need a little info.”

Priscilla leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms and waited to hear what I had to say.

“Does the name Jeremy Roberts or JD Roberts ring a bell?”

She simply nodded. 

“He died last week.”

Again, the nod.

“He’d been in some sort of fight. I need to find out who he tussled with.”

She shrugged, “I don’t have any idea.”

“Look, I know you probably weren’t there and you probably weren’t in on any of the details of it, but anything you can give me will help me. He was, I’m told, in debt to a loan shark or a bookie. I’m just trying to narrow down a long list of possible leads.”

“Why come to me?”

Sizing her up, I leveled with her, “Because your description keeps popping up as the only local runner around these days. Two of my boys even shook you down recently.” I decided not to mention The Boar’s Head incident. That was a card I was going to hold close to my vest just a while longer.

Priscilla dropped her head and appeared to be contemplating the carpet remnant on the floor, under the table. Without any more prompting, she started talking.

“JD was doing a little work as a collector for a loan shark and bookie. He collected bookie bets only.” She paused.

“Your guy?”

She half shrugged. “There’s more than one bookie in Zanesville.”

I pretended to act shocked which put her a little more at ease but I knew she wasn’t telling the truth. If she knows JD was collecting, that’s probably because she was one of the runners he dropped money to. 

“He was pulling some crap scam...I hear.” She paused and sipped her soda. “JD worked with another guy. You need to talk to him to get the whole story.”

“Got a name?”

“No. I didn’t know him. Everybody knew JD. He was a real loudmouth.” 

I didn’t know whether to believe her or not. I was sure the other guy was Sterling Moon anyway but I had no idea where to find him. “What else can you tell me? Anything?”

She was quiet for several long seconds, looking up at the ceiling. Finally, she leaned over the table and looked back at me, a decision to tell me something in her eyes. “I heard the two of them pulled a pool shark deal on the same guys JD was supposedly waiting for in a bar the night he died. That’s how he originally hooked up with them. The guys started to bet and pay up on their losses through him and they were high rollers. They wanted to bet only though and not be scammed at pool or at betting.”

“They caught on to the scam and turned the tables?”

“That’d be my guess.” 

###

Muskingum County Fair

Wednesday Evening, August 13th, 2014

I was pulling meet and greet duty at the front gate again when my dad wandered through. He looked exhausted after a day of working on the farm. He didn’t even notice me standing there until I called out, “Jesse Crane.”

When he approached, I asked, “Whatcha’ doing back here dad? You look beat.”

“Am, but I told the boy I’d come tonight to watch the rodeo with him. He’s got some crazy notion that he wants to be a bull rider.”

“He’s out of his mind. Don’t worry though, in two weeks it will be something else.”

Dad simply nodded and then stood silently. 

“Tell you what; I need to talk to you about something so why don’t I get my Sheriff’s cart and give you a ride over to the campers?”

“Sounds fine.” He looked relieved.

Once we were underway, I told him, “Kris and Gloria claimed JD’s body this morning. Gloria made arrangements to have the funeral home pick him up. They each have certified copies of the death certificate.”

I looked at my father for confirmation that he understood what I was saying. We were driving slowly down the crowded midway. I didn’t want to have to spell it out for him out loud. He didn’t say anything at all. He just nodded.

“Dad, you need to get a copy from Kris and claim that money. We’ll need it to pay for the funeral, for one thing.”

“Hate givin’ that bastard a funeral...”

“Then don’t think of it as being for him. Think of your grandchildren.”

###

“4H member Cole Roberts, please report to the Fair board office with an adult advisor. Cole Roberts, please report to the Fair Board office,” the PA announcement echoed over the fairgrounds as dad and I pulled up alongside my camper.

“What are they wanting with Cole?” 

“I don’t know, Dad.”

Dana was sitting in a chair several feet from us. She’d been reading through a fair program when we pulled up. She smiled at me but I was too curious wanting to know why they wanted Cole to respond with anything more than a question, “Babe, have you seen Cole? Where is he?”

“He’s in the camper; why?”

“Didn’t you hear that announcement just now? They want him at the Fair Board office.”

“They said Cole Roberts.”

“Right, Cole and Beth both carry their father’s last name. Kris and JD were married when she had the kids. I’m sorry; I thought you knew.”

Dad jumped in, “No harm done!” He looked at Dana, “Where’s the boy?”

Dana shot dad one of those ‘I just told you that’ looks but he didn’t pick up on it. She said again, “I’m pretty sure he’s in the camper.” She pointed to dad’s rig. He must not have heard it in there. 

I yelled for him and got him to come to the door. “What are you doing in there, napping?” I didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Where’s your mom?”

“Over at the barn. I came over here to wash up and to get her something to drink.”

“Forget that. Let’s go and get her. They want you at the office.”

“Why?”

“We’ll find out when we get there.” But I have my suspicions!

We all piled onto my cart and took off. We caught Kris halfway between the barn and the campers. I was glad I had grabbed the bigger of the two carts my department had on the grounds.

The Fair Board office was along the back midway. It wasn’t as crowded as the main drag through the grounds but it was getting there. When we got there, Gene, the kids 4H club advisor was standing outside the little building. 

He addressed Kris, “I heard the announcement...wasn’t sure if they meant ‘advisor’ or parent so I thought I better get over here too.” 

Dad rolled his neck, “The more the merrier. Let’s see what they want.”

We all filed into the little air conditioned space. It felt so good after the being out in the heat of the August sun.

Sandy Pennington was leaning against the counter talking across it to the Fair Board Director. She spotted Cole and pulled him to the front of our little group. “Director, this is Cole Roberts.” Waving a hand at all of us she continued, “And, of course, his entourage.” She signaled Kris out, “His mother Karissa Crane” and then, pointing at Gene, “and you know his advisor.” 

The director nodded at the two adults but got up and came to the counter to shake Cole’s hand. A tall man, he bent a little at the waist and got eye to eye with Cole. “Young man, I need to know, that steer of yours, did you raise him by the book?”

Cole looked confused. “Ye – Ye-Yes sir.”

“Don’t be scared. I just need to make sure you didn’t cheat with him in any way since you got him.”

Cole looked him right back in the eye, “No sir. I didn’t cheat.”

Dad was getting visibly angry, “That boy don’t cheat! Neither of them kids do! Who’s saying they do?”

The Director held out his hands. “Whoa there, hang on Mr...”

“Crane,” Sandy supplied. 

“No one’s saying he cheated Mr. Crane. We called him here because, as much as it pains me to do it, we’ve had to disqualify another steer, the Reserve Grand Champion - due to...irregularities.”

I knew what was coming and I was beaming as was Sandy. It hadn’t hit anyone else what he was implying. 

Sandy put a hand on Cole’s shoulder, “Cole, we need to get a urine sample from your steer ASAP. If he’s clean – no undeclared veterinary drugs or drugs that he shouldn’t have in his system – your steer will move up to become the Reserve Grand Champion.”

“Are you serious?” Cole yelled in response. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Kris and dad looked like they were in shock. Dana too was all smiles as we exchanged a knowing look between us.

Sandy went on, “We have to get him tested right away. The sale is tomorrow. It takes a little bit of time to get the results back.” Cole nodded. 

“Son,” the Director said, “you get on back to the barn and get him a nice cool drink of water. We’ll have a vet tech over there in about 10 minutes to try and get a sample.”

“He pees quick after he drinks,” Cole helpfully supplied. Everyone chuckled.

Kris and Cole started to leave with dad following close behind them. 

“Hang on dad, I’ll give you a ride to the barn. I just need to chat with these two a minute.”

He waved me off. “I’m fine. Never better.” With that, the three of them and Gene took their leave. 

Addressing the Director specifically, I asked, “Is there anything you need from my department?”

“The entire matter will be referred to you shortly Sheriff, but the Junior Fair Board and the Senior Fair Board must complete their actions first.” He looked pointedly at Dana.

“This is Dana Rossi. She’s a recently retired government special who isn’t, as it happens, prepared to sink into a life of leisure yet.” Dana Snorted. 

“Anyway, if what has happened is what I think has, she has some evidence she can offer.”

The Director’s brows knitted. “Why would she have any evidence?” 

I leaned into the counter as someone came through the door behind me, “Is there somewhere the four of us can talk privately?”

He looked at the woman who’d come in, “Please have a seat. Someone will be right with you.” Nodding at the two of us and Sandy, he said, “Follow me. The board is having a meeting in the large conference room right now so this will have to do.” He showed us into a small office with only a desk set and a couple of side chairs.

“We’ll only be a minute.” I looked from the Director to Sandy and jumped right in, “The Harper boy’s steer tested positive for Clenbuturol, didn’t it?”

Sandy’s mouth dropped. The Director shook his head in confusion, “How on earth did you know that?”

I nudged Dana, “Show them.”

Dana took out her cell phone and pulled up the picture of the contents of the refrigerator. She passed it to the Director who showed it to Sandy.”

“Where was this taken Ms....?”

“Rossi,” Dana supplied. “It’s the contents of the refrigerator the Harpers still have plugged in, in the barn.”

The Director was incensed, “This drug is on the grounds?”

We both nodded. 

“Ms. Rossi, can you email that to me from your phone? The board must see this at once!” 

Dana got his email address and complied with his request.

“Wait right here please.” He walked out of the room and across the hall to the large conference room where he knocked and entered. A couple of minutes later he returned and summoned the three of us to follow him. We all entered the room where several members of the board were present plus two representatives of the Junior Fair Board and one of the local veterinarians that supplied his services to the fair.

“Sheriff, Ms. Rossi, I’ve just passed the picture you’ve supplied to the people in this room. What was an unfortunate situation has become a grave one.” He pointed to the vet, “Doctor, would you please explain what’s going on, from your perspective?”

The vet didn’t waste words, “Nevil Harper Jr’s steer tested positive for Clenbuturol which, for show livestock is considered a performance enhancing drug, if you will. It allows them to quickly gain lean muscle mass. It’s a dangerous drug for human consumption and so it’s been banned in this country for use with livestock raised for meat.”

Dana queried him directly, “How would he have gotten a hold of it then?”

“It is legal for other uses including in the birthing process for cows so it does have limited market availability. Harper’s steer has the drug in his system far beyond any conceivable allowed amount, period. It can’t be sold for meat.”

The Director took over the discussion again, “Before you showed us this, the board was contemplating removing the steer from the grounds only. The competitor attested that he knew nothing about the drug and his mother swore to that fact on his entry forms. Your photograph proves otherwise. This has now become a sanctioning matter and,” he looked pointedly at me, “it has legal ramifications as well.”

I rubbed my temple, “I’ll confiscate the refrigerator immediately if they haven’t already removed it.”

“The boy and his mother are under strict orders not to touch anything until there is a decision of the board. Other Fair Board members are in place at the barn.”

“I see. Well, not to add fuel to the fire but there are other ‘improprieties’ as you put them as well.” I told the board about the halter and the other missing items. 

“Very well.” He turned to the vet, “Please see that the new sample from the Roberts steer gets tested immediately. If the rest of you will reconvene here in thirty minutes, we’ll bring the Harpers in for a hearing.”

He stood, “Sheriff, Ms. Rossi, if you’ll accompany me to the barn.” 

Big Boy was giving a nice stream of urine to a vet tech as we passed by his stall in the barn. Dana dropped off of our little group and hung back with the family while I continued through the building with the Fair Board Director and the board member who’d been posted outside on the end where we’d entered. 

We pulled up short at the edge of the Harper’s area. The refrigerator was still there. Bloomin’ idiots, they are!

I stood idly near it. Elizabeth Harper was sitting, cool as a cucumber, on a ‘70s era folding mesh lawn chair. She actually smiled as we approached.

“Got it all figured out Director? I told you this was all just a misunderstanding.”

In a tone that was more polite than I would have used he told her, “I’ll need you, your son and also your daughter Nina to come with me to the Fair Board office.”

“Whatever for?” She shaded her eyes to look up at him as if she was looking into the sun. 

“For a hearing Mrs. Harper to determine your children’s status at this fair and your culpability in the matter.”

“My what?” She was yelling now and others in the barn were staring.

He lowered his voice further, “This is on the verge of becoming a legal matter ma’am.” Nodding toward the refrigerator he said, “Sheriff if you’ll take possession of that please and, also, search these stalls and return anything you find that’s labeled to the rightful owner.”

“You can’t do that!” 

His tone was ice now, “Oh, but I can. This is county property, not yours Mrs. Harper, and the Sheriff and I are representatives of the interests of the county.”

Chapter 11 – Sold!


Thursday, August 14th, 2014

I sat up in the bunk that was supposed to be equivalent to a queen size bed and stretched my arms as wide as I could. I really couldn’t open them very far without rapping my knuckles against something. I’d loved this older camper when I bought it used and I’d gotten a great deal on it. Now, half a dozen years later and with a lot more police work under my belt, I missed the comforts of a real bed when I was using the camper. 

I picked my watch up off the stand that doubled as a counter top when the bed was stowed away. 5:32 AM; time to get up. Shifting around carefully so I didn’t wake Dana, I looped my legs off the edge of the bunk.

She stirred. I looked back over my shoulder at her. 

“Go back to sleep babe. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“What time is it?”

“5:33”

“Uggh! Why are you up so early? I thought you didn’t have to work today.”

“I don’t have to work at the station today. This is the biggest day of the fair for the kids though. There’s lots of work to do here.”

She sat up too and scrubbed her face with her hands. “Where are they? Did they really stay in the barn all night?”

“Probably in the barn, and yes, really. That’s one of the things they look forward to about fair week. It’s like a big slumber party down there with cows.”

“Like you always tell me, they’re not cows, they’re steers.”

I twisted around and pulled her into an embrace then rubbed her head noogie style. “You know what I meant.”

“And you know what I mean when I call them cows...” She poked me in the ribs.

“Ooh, you’re feisty this morning. I like it!” I claimed her lips in a searing kiss. She let me have my way with her lips for about ten seconds then she pulled away and pushed at me with her hands.

“We must get to work!”

“We? Babe, you don’t have to do anything at all; just watch if you want to.”

“Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t miss any of this for the world...not after last night.”

“It was pretty crazy, wasn’t it?”

“I still can’t believe they completely removed all of Nevil Junior’s animals from the fairgrounds and banned him from all future competition.”

“That’s what happens when you cheat. Really though, he would have only had one more year to show anyway since he graduated this year but that’s a blow that’s going to stick in his father’s craw for a long time. He was the golden child, so to speak.”

I stood up and started rooting for my clothes. Dana shifted over to the edge of the bed and waited her turn in the cramped space.

“Mel, do you think they’ll really be charged criminally?”

“That’s what will be hard to prove. Elizabeth Nevil signed the form declaring no veterinary or any other drugs of any kind were administered to the steer. She claims no knowledge of the Clenbuturol. She may be telling the truth; she may not have known.”

I held my hands up, “To me it’s plausible that she didn’t know. Her husband does what he wants to and he walks all over her and those kids. Mama Harper is just the keeper of the schedule and the one who moves the kids from event to event. It will be really hard to prove who administered it unless we get good fingerprints off of something from inside that fridge.”

Dana and I walked into the barn just after 6:00. Cole was lying prone on a folding cot snuggled down in a sleeping bag despite the already oppressive morning humidity. Beth was sitting up on her cot, texting from her phone.

I ruffled her hair in greeting. “Hey kiddo, how’d it go last night?”

She shuddered visibly. “Oh Aunt Mel, the Harpers were pissed!”

“Beth Anne! Language!”

“Sorry! But it’s true, they were. They had to get Nevil and Nina’s steers and feeder calves out of here and all of their other animals too. Nina kept saying they were set up. It was bad.”

“They didn’t say anything to you guys, or try anything did they?”

“No. Nina and Junior kept looking down here but they didn’t do anything. There were too many people around. Mr. Harper was really mad though. They still have Nora and Nate’s calves and steers down there. I don’t know if they’ll show them or not with Mrs. Harper gone and all.”

“We’ll find out soon enough. Now get up and shake a leg. The feeder calf show starts at 9:00.”

I shook Cole awake. “Some watchman you are! Let’s get a move on buddy.”

It was a long wait trying to keep two feisty six month old calves clean and ready to show. The beef calves were shown first and then the dairy market feeders that Cole and Beth had were called up. 

By the time 9:00 AM rolled around and the beef feeder classes started getting called to the show ring, word of the Harper cheating scandal had spread throughout the fairgrounds. Everyone we ran into seemed to be talking about it. 

On top of everything else, buyer traffic into the barn to get a look at Cole’s dairy steer and the Grand Champion dairy steer further up the aisle was non-stop. Dana volunteered to stay in the barn during the kids classes in the feeder calf show so someone would be there at all times with Big Boy.

The dairy market feeder calf show finally started about 11:30. Beth and Cole both had decent sized calves in upper weight classes so several lower weight classes showed before them. They stayed back in the barn while Dana and I sat for a while in the stands with mom and Kris. 

We listened to the hubbub going on all around us about the Harpers and their drug tainted steer. The Sale of Champions would start later in the evening and the rest of the show animals offered for sale would go on the auction block after that. By the sounds of what I was hearing, it wasn’t shaping up to be a good sale night for the remaining Harper children. People were saying they wanted nothing to do with animals raised by the family. I tried to remain neutral but everyone wanted to hear about Cole’s steer and I was as proud as his mother was over the opportunity before him.

Calves are such unpredictable beasts. A crazy one in practice walking on a lead can be as docile as a lamb in the show ring while one that handles wonderfully for months before the fair can seem stark raving mad in front of a crowd. A scruffy looking calf that barely makes the minimum weight to be shown one year can come back the next year as a fine looking Grand Champion contender. You just never know with calves.

Cole walked into the show ring with his 590 pound calf, his chest puffed out due, I’m sure, to having the Reserve Grand Champion back in the barn, only to have his calf try to mount the one in front of and have its neutered way with it during the parade around the ring, before the judge. The stain of acute embarrassment over not being able to control the feeder crept up Cole’s cheeks. Standing at the exit gate by dad, who’d managed to make it just minutes before Cole’s turn, I just had to roll my eyes. 

Dad hung his head and shook it slowly. Looking back up, he proclaimed, “That boy is going to be the death of me!”

When the round was said and done, Cole’s calf had placed an unimpressive third in its weight class. It was back to the farm to grow for a year and hopefully do much better the next time around as a steer.

I walked back over to the barn with Kris and Cole. It was a bright day out so I was wearing sun glasses. I was glad I had them when we entered the barn. As we moved past the now only half full Harper stalls I noticed that Nevil Jr. was present and that he was preening before a seemingly appreciative Olivia Stiers. I tried not to gape at them open mouthed as I went by.

When we got to our stalls Beth nudged me with an elbow and whispered, “Did you see that Nevil’s here?” I just nodded and looked at Dana.

“He hasn’t been stirring up anything Mel. He’s been too busy playing kissy face with that girl.”

“Is that so?” 

Kris had walked right by them in her own little world. Now she was helping Cole tie off his calf. I motioned her out of the stall. “Did you see Junior over there,” I asked, tossing my head in his direction. 

She nodded. “Nobody said he had to stay off the grounds. Somebody has to watch those two other steers and make sure no one tries to get some sort of crazy revenge.” 

“I take it that you didn’t notice who was with him then?”

Kris craned her neck and tried to see up past the middle of the long barn to the Harper area. 

“Quit! I’ll just tell you; it was Olivia Stiers.” At her blank look, I continued, “JD’s supposed girlfriend?” 

“Oh...” A lightbulb came on, “Oh! From the morgue? Wanted his death certificate?”

“Shh! Keep your voice down! Yes, that’s the one.” 

“She’s hanging out with Nevil Jr.?” 

I’d forgotten Beth was even right there until she said, “It’s more than hanging out mom. They’ve been sucking face for an hour!”

Kris and I went back over to the Coliseum with Beth when her calf’s weight class was called. Dad beamed when he saw the judge take a really long look at it as she entered the ring with him and her fellow competitors. 

“Best one in the class! Just look at him!”

“Whoa there dad; let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“Just look at it, I tell you. That’s a fine looking young-un’ that’ll make a great steer next year.”

“I think dad’s right Mel. He looks pretty darn good out there.”

The calf proved them both right when he won the class. 

###

5:30 PM, Thursday, August 14th, 2014

Sale of Champions

Cole was a bundle of nervous energy.  He was pacing the walkway outside the coliseum, as we waited for the sale to start. 

Every year he had to be poked and prodded to send out letters to potential buyers inviting them to come to sale night at the fair and bid on his charge. Last year he’d sent only three letters and, after a short round of bidding, he eked out about $.15 cents a pound over market price. Not having learned his lesson, he’d only sent out five letters for this year. I knew in my heart that now that he had a reserve champion he was just praying for a bidding war among the grocery and butcher shop buyers in present to try and get their hands on a champ and a year’s worth of bragging rights.

Beth didn’t help matters, she dug under his skin as she waited with us, “You should have sent more letters Cole. You know how many I sent Cole? Twenty-two. I sent twenty-two.” 

“Good for you Beth! Leave me alone.” He swatted at her half-heartedly. 

“Come-on Beth. Let’s all go in. Your grandma’s been saving seats but it’s getting awful crowded in there,” Kris tried to convince her. She hugged her son. “I love you. Good luck!”

Dad shook his hand and I cuffed his shoulder then did the same to Beth. “Wish your brother luck!”

All of the Champions in each breed of livestock sold first. The Grand Champion Dairy Steer fetched a whopping $5.65 a pound after some heavy back and forth bidding done by several buyers in the front rows on the floor around the sale ring who’d tried and failed to win the Angus beef steer that was sold just before it. The young man Cole was runner up to was going home with an $8,000 plus pay day for his dairy beef steer. 

The Reserve Grand Champion Beef Steer was now on the auction block in the tighter ring made out of what had been the show ring all week in the center of the Coliseum floor. 

Cole stood just behind the smaller ring with Big Boy. He was tugging at the collar of his dress shirt like it was chocking him. The look on his face when bidding dropped off at $3.00 a pound for the beef reserve champion spoke volumes to me but I knew he really wasn’t thinking things completely through. Big Boy was short and stalky but he had the even shorter and less stalky beef steer by nearly 300 pounds. Even a slightly lower price would get Cole several hundred dollars more in earnings for his efforts.

Cole led Big Boy slowly into the sale ring. The gate was barely closed when the auctioneer began his patter, “This is Cole Roberts of Morelville with his fine Reserve Grand Champion Dairy Steer, ‘Big Boy’ who weighs thirteen hundred and fifty-seven pounds! Who’ll start me off at ten dollars a pound, ten dollars, ten dollars? Who’ll give ten, give ten, give ten?

Cole smiled his brightest and Big Boy stood there silently but, as I fully expected, there were no takers at ten bucks a pound.

Undaunted, the auctioneer dropped down to five dollars a pound and Cole continued to sweat as there were no takers. 

Finally, from back in the grandstands several seats down from where we were all gathered, a bidder threw a single finger in the air and bellowed out “One dollar!” to open the bidding at a dollar a pound. I recognized the voice and elbowed Kris, “That’s your boss.”

“Well, now we know one of his buyer letters paid off!”

Mom chimed in, “The market price is only $.63 cents a pound. At least he’s going to do way better than that!”

Dad shushed us all as the auctioneer continued on. Once the first bid was in, bidder numbers started to pop in the air to bid. I watched as Cole swallowed hard when the price climbed to $2.50 a pound with three bidders biding. After that, it got intense with bidding a nickel more at a time between the owner of the station Kris works at and a grocery store buyer before the store buyer finally won out at $2.85 a pound. 

We all cheered. Cole was going home with over $3,800 after all of his hard work. That almost paid the feed bill for the two steers and the calves combined but the money was all Cole’s to put away for a car and for college.

We had a long wait during the auctioning of various sale livestock before they got around to the rest of the Dairy steers and Beth’s number eight finisher. When Nevil Harper Junior was eliminated, Beth had been only too happy to find, not only did Cole move up but so did all the other placed competitors as well. There would be no 10th place finisher. Trophies traded around in the barn as everyone that had a steer that placed moved up a position.

When it was finally time for Beth and Hunter to line up for the sale ring, she wasn’t happy. She was directed to line up by the competitor number she was assigned rather than by Hunter’s placing.

“I’m like 20th in line,” she wailed. All the steer buyers will be gone by the time I get in there. It isn’t fair!” 

Annoyance came through in Kris’s voice, “Relax Beth Anne! You sent out nearly two dozen buyer letters. Several of those people are here and still sitting in on the sale.”

Beth was not convinced and continued to whine. I just walked away. I’d had enough of her bellyaching.

Passing near the front of the waiting line, I spotted the two Harper children that remained on the grounds, Nate and Nora. They were sixth and seventh in line for the sale ring. Mama Harper was hovering nearby in sunglasses and a headscarf as if she was fooling any of the people around still talking about the family. I didn’t see Nevil Sr. anywhere. Probably didn’t dare to show his face.

I went back into the stands. The crowd had thinned out just a little since the Sale of Champions. I thought Beth would do just fine. Kris’s boss was still in the stands. I made my way up to him and his wife. 

“Hey Rod, Alicia, good to see you both. Thanks for coming out.”

He smiled. “You know we wouldn’t miss it.”

“Well, we all appreciate it and we really appreciate you bidding that grocery buyer up for Cole. He was sweating it down there for a minute.” 

Rod chuckled, “Bid him up hell! That was a nice looking steer that would have looked even better in my freezer. We weren’t going to sell it back. We were going to butcher it. That guy got a hell of a deal.” Rod shook his head ruefully, “He’ll get top dollar on the steaks and roasts from that beast.”

We all laughed.

“Tell you what though; I won’t be buying it from him. Beth sent us a real nice letter and she’s got a nice looking steer herself. We’ll give her a good price for it.”

“That’s great of you to do. We keep telling those two how important it is to do those letters.”

“We get dozens you know,” Alicia said. “Once you buy here once, every kid at the fair sends you one. We just like to buy from the kids we actually know.”

After thanking them again, I headed back over to mom, dad and Dana but I kept mum about my conversation with Rod and Alicia. I just winked at Dana but, as for mom and dad, I figured it would do them good to sweat it out a little with Beth. Dad looked more healthy and full of life than I’d seen him in months.

The auctioneer was moving kids and steers in and out of the ring pretty quick. You could tell the kids who’d sent out buyer letters easily. They were getting $1.50 to $1.60 a pound or so. Kids that hadn’t bothered were lucky to make a dollar a pound for all their hard work until they dropped the ball on the crucial piece, the sale.

The first of the two Harpers entered the sale ring, Nate. He was dressed neatly and he had a decent looking steer. He smiled and seemed to be relaxed and oblivious to the whispering spreading like wildfire through the stands.

True to form, the auctioneer started his patter high, “Who’ll give me five, give me five, five, five? Who’ll give me five?” 

Nobody, including Nate expected anyone to open the bidding at $5.00 a pound. His smile didn’t lessen as the auctioneer dropped the price down from five dollars to one dollar a pound in rapid reductions. When nobody bid at a dollar a pound, Nate toed the sawdust a little under his feet. 

“Come on folks! Get your bidder numbers up. These young people work really hard. Who’ll give me Seventy-five cents a pound? Anybody at seventy-five, seventy five, seventy five?” There was near silence in the Coliseum stands. In the show ring, the color drained from Nate’s face. 

“Market is posted at $.63 cents a pound folks. Who’ll give me seventy cents? Seventy cents; who’ll give seventy? That’s a bargain if you turn it around! You’re only paying seven cents a pound. Who’ll give seventy?” 

No one moved. The auctioneer covered his mike and spoke to the Fair Board member recording the bids next to him. The semi-disguised Elizabeth Harper walked up behind their platform perch and said something to the two of them. 

The auctioneer  banged his gavel. “Sold for $.65 a pound to Harper farms. Turn it around.” 

Dana was puzzled, “What just happened?”

“Elizabeth Harper just agreed to buy her own son’s steer and resell it to a meat processor who’s buying at $.63 a pound today. She’ll be paying out about $24 bucks and change given the steers weight which the Fair Board will send in a check to Nate.”

“Ouch!”

“Tell me about it but, it isn’t over yet.”

Tears streaming down her face, Nora Harper limped into the sale arena with her steer from one side while her brother left out the other side. 

The crowd was quiet again as the young woman sobbed. The auctioneer seemed to lose his place. He forgot to even introduce her before trying to begin his patter. 

A voice boomed out from one of the entrances to the building, “Enough of this bullshit!” Hundreds of pairs of eyes turned toward the sound as Nevil Harper Sr. strode into the Coliseum. “Stop the fake attempt at an auction. We’re taking it back and my own family will eat it. To hell with all of this!”

He walked to the center of floor stopping just outside the confines of the sale ring. “Get out of there Nora. We’re going home.” Whirling back around to face the crowd, he raised a chastising finger, “Shame on all of you! You think you know something but you don’t know anything. You ought to be ashamed for taking your misperceptions out on innocent children!” 

Chapter 12 – Free Day...or Not


Friday Morning, August 15th, 2014

Beth was still on cloud nine after selling Hunter to Rod an Alicia for $2.45 a pound. She got up from her bunk in the camper and went to the barn to join Cole and take care of the calves with no prompting at all. Meanwhile, mom, Kris and I were grilling up sausage and eggs for breakfast sandwiches. 

Dana came out of the camper and was startled to see me still in the area. “What are you doing here?”

“Good morning to you too!”

“I mean...I didn’t mean...”

I laughed. “Babe, it’s okay. I’m going to in a little late today and just for a couple of hours. After that, I’ll be back by here to pick you up.”

“Why?” She peered at me through narrowed eyes.

“Don’t be so suspicious!” I chuckled back at her. “Larry and Sharon rolled by here a little bit ago. You and I are going to have a little meet up with them and walk through their house later this afternoon. Since the sale is over, they decided to go ahead and pull out this morning.”

“Already?”

“Yeah, they’ve had enough of the fair until next year,” Kris supplied.

###

I spent more than three hours at the station doing paperwork and catching up on email. I hit Shane Harding up too on his progress finding Sterling Moon. He had no new leads. The guy and his vehicle had completely disappeared. Word on the street Shane said, among the few he could find that knew him, was that he was in hiding.

Without Moon I had nothing but what Olivia Stiers had told me and the memory of her little side show at the morgue. All of that, so far, had led to another big hill of nothing.

Completely frustrated with the total lack of progress in the investigation, I went back to the fairgrounds to get Dana. At least maybe we can make some progress on the personal front...

Dana followed me back to the house in her own car which had mostly sat parked on the grounds and collecting dust for the week. We’d decided that she’d stay at home on Saturday and work on the weeks’ worth of laundry for everyone had accumulated while I went back and helped wrangle the two feeder calves going back to the farm and all of the other various equipment and supplies we had in the barn. 

We were in the driveway unloading packed full laundry bags for everyone but mom and dad when Larry came around the side of his house carrying a rake. He leaned it by the porch and hustled over to us. 

“Here, let me help you with that Dana.”

“Oh, thanks. I can get some of it.”

I was dumbfounded, “What am I; chopped liver over here?”

“You’re not injured. You don’t need help.” He grinned.

“She’s not your type, you know.” 

“Who’s not his type?” Karen had appeared out of nowhere. 

“Larry is flirting with Dana.”

“I was just trying to be a gentleman!” We all laughed. 

“So,” I said when the laughter subsided, “What did you two think of spending a week at the fair?” We moved toward the house I shared with my sister and her kids, each lugging a bag or two of laundry. 

Karen let out a long slow breath, “I’ll just say that the grandkids had a great time but it’s good to be home.” She looked at the half dozen bags we’d already brought in. “I don’t envy you this. We’re doing the same thing over there. I haven’t even stripped the beds in the camper yet.”

“Where are the girls?”

“Crashed out in the family room,” Karen smirked. “Their blessed TV show that they’ve ‘missed so much’ all week wasn’t on five minutes and they were both out like lights.”

“Fair will do that to you.” I tossed my head toward Dana, “This one’s looking a little droopy too.”

“Look,” Larry said, “Why don’t you two get this stuff started and then come on over to have a look around now. That way you have the whole afternoon to just come back here and relax and rest and maybe later, when you’re rested up, talk about making a deal to buy the place?” His grin had an air of hopefulness about it.

“Sounds like a plan Larry. We’ll be over in just a few as long as you don’t think our visit will disturb your granddaughters?"

Karen poo, pooed the thought, “A freight train wouldn’t wake those two up right now.”

Dana stood in the center of the ‘sitting’ room sizing up what she saw. “I just can’t believe this woodwork! It’s beautiful.”

Larry was all smiles. When we bought the house several years ago, it was all painted over. It took a few years of scraping and staining, when we had the time, to get all the woodwork and the floors back to this.”

“I bet. It’s wonderful; you did an amazing job.”

Karen beamed in the background where she stood beside me. She stepped forward and touched Dana’s arm then pointed at a closed door, “Now go on through there. Like we told you, the layout is similar to Mel and Kris’s house but we think you’ll be surprised with that.”

Dana opened the door to the room in their house that would be the equivalent to the den in mine. I heard her intake of breath from where I stood, several feet behind her. She looked back over her shoulder at me, mouth agape. “Mel, you have to see this!”

She moved into the room and I followed her. Larry and Karen stood in the doorway taking in our reactions. 

They’d taken out the sidewall and enlarged the room out into the yard another ten feet. A gorgeous king bed and bedroom set fit inside the space with plenty of room to spare. 

My head swiveled in amazement; unbelievably, all of the woodwork matched the original room and the rest of the house. 

“It must have been painstaking to match all of this up,” I said pointing at the moldings and the hardwood floor.”

Karen’s nose crinkled and she gritted her teeth for just a spilt second. “You don’t know the half of it,” her expression relaxed, “but this isn’t all of it. There’s more.” She indicated two doors off to one side of the room where I had a single door in my den to a tiny bathroom by comparison.

I opened one door and Dana the other. Mine led to a large by my standards, walk-in closet that beat the tiny, under the stairs, closet in my den by a mile. I shook my head and then stepped over to look over Dana’s shoulder. She was staring, speechless, into a cavern of a bathroom done in stone and tile with a Jacuzzi tub and separate shower stall. 

“You all right?”

She didn’t say anything at first, just gazed longingly at the tub. “You might never get me out of that...”

Back out into the sitting room, I couldn’t contain my excitement. “Guys, it’s beyond anything that I expected.”

“It’s beautiful,” Dana added. 

“But you haven’t even seen upstairs,” Larry cautioned. “It’s not a mess or anything like that, but all we’ve done up there since Cindy and the girls got their own place is strip and finish the woodwork and sand and seal the floors. The extension of the bedroom down here includes the room upstairs above it too but we didn’t put a third bathroom up there.”

“That’s not a deal breaker for us. We wouldn’t be using upstairs for anything but occasional guests anyway, right?” I looked at Dana. She half shrugged in response.

“So, I gotta’ ask, what are you wanting for the place?”

Larry looked at Karen and she nodded in some unspoken agreement to him. He looked back at me, “For the two of you, $120,000.” 

Dana gaped at him and I shook my head no vigorously. “Come on; be serious. It’s worth more than that Larry! Doing that bedroom and bath had to set you back fifty grand at least, and you’ve got a few acres or more of land here to boot.”

“Let’s sit down and just hear us out, okay?” We all sat. 

Karen started talking first, “We bought this house and the little plot right around it 10 years ago for $30,000 sight unseen inside. The outside needed sided but, other than that, it wasn’t too bad. Inside here it wasn’t trashed but everything was severely outdated. The house was built in 1902. The wiring looked like it was added as an afterthought from the first days of electricity and the other bathroom looked like it had been added on in the ‘40s or ‘50s and never updated.” She shivered at the memory. 

“What she’s trying to say is that we did a lot of updating over the last several years but it’s all been cosmetic and sweat equity stuff except for the bedroom suite and acquiring some more of the property surrounding us. It’s all bought and paid for. We only want out of it, what we put in it.”

“I think you deserve more than that out of it for what you’ve done.”

Larry looked at his wife, “Listen to her arguing with me to charge them more!” A smile spread across his face. “I’m going to level with the two of you; it’s a good deal yes, but there’s still a lot of work to be done here. For one, you know that there’s only a tiny patio outside and no other outdoor living space yet to speak of. We never got around to that. The garage roof needs replaced and, quite frankly, that barn at the back of the lot needs torn down before it falls down.”

“Those are all easy fixes.” I eyeballed Dana. Her own eyes sparkled back at me. 

“Tell you what, let us get back over there and rustle up something or other for dinner and talk about it and we’ll get back to you real soon.” Because we’ll be buying the house, I can almost guarantee...

###

We’d emptied the fridge and cupboards of perishables before leaving for fair week. Karen took pity on us and sent us home with egg salad she’d just made fresh. While Dana moved laundry around, I ran up to the little general store before it closed for the evening and picked up bread and supplies for the next couple of days. 

I walked back into the house and closed the door firmly behind me. Dana was taking plates out of the cupboard. “Ah, domestic bliss.”

She cracked a smile and then commanded, “Hand over the bread!” 

I unpacked the groceries and put them away wordlessly while she assembled our dinner in companionable silence. I didn’t know what she was thinking but I thought it might be the same thing I was; I really wanted that house. There were a few cons, sure, but there were a lot more pros. I didn’t want it to just be my decision though.

We sat down facing each other to eat. She took a bite and rolled her eyes heavenward. 

“Such a simple thing and yet so good...”

Smiling, I reached for a chip but I didn’t say anything. 

Dana tilted her head and looked at me sideways, “So, what are you thinking about?” 

“You know what.”

“That house?”

I nodded.

“And?” She took another bite of sandwich. 

I shook my head, “No. You first. I want to know what you think.”

“I love it. I thought that was obvious.”

“I could tell you liked it babe but do you think it will work for us?”

“Mel, I think it’s perfect for us.”

I could feel my face light up with my smile, “So it’s settled then? We take their offer?”

“Yes.”

“It can’t really be this easy, can it?”

She shot me a look, “Shh! Don’t jinx it!”

I picked up my cell and dialed Larry’s number. When he picked up I simply said, “We’ll take the house.” He was overjoyed at our quick decision. We agreed to get together to establish an agreement and pick a turnover date later the following week. He would have his lawyer draw up some papers. 

I hung up and smiled at my fiancé, “We’re going to be homeowners.”

She smiled back and blew me a kiss.

“Oh, I think we can do a little better than that...”

Dana was hesitant, “So, we’re really going to be completely alone for the evening?” She looked across the table at me. Her eyes were twinkling, the egg salad sandwich in her hands hiding a goofy grin. 

I barked out a short laugh. “As far as I know.”

“How long?”

“All night, if they all told the truth. Dad’s at the farm and everyone else is staying at the fairgrounds for the concert then cooking out at the campers afterward. Why? What did you have in mind?” I wiggled my eyebrows as best I could.

Her smile faded a bit and I watched as she sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and nibbled nervously. The sandwich shook a little in her grip. “Do you...”

I reached across the table and steadied her wrist, feeling her pulse jump erratically. “Whoa, Dana, calm down. I was joking. Tonight is all ours, finally.” Her gaze settled on mine and she gasped for breath. “No one will be here tonight. I promise.” It had been far too long since I had been able to make that kind of promise. Living in a house with family was a trying experience for any couple and we were proving that in spades living with my family.

She calmed under my firm voice. “Great!” 

“Finish your egg salad.” I winked at her. “You’re going to need all the protein you can get.”

Spitting out food, she laughed hard and then wiped away the mess and dropped the sandwich on the plate. “I’m not planning to waste the time we have. Are you?”

I grinned, “Nope.” 

She stood slowly, one hand braced on the back of the chair until she found her balance then she hobbled toward me. All of the walking of fair week had really done a number on her. She seemed a little weaker instead of stronger.

I stood too. She turned me toward her with a tug on my shoulder. I offered my elbow. She took it with a grateful lift of her lips. “Let’s go.”

We walked out of the kitchen toward her makeshift room in my den but she stopped me at the base of the stairs and pointed upward. I shook my head. “You really shouldn’t be doing stairs.”

“I want to see your room Mel.”

Her eyes sparkled back at me and I could only agree, “Okay.” I gave her my right shoulder for support and we made our way slowly up the stairs, with me holding her close.

Swinging open my bedroom door, I held it for her. She limped visibly but she didn’t complain about the climb. Every morning, I wake up praying that she will not be in anymore pain and cursing the injury that makes her so uncomfortable. 

She stood in the middle of my room and turned about, taking it all in. The sparkle was still in her eyes and I beamed right back at her.

Moving to the side of my bed, she faced me and waited for me to acknowledge her. As soon as I did, she stripped her shirt over her head and threw it in my face.

Her scent, unique to her alone and unencumbered with perfume, filled my nostrils. I sighed and moaned. Before swiping the fabric away, I heard the scratch of her zipper and my desire sprang forth, erupting from my every pore. I was already wet, my nipples hard, and my skin tingling. I brushed aside the fabric covering my eyes and feasted upon my fantasied image of her bared for me in reality. 

Dana’s slim body makes me drool. She is a wisp of a woman, delicate in features, yet strong in character and proud in the bearing of a true law enforcement officer, whether she was still on the job or not. It was a heady combination. 

“You going to join me?”

Her voice was husky, heavy with desire. She climbed gingerly onto the bed and laid spread eagle on top of the cool cotton sheets. I saw more than heard the sharp hissing intake of breath as her warm skin sizzled at the first touch.

Wasting no time, I stepped from my clothes and moved to stand over her at the bedside. My gaze slid across her smooth skin, taking her in and memorizing the moment.

She extended an arm and caressed my chest, down my cleavage, with her fingertips.

“Get up here, Mel, and love me.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

I shifted onto the bed then crawled between her legs, up into the vee of her thighs. Lying flat on the sheets, I closed my eyes and inhaled. Good God, her scent was so powerful. Dipping my nose to her clit, I nudged it and reveled in her cry. I slipped up and licked around her sensitive nub. I teased her with just the tiniest bit of pressure. She reacted and bucked, nearly knocking my teeth out. I chuckled low over her shaved pussy. Her flesh trembled.

I wrapped my arms around her hips and tried to hold her still. This time, I lapped with long, slow strokes of my tongue, across and over her clitoris. She yelped, whimpering, in my embrace and under my mouth. 

“Mel...” My name, her lips. I moaned.

My fingers worked along her slit, spreading her folds and easing inside her sheath to find and tickle her G-spot. I pushed two, then three fingers deep. Her body responded, her nectar coating my digits. I lifted my chin to rest on her pelvic bone. She lifted her head and our eyes met. I sucked the juice from my fingers slowly, erotically, holding her half-lidded gaze hostage. She was as sweet as she was salty. Like salted caramel.

“My turn.”

We flipped positions, me reclining back and she crouched over me. She settled beside me, tucked against my side. From there, I could finger her pussy easily and kiss her lips as I wanted. And she, well she captured one nipple in her mouth and proceeded to tease me until no other thought existed within my mind but her. She suckled on my pebbled peak, flicking the tip with her tongue and nibbling the tender flesh.

Her hand, unlike her intense mouth, wandered over my skin aimlessly, enticingly. I shivered at each simple touch of her fingertips.

Finally, she found my clit. Pressing her thumb to it, she built a quick and steady rhythm. Her fingers then pushed with a strong thrust through my ready, wet lips. She counterbalanced the quick pulses of her thumb with the slow and gentle strokes of her digits within my sheath. Her pinkie tickled my ass. The sensation sent me reeling.

Unable to focus on any one point of her passionate attack, I settled for making her scream with one of my own. Capturing her resulting shout with a kiss, I pulled away to whisper all the other dirty things I have planned for our respite from my family.

With my sweet whispered nothings caressing the whorls of her ear, my fingers inside her, her mouth on my breast, and her own fingers inside me... we both came. A sudden, earth-shattering explosion of thunder and lightning, our nerves sparked and caught flame and our throats resounded with our pent-up passion.

Sweating and shaking, we relaxed and cuddled together, arms and legs wrapped around each other.

“Five minutes, Mel, and I want more.”

Chapter 13 – Last Ride


Saturday Morning, August 16th, 2014

I was exhausted, totally spent. I didn’t know if it was from the combination of a week spent running between the fair and the department or if it was from my night with Dana...probably a combination of all three. 

My focus was on getting the calves home and getting the family through the rest of the weekend of cleaning and putting away. I just needed to stay awake and alert for it. There’d be time to sleep later.

By 7:30 AM we were loading the calves in the stock trailer along with a half dozen other families. People were moving about here, there and everywhere. Intent on leading Beth’s as yet unnamed calf toward our hauler, I didn’t even see my old high school classmate Brian McRae approaching.

“That’s a fine looking feeder calf there.”

I about jumped out of my skin until I realized who was speaking. “Hey Brian, what’s up with you?”

“Just another week at the Muskingum County Fair. I’m whipped!”

I blew out a breath and let my shoulders sag, “You aren’t kidding. So what brings you by? Out scoping out livestock?”

“Actually, yes. My boy got a dairy feeder earlier this year that got sick and didn’t make it. We didn’t get a back-up. Now he won’t have a steer to show next year that’s already been tagged in unless we buy one.”

“You’re interested in Beth’s calf, I take it?”

Before he could reply, dad stuck his nose into the conversation, “That one ain’t for sale! She has a back-up out to the farm what’s tagged and Cole does too. You can look at those if you’re wantin’ a calf.”

Brian nodded at dad, “Mr. Crane, it’s always good to talk to you and I may just take you up on that. How about I drop by later in the week and have a look?”

Dad grumbled out a response. Brian winked at me, sketched a wave and was gone. 

The calf was now half way up the ramp and standing immobile while I tried to push it in. Beth was inside the trailer with a little bucket of grain trying to coax it in. Out of nowhere a hand landed on the calf’s rump and started pushing too. I looked up into the face of Nevil Harper Sr.  

“You don’t have to get it in there if you sell it to me. Then it will be my problem.”

“Thanks, but it isn’t for sale Mr. Harper.” 

“Just not to me or not to anyone? I’ll give you double what McRae offered you for it.”

“It’s really not for sale. My niece in there will be showing it as a steer next year. We appreciate the offer.”

Silently he continued to help push the calf into the trailer where Beth tied it off and then he was gone. 

“His kids all had calves Aunt Mel; why would he want to buy mine?”

“Don’t know kiddo. I guess just because it’s a really nice looking calf that could make a great show steer.” Or because he needs a clean, undrugged slate to work from for the kids that are allowed to compete next year... I shook myself. I was assuming the worst and that wasn’t fair to him and especially to his children.

With the calves finally in the trailer and the stuff that was in the barn loaded into the back of dad’s pickup, he, Lance and the kids headed to the farm to deal with all of it. They’d all be back to help with the hauling of the campers off the grounds later.

Dragging butt, I walked slowly back over to the campers. Lots of folks had pulled out already. Since we had animals that showed but weren’t sold, we always waited until the last day. It was a chore any time but it was easier to maneuver with less others in the way.

Mom and Kris were fast at work breaking stuff down when I got there. I collapsed into the only chair that wasn’t already stowed away or holding a pile of stuff.

My twin looked at me, “Rough night?” Her face cracked into a grin.

“Ha, ha. Very funny!” I sighed, “It’s been a tough week.”

“I know, just teasing.”

Mom bustled about boxing and bagging stuff. I said to neither of them in particular, “We had a couple of offers from people who want to buy Beth’s calf.”

“Because it’s a nice one,” Beth said while mom said simultaneously, “Because it’s going to be a champion steer.”

Beth eyed me critically, “Who offered?” 

“Brian McRae that we graduated with for his boy. He had a calf that died.” I got mom’s attention again, “Dad told him we had back-ups that have been tagged and he could look at those. Brian said he’d stop by the farm later this week. If he does, will you remind dad about his offer?”

Mom mumbled something about always having liked Brian and went on about her task. 

“You said a couple of offers. Who else,” Kris quizzed me. 

“Nevil Harper Sr.”

“Oh hell no!”

Dad lived all of fair week for two things, his grandchildren and the truck and tractor pulls that were always on the last night of the run. The animals safely home, the campers parked, the perishables put away and everyone fed and freshened up, it was an event the whole family usually attended with him.

His health still very suspect to me, I tried to convince him not to go back to the grounds for the show but to rest instead. He would hear none of it so off we all went. 

The fairgrounds always seems so weird to me the last Saturday night of the fair. The animals are all gone, the barns mostly empty. Vendors that have run out of stock or who have other events starting have pulled out, the camper lot is practically a ghost town and the coliseum stands silently but the midways are packed. People are always riding and playing games and eating talking and laughing in droves with no idea of the week that went before. I just shake my head in wonder when we go back on Saturday evening every year.

We adults climbed into the grandstands en masse when we finally saw where mom, who’d avoided the midway, had managed to secure us seats several rows up. Dad huffed and puffed his way to the top but he was smiling like a kid in a candy store when we finally got to her. I handed mom the drink I’d secured for her and we all settled in. 

Dad knew every tractor and every driver in the tractor classes. In the most he ever talks about anything, he provided running commentary through all of their heats, even the super modifieds.

The kids didn’t care much about the tractors. They stayed on the midway riding rides and playing games until the truck pull classes started. Then they joined us. They loved the trucks and, it appeared, Lance did too. The three of them carried on and high fived after each pull. I watched a little of those runs  but I was more concerned with keeping an eye on dad who, once the tractors were done, seemed to flag in his energy level exponentially. 

I caught mom’s eye for a second. She looked at him, shook her head and looked at me. He was oblivious. I leaned across Dana and got my sister’s attention, “Will you Lance and the kids be okay if Dana and I take mom and dad home? Dad’s about out of it.”

Kris leaned out from her seat and peered down the row at our father. Obvious concern filled her eyes. “Do you think we should take him to a hospital?”

I shook my head. “Stay here. The kids are enjoying the show. They worked hard this week. He’s not been complaining of anything other than being tired. I’ll take his blood pressure when we get back to the house and look him over. I’ll call you if anything seems off.” She nodded her assent. 

Chapter 14 – Just Another Fun Day


Sunday, August 17th, 2014

Family Fun Day at the Crane Family Farm

Dragging myself out of bed, I tapped on both of the kids doors before I headed downstairs. We were facing one last family fun day for a while and then we’d take a break until it was time for new calves in the late winter.

Kris was already up and making coffee. Lance had spent the night, supposedly on the couch. He was lacing on his boots. If he’d crept upstairs to be with Kris in the night, I’d been too dead to the world to hear him.

“Is Dana up?”

“I haven’t heard a peep. I talked to mom already. Dad’s still asleep too.”

“Good, he needs the rest.” His blood pressure had been slightly elevated when I’d taken it the night before but not dangerously high. He insisted he was just stressed over the fair and worn out from working in the heat of a very hot August. He went to bed leaving  Dana, mom and me standing there staring at each other and worried. 

“We’re hoping to get a lot of the work done today without him having to exert himself too much. Mom’s going to make him an appointment with their doctor for this week.”

“That’s why I hung out here last night. I’ll do as much as I can today and I took the next couple of days off too what with the funeral and all,” Lance said. “I figured you could use the extra hands.”

I hadn’t even thought about JD’s funeral in all of the other craziness that had gone on since Wednesday morning. Giving him a half smile, I replied, “Thanks. We appreciate that. The more hands the better.”

At the farm, mom Kris and I worked all morning on cleaning out the campers, while Dana scrubbed down and dried out everything we brought her. Lance and the kids cleaned and stowed all the barn stuff and then Lance hitched up and moved the campers to their winter resting spot. Since we sometimes used them in the fall, dad and I decided together to wait to  winterize and cover them. 

We gave dad the title of inspector for the day and put up with him going around critiquing things that weren’t done quite to his liking. With two extra people on hand to help than in past years, Dana and Lance, he didn’t need to do much but we didn’t want him to think we were pushing him aside either. He seemed to relish his new found quality control role.

Spent but finished fairly early, we all adjourned to the wrap around front porch for a slightly late lunch. 

Mom had thrown a couple of chickens and some seasoning in her big roaster that morning and picked fresh vegetables from the garden for salad. I tucked in with abandon and I wasn’t alone.

“This is so good Faye,” Dana congratulated her. 

I mock bowed from my seat in agreement. “It seems like forever since I’ve eaten a vegetable or something that wasn’t deep fried or grilled. I always feel like a slug after the fair.” There were nods all around.

Kris cleared her throat, “I hate to dampen the mood but now that the work is done, we need to talk about Tuesday.”

Cole looked up from his plate, “What happens Tuesday, Mom?”

“Cole, Beth while we were at fair all week your Aunt Gloria worked on setting up a funeral for your father. It’s on Tuesday, at a funeral home in Zanesville.”

Beth, who’d never grown attached to JD like Cole had, asked, “Do I have to go? Funerals scare me.”

Cole’s lips quivered, “Yes you have to go dummy! He’s our dad!” His eyes glistened with tears that threatened to fall.

“Easy Cole,” I cautioned him, “we’re all going and Beth, honey, we’ll all be right there with you.” There were nods all around.

“When we get back to the house,” Kris eyed them, “you need to pull out some dress clothes and your good shoes so we can see what fits and what doesn’t. We’ll go shopping tomorrow for replacements if we need to.”

“Mom, I know my suit doesn’t fit anymore. I could barely get the pants on for Aunt Jackie’s wedding, remember?”

Kris looked crestfallen at the thought of having to buy Cole a suit on short notice but then dad spoke up, “The boy’s still a little shorter than me but about the same build. He can wear one of mine if grandma can get it hemmed up for him.” 

My mom nodded. “Let’s have you go ahead and try one on right after we finish supper Cole. There’s no sense in rushing to do tomorrow what we can start today.”

I gave my dad a silent smile. 

“What are you grinning at me like that for?” he chastised me. “Boy’s got to have a decent suit and heaven knows I don’t need three. Need one for weddings and one for funerals, including my own.”

“Jesse!” Mom cried out, “Don’t say such things!”

“Well it’s true!”

My mother looked like she was about to cry herself. I decided it was time to change the subject. “I have some happy news to share.”

Kris pleaded, “Please, let’s hear it!”

“Dana and I talked to Larry and Karen on Friday. We’ve decided to buy their house!”

Beth tilted her head and looked at me quizzically, “You mean you’re moving out and you won’t be living with us anymore?”

“Yes, I’m moving out but I’ll be right next door.”

“Dibs on the den for my room,” Cole yelled.

“Oh no, no!” Kris cried back. That’s going to be my room if she’s leaving. You and Beth can split the whole upstairs between you.”

The two kids started to argue immediately over who got what when Lance stood up and cleared his throat causing them to grow quiet. He looked at Kris, “I would like that to be our room.” Moving toward her, he said, “I was going to wait to do this later but a very wise woman recently said, ‘There’s no sense in rushing to do tomorrow what we can start today.’”

He got down on one knee in front of Kris’s chair and pulled a ring box out of his pants pocket. “Karissa Crane, will you marry me?”

Chapter 15 – Sterling Moon


4:35 AM, Monday, August 18th, 2014

At some point, out of sheer exhaustion, I must have drifted off. I was startled awake by a nurse coming into the unit to take Sterling Moon’s vitals. When she touched him he coughed and shifted in his bed. 

I raised my eyes to hers, “He’s awake?”

“Yes but he’s pretty groggy and he may be for a while.”

Moon rasped something as she was leaving the room and pointed at his throat. She turned back to him but missed the gesture.

“I think he’s saying he wants water.”

“I’ll have an aide bring some in. He can have small sips.”

He looked me over as I sat in the bedside chair. Recognition dawned on his face. Okay, he’s not as groggy as she thinks...

Moon was on oxygen but he was breathing on his own. That was a good sign. I was hopeful that when he got a little water down, he’d be able to talk. 

A male aide appeared with a large plastic cup of ice water. He held the straw to Moon’s lips and watched as he took his first tentative sips. “Like that,” the aide said. “Small sips like that,” and then he was gone.

“Do you know where you are or what day it is?”

“They asked me those questions when I got here,” he rasped out in a barely audible whisper.

I moved the chair right up to the bed, as close to his head as I could get and took out my note pad. “Do you know why you’re here?”

“My legs...my legs are messed up pretty bad.”

“That’s not all, but that’s a start. You were beaten badly and dumped; left for dead under the Y Bridge. A few more feet and you’d have drowned in the Muskingum.” His eyes widened in fear.

“Do you know who beat you?”

He started to shake his head no but stopped and pressed the fingertips of both hands to his skull like he was feeling pain.

“Mr. Moon, my department has been looking for you for over a week. JD Roberts is dead after taking a bad beating. Whoever killed him nearly did the same to you. I need to find these people before they find you again.”

Sterling Moon swallowed hard and winced. He raised the cup he still held with some effort and took a couple of more small sips of his water. I waited patiently. I wasn’t leaving until I had the information I’d gotten out of bed in the dead heat of an August night to come and get.

“You and JD hustled pool?”

He nodded and sipped some more.

“You played at Ray’s?”  

He half shrugged his shoulders, “There...other places.”

“You two run numbers too?”

He shook his head no. “JD, not me.”

“You weren’t working for a bookie?”

This time he looked me in the eye and said it, “No.” His voice was getting a little stronger.

“So JD worked for this bookie...do you know who the bookie was?”

“No.”

“Did JD take bets or just run the pays?”

Moon let loose of his cup with one hand and waggled it in the air.

“So, so?”

He tried to talk, coughed instead and then took a sip of water. “Mostly collected...took the money to an actual runner.”

“He didn’t carry payoffs back?”

“Don’t think so.”

“Why do you suppose that was?”

He rubbed his matted hair with a badly bruised hand and groaned softly. I waited while he formed his thoughts. 

He indicated the rolling table and I moved it toward him. After putting the cup down but keeping a hand on it, he started speaking again, “We won some money playing pool...split it. He started betting and winning a little...wanted more. The high rollers he ran money from...wanted to be like them.”

“Let me get this straight, if he was collecting from them, they were losing right?”

Moon grimaced, “Couldn’t tell him nothin’. He borrowed some money from the bookie and started to bet big like ...lost his shirt.”

“How much?”

“’Bout five ‘G’. Guy wanted his money. JD started chasing after bets with paychecks and playin’ pool to win it back but he kept losing and he wasn’t no good no more with the pool either.”

Too much stress...

“The bookie cut him off and sent some guys around to scare him...wanted to take off but he didn’t have the money.”

“So, he cooked up a plan to get it?”

Moon nodded. 

“You were in on that?”

He looked down at his legs, both in casts and then at his battered arms. “Yeah...I was. Stupid...”

“Tell me about the plan.”

“We hustled the high rollers at Ray’s in pool...that’s how he knew them. Two of them brought a third guy in and he whopped up on JD, one on one. After that, JD got buddy, buddy with all of them...wanted in with them.” He lifted his water, took a sip and set it carefully back on the narrow table.

“Go on...”

“When he couldn’t pay, he thought he’d rook those guys into covering his debt and getting a little seed money to go somewhere else.”

“How on earth did he figure on doing that?” I was confused.

“Told you, JD didn’t see the payouts, only the losses. Figured they had to be winning big sometimes to keep betting so big. He wanted to cash in on a losing streak.”

“Okay, so I’m really confused. How did he plan on setting them up to lose if he was only carrying their pays to a runner? He can’t predict a loss unless he knows their bets...”

He shook a finger at me, “That’s it right there. You got it.”

I grunted, “Got what?”

“JD knew when they’d be betting crazy and taking some losses. ‘Preakness and Belmont came and they bet on every crazy thing. Lost their asses on some of it.”

“Back in May and June?”

“Yeah. He knew if they bet on that stuff and since they were already betting on baseball, they’d probably go crazy betting on all the stupid shit to bet on with the All Star Game. He, uh, he rigged up their bets for the game.”

“That was in what, like the middle of July?” Moon nodded. “JD died August 6th. It doesn’t wash.”

“It’s true, whether you believe me or not.”

“So how’d you do it and don’t yank my chain because I know he couldn’t do it alone.”

Moon took a gulp of his water and sputter coughed for several seconds. I wasn’t letting him off the hook. I needed to know what went down. 

“They called their bets in to the bookie. Everyone had a code they gave when they called in...no names. Bookie changed the call in number every week or so. JD cashed his paycheck one night just before the break and took it all to the bar. Flashed it a little like he just won it. Told the guys he was betting on the game. Called me...I was using a throwaway cell. Gave me his code and placed multiple bets.”

He got off the phone with me and jawed with them about the game, got em worked up. Told them they ought to go ahead and bet and then slipped to them that the bookie had changed the number again. Gave them the cell I had.”

“They all bit?”

“Hell yeah. We figured everything was cool. Game time came around and when it was all over, they lost more than $29,000 grand between them. It was enough to pay off the debt, the interest and for JD to get the hell out of town and start over. He went to the bar on his usual night to collect but none of them were there. He blew it off. Went back the next collection night, still not there. He couldn’t say nothin’ to the runner since...you know...didn’t involve the runner. Dumbass kept going back to the bar thinkin’ they’d show because he thought maybe they somehow got their pays there too but they never did.”

“What do you think happened?”  

“I think he didn’t think it all through very well, stupid fuck. Those three, they were a step ahead of him. They didn’t lose every bet that game and they bet on other ball games too. Whoever paid them out must have tipped them that they’d been had. I think he thought they’d pay up quick before anything like that could happen.”

“They could have been parlaying wins against losses and delaying payments all along,” I said. “How would JD have even known?”

“True,” he coughed, “but they always showed up at Ray’s. It was their hangout.”

“Hmm. You got me there.”

“I think they might have been waiting for JD that last night and beat him up for trying to screw them.”

“You don’t think the bookie had him beat up for what he owed and, maybe, for trying to pull a fast one on him and his customers?”

He gripped the table edge with his less battered left hand and shook his head slowly. “Hell, I don’t know.”

“Look at yourself, Moon. If the bookie didn’t order the beatings, why are you here?” He didn’t have an answer for me. 

“The bartender remembers JD being there that night. He says he acted like he was waiting for the guys he usually played pool with but no one showed. I think the bookies leg breakers were waiting for him and they beat him up to teach him a lesson but didn’t kill him because he still owed money. I also think they knew about you because the pool players remembered you and put two and two together for them. You became the target when JD died unexpectedly.”

Moon turned his face away from me. 

“You know that too don’t you? You figure that JD gave you up trying to save his own neck. That’s why you went into hiding, isn’t it?”

Chapter 16 – Sayonara


10:45 AM, Tuesday, August 19th, 2014

––––––––

The casket was closed. The mortician apologized, saying as politely as he could that no amount of makeup could repair the damage to JD’s face. 

Cole insisted that it be opened; he didn’t believe his father was inside it. It took a lot of convincing by Kris, dad and finally the funeral director for him to let it go.

We had a private family viewing first, if you could call it that. Gloria had arranged for her pastor to conduct a brief memorial service to begin at 11:00. A few people straggled in, paid their respects at the closed casket and looked at the blown up picture she’d had made of JD then they took seats for the memorial.

Pastor Donoho came into the viewing room at ten minutes before the hour. Just as Gloria stepped forward to greet him, a woman’s voice rang out from the vestibule, “So nice of you people to tell me about the funeral! Glad I could get here before you had him spirited away and buried!”

All eyes looked toward the door as the funeral director tried to bar the woman from entering the room. 

“Ma’am,” he said “this is a private viewing for the family of the deceased.”

“I am his family damn it! I’m the mother of his unborn child; now move!”

I strode through a separate doorway at the front of the viewing room near the casket and then down the hall toward where the woman clad in gaudy black was still being waylaid by the funeral director. She turned as she saw me approach. Olivia Stiers...Unbelievable!

“You!” she cried. “Why do you keep popping up?”

Trying to keep my voice low and even, I told her, “JD was my brother in law. You were told the other day by my sister that he has children. They’re here, they’re distraught and they don’t need this. If you want to pay your respects and you can be respectful to the family fine, if not, you need to leave.”

The Funeral Director took out a handkerchief and dabbed his brow. Olivia, taking advantage of his momentary lapse in concentration, ignored me and pushed past him. I followed on her heels and tried to reach for her arm. 

Olivia shook me off as she made a beeline for Gloria who was now standing right next to the pastor, consternation crinkling his face. “You’re the sister right?” She yelled. 

Tom moved swiftly to Gloria’s side. “Is there something we can do for you?”

“You can call your bodyguard here off!” She jerked a finger behind her toward me. “I have every right to be here. JD and I were lovers before he died and I’m carrying our child.” She whirled around and scanned the few scattered faces until her eyes came to rest on Beth and Cole. She pointed at the two of them in turn, “Our child has an equal claim on anything that they do!”

Olivia’s suddenly grew quiet and her eyes hardened as she watched a man come into the room and approach our group. “Why are you here?” she demanded.

Oscar Stiers replied, “JD Roberts was my employee. I’m here to pay my respects and see if there’s anything I can do to assist the family.” He scanned her face and pulled a sour one of his own.

“Mr. Stiers, it’s good of you to come.” 

His expression softened again and he nodded at me. “Of course. Is there anything at all that I can help you with?”

“No, but thank you. That’s very kind.” Holding a hand out toward his daughter, I continued, “Olivia was just explaining to us that she’s pregnant with JD’s child. She’s actually demanding to be included in his estate.”

The color drained from Olivia’s face as her father, who grew immediately red faced himself, turned to her, “Is that true?”

“That I’m pregnant? Yes.” Her eyes shone with a look of defiance and her tone and body language matched it.

“Not that. That you’re demanding money from these good people? You don’t need money Olivia. You already have all you’ll ever need.”

The service began without any further hitches after Oscar Stiers shamed his daughter into leaving the funeral home. 

Already stressed, I took a seat next to Dana and all but tuned out as the pastor began his flowery eulogy of a man he’d never known. Something he said though brought me back to the present...something about rebirth. It jogged my memory. 

I leaned over and whispered into Dana’s ear, “JD was sterile.”

She spun to look me in the eye. “What,” she whispered in the most hushed tone she could manage. “Later,” I whispered back.

Fifteen minutes later, the eulogy over, Dana rushed me to the vestibule as fast as her limp could move us.

“Did you say what I thought you did in there?” She leaned back against the wall, crossed her arms and tapped the foot of her good leg on the carpet as she looked at me as suspect.

I stood next to her, speaking softly, at first, “I said, JD was sterile. The coroner gave me his medical records when we claimed his body. After a motorcycle accident, he was rendered sterilized.”

“So, if Olivia Stiers is pregnant, there’s no chance he could be the father?”

Speaking a little louder, I told her, “It’s not very likely at all, no. But now that begs the question, who is?”

“Mel, what about the Harper boy? Remember...at the fair?”

“Nevil Jr.?” I shrugged. “I dunno’. Maybe.”

“Aunt Mel?” 

I looked over my shoulder. Cole had come up behind us.

“Are you talking about Nevil Harper Jr. being the dad to that woman’s baby?”

“It probably isn’t him buddy. We’re just talking. Just know that your dad isn’t her baby’s dad, okay? Don’t worry about it, okay?”

“Aunt Mel, I’m not a child. I know where babies come from. I saw Nevil at the fair with that woman. He might have made a baby with her.”

Not a child and yet...’made a baby’...God, I love that boy!

“Nevil dates older girls all the time.”

“What? How do you know that?”

“Aunt Mel, he’s like a mechanical genius. The whole time he was being home schooled, he was doing a self-study program for his, his...I think its called ASE. At school, in Ag class and during FFA meetings, he worked on our Ag tractors and some of our other equipment and kept it all running all of his junior and senior years.”

“Um, okay. What’s that got to do with him dating girls?” 

The boy shot me one of the “Are you dumb?” looks I usually only get from his sister. “He’s got an apprentice job at a Toyota dealership in Zanesville where he works on all the fancy foreign cars that come in. He’s always meeting rich girls with nice cars.”

Chapter 17 – The Best Laid Plans


Wednesday, August 20th, 2014

––––––––

The beauty of a small town like Zanesville is that there’s pretty much only one of everything, if any. There’s only one Chevy dealer, only one Ford dealer and certainly only one Toyota dealer. I showed up there when the service department opened at 8:00 AM. 

I was already late. Most of the crew was hard at work in the back when I got my turn at the counter. My goal was to corral Nevil Harper Jr. and talk to him on neutral turf, without the interference of his family.

The service manager paged the boy to the desk. He wouldn’t let me go into the shop – said it was dangerous. I gave him my best, “You must be joking?” look but he didn’t budge.

When Nevil Jr. appeared, he already had grease on his hands. His manager directed him to me cooling my heels in the waiting area with the paying customers.  

“Let’s take a quick walk son.” 

“Um, okay.” He nodded and started wiping his grimy hands on a rag that was only slightly less oily than they were. 

I led us out the customer entrance to the service department and out into the lot. In the cooler temperature of the early morning, most of the service bay doors were open. A red Audi A5 was parked at one end of the garage, hood up.

“You a mechanic?”

“Apprentice. I’ll have my ASE real soon.”

“What do they let you work on?” 

“I know you’re thinking I’m young but I’ve been working on engines since I was ten, helping my grandpa. I work on everything here. First I’m going to get my ASE and then my Master Mechanic.”

“What are you working on now?” 

He pointed toward the last bay, “That A5. She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” 

I shrugged. “I prefer my pickup.”

He grinned, “I like those too.” He looked around nervously, then back at me, “Is this about the stuff at the fair? I swear ma’am, I didn’t have nothin’ to do with that. I only showed this year because dad would have made life miserable for me if I didn’t and all.” 

“You didn’t want to do it?”

“Naw. I don’t have any interest in any of that. Never did. I don’t want to farm. My dad, he’s really ticked about that; says I haven’t given it a proper chance. It doesn’t matter to him what I want. He’s mad that I want to work on more than farm machinery and even madder now that I’m here working on ‘foreign junk,’ as he calls it.”  

I was silent, letting him stew. He kept talking.

“Dad’s furious about everything that happened at the fair. He’s been ranting and raving about it non-stop.”

“Are you trying to tell me Clenbuturol wasn’t used on your steer by you or anyone in your family?”

“No ma’am, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying that I didn’t use it...don’t even really know what it is and don’t really care. Dad does all of the vet type stuff for our livestock and he probably used that.” He hung his head and was quiet.

“Look at me.” I waited until he looked up before I framed my next question, “Assuming he did use the drug on your steer, why do you think he did it?”

“We – us kids – always have to be the best at everything...all the time. I’m the oldest. I’m supposed to set the example, only I didn’t care. He knew that. He wanted me to care. He wanted me to love it like he does. That’s why I think he did it.”

I nodded and looked back at the A5. “It is a pretty nice car, isn’t it.” 

His face changed, “It sure is!” 

“I haven’t seen it around and it would certainly stand out. Does it belong to someone from out of town?”

“No. Actually, it belongs to my girlfriend, Olivia.”

I tried to act surprised, “You have a girlfriend that has a car like that? How old did you say you were?” 

Nevil Jr. grinned the way teenage boys do when they’re in over their heads with a woman and don’t even know it. “I’m 18.”

“I see. So you’re legal...” 

He caught my drift and blushed crimson, “Yes ma’am.”

“And how old is she?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Right. Okay.”

“It’s not what you think.”

I raised an eyebrow, “And what do I think?”

“The car’s been here before. She doesn’t get it serviced like she should and it messes it up. It’s always a wait for Audi to send the parts. Last time she was in with it, we started talking and I...well I, I asked her out. We’ve been dating ever since.”

“Really? What do your parents think about you dating a woman that’s 10 years older than you?”

He dropped his head and mumbled something.

“Excuse me?”

“I said, they don’t know.”

“Do you think it’s wise to hide it from them?”

“It wasn’t hurting anything before...”

“And it is now?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

He looked away from me, “She’s pregnant.”

Shocker! I tried to keep my face composed, “Is it yours?”

“Who else’s would it be?”

“What are you two going to do?”

“Ma’am, I want to do the right thing by her and the baby but I just don’t...I don’t know how to tell my dad. My mom, she’ll probably be fine with it but dad...I don’t know. He might throw me out right now and I can’t leave just yet. I’m not ready.”

––––––––
“Have you talked about this with Olivia? What does she say?”

He kicked at some loose gravel in the lot and sighed. “She doesn’t want me to tell anyone yet.” 

Teen boy, no money, her own father livid over it...I can see why. Now I see why she’s trying to extort money from JD’s estate too...

“I gotta get back to work.”

“Thanks for talking to me.”

“I didn’t do that stuff ma’am, I swear.”

“I believe you.”

He started to walk away but then stopped and turned back to face me, “I’m a man now and I have to start acting like one and do the right thing for once. No more bullshit. I have real responsibilities now.”

###

Late Afternoon – Crane Family Farm

Dad was sitting at the kitchen table looking forlorn when I stopped at the farmhouse.

“What did the doctor say?”

He tilted his head and peered up at me standing next to him. I bent down and hugged him around the shoulders before pulling out a chair for myself.

“He did one of ‘them heart things with all the wires and such and he took blood and my blood pressure.”

“And?”

“Says my blood pressure is high. Everything else has to wait on the lab or a heart doctor, I guess.”

“Is he going to put you on blood pressure medication?”

“Hope not. Won’t take it.”

“Jesse Crane, you’ll take whatever he tells you to take and do whatever he tells you to do!” My mom came into the kitchen from the laundry room carrying a basket load of sheets and towels. She shot my father a look, “Quit being so bull headed and think about your health.”

Dad changed the subject, “What are you up to today?”

“Working, the same as always. I’m still trying to get a handle on JD’s death but every lead takes me in a different direction.”

Mom pulled a sheet out of the basket and waved an end at me. I stood up to help her fold. “Does that young woman that came to the funeral have anything to do with your investigation?” she asked. 

“I don’t know ma. She sure seems to keep popping up.”

“She was rather rude yesterday. JD wasn’t a peach in life, I sure know, but there was no respect for the dead or the grieving from that one! That just isn’t the way you act at a funeral.”

###

Wednesday Evening, August 20th, 2014

I scanned through the preliminary contract Larry had, had his lawyer draw up and then I passed it to Dana. 

Larry and Karen sat quietly across their dining room table from us while we read. Once I’d finished myself, Larry couldn’t contain himself any longer. “What do you think,” he asked?

“It seems to be a fair deal but there are a couple of holes in it as far as transfer date and some blanks about payments and closing costs and such.”

Karen looked sheepish, “We didn’t think to ask you before how you’d be paying. We assumed you’d probably need to apply for a mortgage and that can take time.”

Dana spoke up, “No mortgage. We’ll pay in full at closing.” Our neighbors shot each other looks of pure surprise. 

I grinned, “I’ve been saving up for a while now and so has Dana. We’re good for it.” It wasn’t my place to divulge her settlement agreement to anyone and, when she didn’t bring up the actual source of her funds, I was glad I hadn’t. 

I tipped my head at the papers on the table, “You’re saying for the same price we talked about before, $120,000 for everything, you’ll also go ahead and replace the garage roof?”

Larry cleared his throat, “Yes, about that, we had an inspector come out and look at everything and give us a rough appraisal too. That roof is leaking really badly. We can’t pass that problem off to you in good conscious.”

“We appreciate that.”

Dana questioned, “What’s the deal in there about the barn having to come down though?”

Larry cleared his throat, “We uh, told you it was in pretty bad shape; remember?”

We both nodded.

“The appraiser said a bank wouldn’t finance any value to the barn given its condition. He thought we should have that put in there to satisfy your mortgage lender. Since there won’t be one...”

“Ah, I see. Well you can have that taken out of here if it isn’t too much trouble.” Dana looked at me as she said, “We plan to tear it down and replace it immediately.” I just nodded. I wasn’t aware we were planning to replace it at all but I wasn’t against the idea either. I just wondered what she had in mind.

Chapter 18 – Feeling Low


Thursday, August 21st, 2014

––––––––

“Hey babe, it’s almost 11:00; do you want to meet me for lunch today? I listened as Dana hemmed and hawed on the other end of the line. She’d seemed down in the dumps when I’d left for work and I wasn’t sure why.

After a bit of muttering she popped out with, “I suppose.”

“Dana, if you have something going on, it’s okay. We can do it another time.”

“That’s just it, I have nothing going on Mel. Now that all the fair stuff is over, I’m going stir crazy!”

“Let’s meet at Muddy Misers at 11:30; can you manage that?”

“Yes, of course.”

I got waylaid as I tried to leave my office so I was a few minutes late arriving at Misers. Dana’s car was in the lot but she wasn’t in it. The heat of the day was oppressive. I sure hoped she’d taken a table inside the café and bar rather than one on the patio.

My prayers were answered when I spotted her at a corner table in the air conditioned dining area, a sweating glass of iced tea already waiting for me. She smiled across the table at me as I sat down and took an appreciative swig before I even said anything at all.

“Another rough day?” 

Sighing, I let my shoulders slump as I shook my head at her. “I’m just getting nowhere on this investigation.” I leaned toward her and whispered, just between you and me, “JD had an accomplice in the crap that I’ve learned he was trying to pull. He went underground but someone found the guy and busted him up pretty bad too. He ended up over at Genesis.” 

I took another sip of my tea and held up the glass, “Thanks for this. Anyway, I didn’t have anything but hearsay on him so I had no reason to take him into custody and he’s refused any sort of a guard. He held back on what he told me when I tried to interview him and now he’s clammed up completely. I’m afraid if I can’t dig up something soon, he’s going to sign himself out of there and disappear again, two broken legs and all.” 

Dana gritted her teeth, “Is there anything I can do to try and help you? I mean, I’m not sure what I could do for sure but I do know people that might be able to provide you with information to help you find him, or...I don’t know...”

I smiled at her. “I love you for wanting to help.” Lowering my voice again, I said, “I already have an informant that’s given me more information than anybody but all she could do was point me to the guy that just left the hospital, Sterling Moon.”

At the name, Dana raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah, you heard it right. You’d think with a name like that...”

“He’d be easy to track?” she finished my sentence.

“Exactly.” I blew out a breath. “I’m just frustrated. Nobody that knows anything has come forward and the only person I can directly connect to JD keeps disappearing.” The server appeared at the table and I clammed up about my own problems.

After we ordered, Dana sank back in her chair. I eyed her critically.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Don’t take this wrong babe; I’m just wondering why you’re feeling so bored and so down on yourself. I thought you were past a lot of the depression over your injury and...”

She waved a hand at me and stopped me. “It’s not about the injury Mel. I am over that. It is what it is. It’s...it’s just...I don’t know what to do next and, well, I feel useless just hanging around.”

“Baby, no. You’re not useless at all. Please, don’t even think that.”

“Even so, I still don’t know what to do with myself short term or long term. I just feel so lost.”

“Well,” I took a deep breath then grinned a little shakily at her, “I have a couple of immediate ideas for things you could, uh, do now while you give some thought to the long term...if you’d like to hear them?”

“Such as?” When I hesitated a bit to answer she said, “Fire away Mel; I’m all ears.”

“Okay, well, I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but I own only slightly more furniture than you do.”

Dana tilted her head and looked at me quizzically. 

“Babe, we’re about to buy a house. Everything in my current house but the furniture in my den and bedroom and my tools in the garage stays there with Kris and the kids. For our house, we’ll need everything: Furniture...appliances...other stuff and I mean a lot of stuff. I know it’s a lot to ask but I sort of hoped you’d take the lead on that.”

At the look of sheer terror in her eyes, I added, “I’ll certainly help and I’ll handle all the stuff like mowing equipment and...”

She put out a hand to stop me, “Mel, of course, I’ll do it.” She paused. “Wow, huh? I guess I hadn’t even thought about any of that. I’ve been living out of suitcases and the occasional furnished apartment for the last few years.”

“My sister and I combined households when she divorced JD and we moved into grandma and grandpa’s old place. I couldn’t take any of that stuff away from her and the kids, even with Lance getting ready to move in. He’s been spending five or six out of seven days on the road. I doubt he has much besides his clothing either.”

“Kitchen stuff, Bathroom stuff, everything?”

I shook my head regretfully.

“Okay then; I guess I better start making a list.” She grew silent and thoughtful for a minute. I just let her mind run wherever it was going. Finally, she spoke again, “Tell you what, I’ll work on all the basics but as far as furniture and decorating goes, we have to measure rooms and then look at stuff together. Deal?”

“Deal!” I was relieved. “You might want to...if you feel up to it...start taking a look around for deck designs that you like too. It’s nearly fall so that will have to wait, but we’ll want to know where we’re going with it in the spring.”

“What about that barn, can that be torn down now? Should I be looking for contractors too?”

“Oh, but you still have a lot to learn.” I almost added, ‘city girl’ but I knew that would irritate her. “The Amish will actually pay us to tear that down. I’ll get a guy I know to come out and take a look at it.”

“You’re not serious?”

“No, it’s true. That barn’s got to be 100 years old or more. They’ll want the wood for crafts and reclamation projects. They’ll tear it down and haul it all away and give us a small sum for the wood to boot. Next spring, along with the deck, we’ll take a look at putting a nicer structure out there and maybe even some work space for you...if that’s what you decide you want.”

She shrugged at first and but then thought for a minute. Finally, she smacked a hand lightly on the table, “Well, alright then. I guess I have my work cut out for me after all!” She smiled all the way up to her eyes. “All of that should keep me busy for a bit, eh?”

I dropped my head but I had to look up as the server brought our food. When she moved away, I kept my eyes firmly trained on my plate.

“Spill it Mel, there’s something you’re not telling me.”

“I don’t exactly know how to frame this without it sounding bad but, well, with all the stuff going on with JD and the investigation and the fair and the house, and dad’s health...we were supposed to...” I trailed off not sure how to ask what I was about to ask.

Dana read my mind, “Our wedding planning kind of got put on the back burner, didn’t it?”

Relief washed over me again. “Yes. I know I promised we’d sit down after the fair and make plans, but...it’s not that I’ve forgotten...”

Dana laughed hard. “Baby, you look like you’re about to be sick with worry. It’s only been a few days and, trust me, I completely understand.” She took a bite of her food and made moaning noises that lightened the mood considerably. 

After dabbing at her mouth with her napkin, she waved a finger at me, “I will plan our wedding Melissa Crane but there will be no arguments from you over what I decide.”

“Honey you just tell me when I need to schedule time away from work and don’t put me in a dress. That’s all I ask.”

“We’ll just see about that dress bit!”

My eyes bored into hers. 

She waved her fork at me, “Kidding! I was just kidding.”

“If you’re still bored after all of that, you might consider setting up your own business sooner rather than later.” Jokingly, I told her, “Tomorrow would be great. You could start by finding Sterling and JD’s bookie because Sterling, before he ran again, claimed no knowledge of whom that might be and my informant isn’t saying either.”

###

Thursday Evening, August 21st, 2014

Crane Family Farm

Dana and I were summoned out to the farm for an ‘adults only’ dinner, as my sister put it when she called. We arrived just after 6:00 PM to find mom and Kris sitting at the kitchen table. There was no food in sight; instead, the table was covered in bridal magazines. 

A sense of dread washed over me. I looked at Dana and she looked back at me through hooded lashes. I could feel something brewing that I just knew I wasn’t going to like and it seemed like Dana was feeling the same sort of tension that I was.

“We ordered pizza,” mom said. “Your father took Lance and they went into town to pick it up so we only have a few minutes before they get back.” 

“Um, okay,” I said, “First of all, should dad be eating pizza?” 

“The doctor hasn’t called with his test results yet. We should know something tomorrow. We might as well let him have his fun now.”

“Fair enough, but now tell me what this is all about that they can’t hear?” Dana just stood by silently.  

Instead of answering, mom ordered, “Sit, sit you two!” then she spent a couple of minutes bustling about doing much of nothing. Kris started gathering the glossy magazines into a pile in front of her. We watched her expectantly but she wasn’t talking either and I was getting impatient. 

Just as I was about to lay into both of them, mom finally bubbled over, “Your dad and Lance didn’t think you two would agree to what we have in mind so we wanted to talk to you without them.”

“Um, okay. What about?” 

Kris remained silent so mom continued, “Kris wants you and Dana to have a double wedding ceremony with her and Lance in October.” She rushed on, “We’re thinking outside, with the fall color, right here on the farm and...” 

“Mom, stop. I know you’re excited but you know that Dana and I can’t get married with Kris and Lance.”

“Why not?”

It took all I had not to role my eyes at her like her granddaughter would have done. “Kris, is this something you’re wanting?”

She looked at me, eyes pleading, “Don’t you think it would be amazing to walk down the aisle as twins? We wouldn’t need attendants or anything with the double wedding party and all.”

Dana and I exchanged glances again. I started gently, “Mom, Kris you know same sex marriage isn’t legal in Ohio...not yet, anyway, right?” Mom looked confused. Kris just looked at the floor.

Dana tried to help, “We can’t get married legally in this state. We have to go somewhere where it’s legal for us to do it.”

“My friend Sandy’s son married another man right in their backyard...had a cake and everything. If they can do it, why can’t you?”

“Faye, I’m sorry but that wasn’t a legal marriage,” Dana explained. “That was probably what’s called a commitment ceremony. They were just pledging their love and loyalty to one another.”

“What’s the difference? I don’t understand how something can possibly be legal between two men or two women anyway...”

“Mom, enough!” I was exasperated, “We aren’t having a commitment ceremony. We’re going to have a legal wedding and live together as a married couple, period.” I stood and turned to my twin, “I’m sorry to ruin whatever plan you’ve been cooking up but it’s just not going to work.”

She got up too and got in my face, “I’m trying to understand this relationship between you two; really I am. I just don’t get why a piece of paper is so important to you, is all. It doesn’t do anything for you!” She was getting angry.

“Whoa, stop right there!” I was getting angry too. I took a deep breath and tried to remember how much I really love my sister. Softening my tone, I asked, “Let me ask you something; what does it mean to you – that piece of paper, as you put it?”

Her eyes bored through me, still full of fire. She started to say something then stopped twice. The words finally coming to her, she blurted out, “It’s a symbol of a legal commitment to each other. It...it binds us together, makes us equal partners.”

“In the eyes of the law, exactly! We want the same thing.”

“But why does it even matter if it isn’t legal in Ohio anyway?”

My ire boiled over again. I clenched my fists and tried to restrain myself from grabbing her and shaking her. Fortune smiled on her as I heard the voices of dad and Lance coming up the walk outside and I resisted.

The two men entered the house carrying pizza boxes but took one look at us and their faces both went from friendly to concerned almost simultaneously. 

Dad queried mom, “What did you do Faye? I swear woman, I can’t leave you alone for a minute!” 

Lance’s approach to Kris was a little gentler, “Baby, I know what you’ve done. We talked about this...” He set two pizza boxes on the table, and took her hands in his. “Please, everyone just sit down and let’s figure this out.”

I was still angry, “What’s to figure out?”

Dana, who was still seated, reached up and put a hand on my arm, “Babe, please?” Now her eyes were the ones doing the pleading.

When everyone was seated, Lance looked at Dana and I, “You two want a legal wedding right?” We both nodded. He pointed at mom and Kris, “and they both want some big soiree.”

I cut him off, “Which makes no sense to me. I mean, no offense Lance, but come on Kris! You’ve been married before. You had a huge wedding then. Why do you need a second big blow out?” 

“We’re paying for it,” she spat, “If that’s what you’re implying!”

“No, that’s not what I meant. I meant why does it have to be some knockdown, drag out affair?” I looked from her to Lance and asked him, “is that what you want?”

He blanched, “It uh, doesn’t matter to me. I want whatever makes her happy.”

I rolled my eyes, “Whatever!”

Dana put a calming hand on my arm. She looked around the table and let her eyes rest on my father. His hands gripped the table edge, his knuckles white. “We all need to calm down.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly then looked at each face again. “Can I make a suggestion?”

There were nods from me, dad and Lance. Mom and Kris sat motionless.

“How about Mel and I go somewhere to get married where we can do it officially fairly soon and then we’ll be here for you two in the fall. We can have a big double celebration after you actually say your vows...a huge blowout bash if you want.” She looked around expectantly.

Kris whined, “No!” as dad, Lance and I all nodded. 

“Why not?” I asked her. “It’s a pretty fair solution.”

“Because...Because...I want to do it together or I want...” 

“To be first, don’t you?” I scowled at her. I knew my twin and her competitive nature well. “That’s what this is really about, isn’t it?” She didn’t say anything, just turned red faced. “Let me remind you again: you were already first!”

“Girls, enough!” Dad stood on shaky legs. “I don’t want to hear anymore.” He pointed at Dana and me, “You two do what you have to do,” then he pointed at Kris and Lance, “and you two do what you have to do. If that’s here at the farm, fine. Afterward, we’ll have a big reception for everybody.” He sat back down, spent.

Chapter 19 – Huntress


Friday Afternoon, August 22nd, 2014

Genesis Hospital

“How can I help you ma’am?”

“Sterling Moon’s room please?”

“Room 2017, second floor.”

“Thank you.” Dana turned from the patient information desk and walked toward the elevator bank. She adjusted her large shoulder bag and the small balloon bouquet she was holding as she went. 

Moon was staring blankly at the television mounted high up on the wall when she entered his room. He turned toward the sound of her entrance and looked her up and down. “Do I know you?”

Dana smiled at the bedridden man, “No Mr. Moon, we’ve never met.” She tied the colorful balloons to the drawer handle of his bedside stand. They were the only adornment in the sterile room. 

Extending her hand for him to take, she said, “I’m Dana Delarosa.” 

He eyed her suspiciously, even as he took her hand. “Sterling Moon, but you knew that. I’m the one at a disadvantage here.”

“I’m with social services Sterling...may I call you Sterling?”

“Um, yeah, sure. Social services?”

Dana nodded. 

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“Well, as I understand it, you’re in pretty bad shape. Eventually, you’re going to get out of here and you’re going to need a little bit of help at home to manage things for yourself. It’s my job to figure out what you’ll need and to help you get it.”

“That’s real nice of you Ms....”

“Delarosa, but you can call me Dana.”

“Real nice of you Dana but I won’t need any help.”

“Hmm, well that’s not the way I’ve heard it, but I can’t force you to take it. Hang on, let me just dig out your case file.”

Dana set the big shoulder bag down on a chair positioned near the bed and dug in it for a file folder. She pulled a McDonald’s bag off the top of the oversized purse in the process and set it down on his tray table but continued to dig through the larger bag for a pen. When she found one, she removed the shoulder bag from the chair and positioned herself to take a seat. 

Reaching for the McDonald’s bag like she’d forgotten it she apologized, “I’m so sorry. I haven’t had lunch yet but I needed to get over here and make my rounds.”

He put out a hand to stop her from removing the bag. “Whatcha’ got in there?”

“Just a couple of Quarter Pounders. They were buy one, get one free today.” 

Marlin eyed the bag hungrily. “The food here sucks. If you’d be willing to share one of those with me, we could maybe talk for a few minutes...”

Dana smiled at him. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

They spent a couple of minutes eating sandwiches in companionable silence then, finished, Dana opened the file folder she’d taken from one of Mel’s desk draws and filled with internet printouts of medical forms.

“Keep right on eating if you don’t mind me asking questions while you do?” He nodded his consent. 

“So, how long have you been laid up here?”

“Since Monday.”

“So, four days?” 

He nodded.

“How long are they saying you’ll be here? Any release date?”

He shook his head, “No idea and I don’t rightly care. I’m leaving as soon as they put walking casts on my legs. I’ll figure it out as I go.”

She scanned his face, “Do you think that’s wise?”

“No but I’m not safe here either.”

“Safe?”

“Look, Dana, I was on the losing end of a...a...bar fight. The guys that beat me really would rather I was dead. I don’t intend to give them the chance to finish what they started.”

“Bar fight?” Dana ruffled some papers in the file. “That’s not what this says. It says you were found under the Y Bridge. What bar were you in?”

“Um,” he hesitated, “um, Ray’s over by the steel mill, but it really doesn’t matter. That’s not the point.”

“Why do these guys want to kill you Sterling? Are the police aware of this?”

“They think I owe them a lot of money but that’s beside the point too. I’m getting out of here soon, whether the docs here like it or not, and I’m going far from those guys and their little operation. I won’t be needing the police or any county services or services from wherever you’re from.”

“That’s fine, if you insist. I just need to document that in your case file and I’ll be out of your hair; just one more little thing?”

“Yeah?”

“These guys that roughed you up, did you know them...from the bar...or from anywhere else, I mean?”

“Yeah, I knew them. They’re regulars there...go there all the time. Why?” 

“You didn’t report them? The police could handle this matter Mr. Moon and you would be able to rehabilitate properly instead of leaving care here prematurely.”

“I don’t think so lady.”

###

Ray’s Bar, 6:30 PM, Friday, August 22nd, 2014

“What can I get you ma’am?” 

“Bud draft.”

The bartender pulled the beer from the tap and slid it across the bar. Dana slid him back a ten and told him to keep the change. He put the bill in the drawer, withdrew a few others and pocketed them.

She took a pull of the beer and set it down then followed it’s descent onto a bar stool herself. She smiled up at the older man who was now hovering near her from behind the counter. She read the name embroidered on his shirt, “I expected it to be busier in here Kevin.”

He raised a brow at her as he picked up a glass to wipe it. 

“I work over at the plant. The guys told me this was a good place to get a little action.”

“You got the wrong place for that kind of thing.” His smile changed from welcoming to a frown in an instant.

She acted offended. “No, no! I’m sorry, you misunderstood. My apologies.” She didn’t say anything more.

He took the towel he’d been wiping glasses with and swiped at the old bar top. Looking at her through slitted eyes, he asked her “Why don’t you enlighten me then?”

“This time of year, I like horses and baseball, not necessarily in that order. Heard I might find a few people that share my interests here.”

“Ah, little hot for the local ponies though.” Kevin moved down the bar to take care of a new customer.

Dana sat sipping her beer while she watched the Reds play on the television mounted above one end of the bar. She looked around at the other people who’d started to wander in. 

Kevin came by to offer her a refill. She peeled off another ten then pushed the $7.00 in change he laid on the bar back to him. Peering at him over the rim of the mug, she asked quietly, “Anyone in here I should know?”

He pointed his chin toward the four pool tables occupying the center of the floor space. “Second one back on the left.”

Dana nodded her thanks but he was already moving down the bar toward another customer. She turned casually and watched the action at the tables. Only two of the four were in use. Two men were playing at the one Kevin had indicated while a third stood by holding a cue stick and sipping from a bottle of beer. 

She got up and moved to a table near the men. The man watching turned and smirked at her. “I’ll be in there soon lass.” 

Dana raised both eyebrows at the sound of his Irish brogue. “I’m hardly a lass,” she told him while she smiled a little.

The men playing missed a couple of shots each. He moved closer to the table, “Mind if I join you? Those two may be at it a while yet after all.”

She indicated that he should take the seat across from her. “I think I’m in love with your accent.”

He grinned rakishly and extended a hand, “Mick Cullen.”

“Dana Delaney,” she said as she took it. 

He held her hand for a moment and looked her over, “When I saw you, you reminded me of a lass back home in Dublin. It’s been a few years since I’ve seen her.”

“What brings you to the States, Mick?”

“Oh, this and that. Work. I’m partnered up with these two blokes, Jon and Roger.” He swung a hand toward the two men concentrating on their game. “What brings you to this pub and why haven’t I seen you in here before?”

“I just moved into town. I’ll be doing a little outside marketing work for the mill. Some folks there told me this was a popular employee hang out.”

“Aye, that it is...for the working men and their consorts. A pretty lass like you starts hanging around much, their women will all be jealous.”

Dana smiled and dipped her head then raised it and looked him in the eye, “You’re quite the flirt Mick Cullen!”

A cheer went up from the bar. Dana quickly shifted her eyes to a television mounted off the back wall. The Reds had finally scored in the bottom of the 8th to tie the game at one run each.

“Baseball fan, are you Dana?”

She turned back to him, “I’m a fan of all sports. I’m obsessed with football.”

“American style, I take it?”

“Oh, yes, that’s what I meant - though I do like soccer too, as we call it. I’m just not knowledgeable enough of that to bet on it; not like football and baseball.”

Still half turned toward the set, he looked at her sideways from his profile, “A wagering woman, are you?”

“From time to time, yes; when I feel like a have an inside track on the line.” She changed the subject, “What sports do you like?”

Turning back to face her again he smiled wide. “I like football...your soccer, and Rugby. I miss them being here.”

“We have decent soccer teams here...but I’m sure not like the clubs all over Europe.”

“Aye, and I can’t bet on my favorite teams from here.”

“So you’re a wagering man, are you?” She laughed. Maybe we ought to try and find a little action. I’m afraid I can’t help though, I don’t know anyone here.”

“That’s not a problem Dana Delaney. Remember, I’ve been here a little while.” He leaned toward her conspiratorially and said in a low voice, “I have a friend that can help you out from time to time.”

“Is that so?”

He nodded.

“Can I trust this friend?”

Mick crossed his heart with his finger making her laugh.

Tilting her head toward the TV, Dana asked him, “Do you think he’d take a little action from new blood on tomorrow night’s game?” 

“I’m sure he will lass if I tell him I’ve given you the once over.”

“And you’ll tell him?” she smiled back at him.

“For you, of course. What’s your pleasure?” 

Dana looked in her wallet, “Give me $100 on the Reds to win for tomorrow at the current line.”

“The Reds? Against Atlanta?”

She nodded.

“Alright then.” Mick took a cell out of his pocket and punched a couple of numbers. He spoke low into the phone then, catching her attention, “The lines two and a half with Atlanta the favorite.”

Dana nodded and looked about. When he finished with his own wagers and hung up, she took the $100 out of her wallet and slid it to him.

“What are you doing that for? You don’t ante unless you lose Ms. Dana Delaney.”

“Your bookie doesn’t know me. You trust him and he you but I’d like to build a little trust with a good one since I’ll be around a while and I don’t always know where I’ll find you.” She cocked a half grin at him.

“You can usually find me right here. Don’t you worry.”

“And, if I win, we can let it ride now, can’t we?”

Chapter 20 – Stakeout


2:50 PM Saturday Afternoon, August 23rd, 2014

“Radio patch call from Patrol Sheriff, line two.”

Mel punched the lighted button, “Sheriff Crane.”

“Deputy Treadway, Sheriff. Got a drive-by victim in North Zanesville; middle aged white male, alive but barely.”

“A drive-by?” I was stunned. Drive-by shootings don’t happen in Zanesville! “Where exactly?”

“Off 66, near the mall.” 

“Any ID?”

“No Sheriff. A bus is on scene and he’ll be underway any second now. Harding is en-route to Genesis. He’ll meet them there.”

“I’m enroute to Genesis also. Get statements at the scene.”

“Roger.”

“Crane out.”

I hightailed it out to my duty SUV. The mall was less than two miles from the hospital and if Shane Harding, my only current detective was already enroute from the scene, he’d be there before the squad. I was several miles away. I hate desk work! 

When I reached Genesis 15 minutes later, Shane met me in the ER lobby. 

“What’s the story?”

“Victim’s unresponsive and headed into surgery now. A witness stated that the vic, a white male, was standing at a bus shelter outside the mall when a late model, ‘tannish colored’ SUV rolled by. Witness heard a shot ring out, ducked and when he looked again the vic was on the ground inside the shelter bleeding from the upper torso. The SUV was gone.”

“Plate number, ID of the victim or the assailant...anything?”

Shane shook his head, “No, not yet, er, not officially, but here’s the thing: when the paramedics wheeled him in, the staff here knew him. They tell me he’s Sterling Moon and that he just checked himself out after a go around with his doctor about three hours ago.”

“I’ll be a son of a bitch!”

Harding grinned at that, “If he makes it out of surgery alive, I’m going to start thinking he has nine lives.”

“You aren’t kidding. Any word from a doc?”

“No ma’am. They won’t know what all they’re dealing with until they open him up, is what I was told and I imagine he’s going to be heavily sedated when he’s finally out of there.”

“Since we’re in for a bit of a wait, I suggest we leave these folks some contact info and head back to the scene. I want to get a look at where it went down and see if we can’t assist in a canvass for additional witnesses.”

“Okay Sheriff.”

“I’ll take care of things at the desk and meet you there.” Shane nodded his agreement and was off. 

I gave the hospital staff strict orders that I was to be called as soon as Moon came out of surgery, whether he was sedated or not. I wanted him on total lockdown once he was roomed. 

Back in my vehicle, I turned north out of the hospital lot and drove toward the mall while radioing my intent to dispatch.

No sooner did I key off the mike than a coded radio call came across for any unit in the vicinity of a Venus Place address to respond to an apparent murder scene. Nearing Pfeifer Drive, I hooked a quick left, flipped my lights on and sped up a block to the intersection with Athena where I made a quick right on it and then another onto Venus. 

Scanning the high end town home condos ringing the circular route that was set a stone’s throw from the Zanesville Country Club, I finally found the number I was looking for. No one was around outside at all. The whole neighborhood seemed eerily quiet for a summer Saturday afternoon. 

Noting the fully closed door to the unit, my hackles rose. Who’s in there? Who called this in? 

I radioed for backup. Shane Harding pulled his unmarked in beside my SUV not two minutes later and a patrol unit was right on his tail.

“I had just reached the drive-by scene Sheriff, when the call came across his radio,” he said, tipping his head toward the deputy. 

Once he dismounted, I sent my deputy around to the rear while Shane and I approached the front door. His knock drew no response. Cautiously trying the handle, he found it unlocked and pushed it open slowly. 

We both drew our firearms and entered the home. It was as still and quiet inside as the neighborhood was outside. Clearing through the entry and front living areas, Shane went toward the back where I presumed he would find the kitchen while I took the stairs to the upper level. 

Finding what we came for didn’t take me long; in the immaculate master bedroom Olivia Stiers lay prone, naked from the waist up, on a fully made up bed, completely dead. 

In the two hours it took to process the crime scene, nothing of note turned up. Not a thing appeared to be missing or out of place. It was obvious that the place had been professionally cleaned recently. Countertops and glass gleamed, floors and other surfaces were spotless. 

The fingerprint tech lifted a few prints here and there but not an abundance of any that probably wouldn’t prove to be Olivia’s. Her cell phone was lying on the bedside stand and her purse was on a dressing table. I had them bagged as potential evidence but there was nothing else worth collecting. I was at a total loss over who would want her dead.

As the senior officer on the scene and with a prior open case that involved the deceased, informing the next of kin fell to me. I drove out to Oscar Stiers place lost in thought. Who’d want Olivia dead and why? Was her death somehow connected to JD’s and the attack on Sterling Moon not even a mile from her townhouse?

My own shock at Olivia’s murder and the odd twists and turns of the half assed case that I had didn’t touch the shock and despair of her father.

Oscar answered the door with a curious hello. I wasn’t expected, unannounced, on a nice summer Saturday evening. 

“May I come in?”

“Of course Sheriff, of course. I’m assuming you have some news or some questions for me about the Roberts case that just couldn’t wait?”

“No sir, unfortunately not.”

My somber tone seemed to erase the gleam from his eyes. He took a seat in his living room and indicated that I should do the same. “What’s happened?”

“Sir, Olivia has been found dead in her home. I’m very sorry.”

His initial response signified complete disbelief, “What? No! You’re obviously mistaken.”

“Unfortunately, there’s no mistake. I’ve met your daughter since we last spoke. The victim is her and she was found in her own home.”

“Victim? What are you saying?” His voice rose.

I inhaled deeply then blew out a heavy breath, “We suspect her death is a homicide.”

“As in murder? No! Who would want to murder Olivia? It can’t be...it just can’t be...” He started to tear up and then to cry. He kept trying to ask questions but he couldn’t get enough of a handle on himself to be very coherent. 

I let him have a few minutes to try and get his emotions under some semblance of control before I started probing him with questions of my own. 

When he seemed sufficiently steady, I asked first, “Is there anyone I can call for you that could come to be with you or that should be told anything right away?”

He shook his head no and then shuddered, shaking from shoulders to waist. “No, it was me and Liv against the world...She hates it when I call her that.” He sobbed and corrected himself, “She hated it. I’ve called her ‘Liv’ since she was small...”

“Do you feel up to answering a few questions that might help me figure this out?”

Oscar threw his hands up, “It just doesn’t make any sense. Murder you say? How do you know? What did you find?”

“We got an anonymous call to Olivia’s townhouse. We found her there, lying on her bed. Nothing seems to have been touched in the house, in fact, it’s immaculately clean. It doesn’t appear, given the call and the lack of evidence at the scene, that Olivia died by her own hand. We’ll have to wait for the Coroner’s report to know more.”

He nodded and then scrubbed his face with his hands. I watched as he shook his head, thinking silently to himself. A new outburst came forth suddenly, “My grandchild! Oh, my grandchild...” The sobs returned.

I keyed in on the baby, “Mr. Stiers, the last time I saw you or Olivia was at the service for JD. Was that when you first found out about the baby?”

Stiers shot me a look, “Yes! Of course it was. She took me completely by surprise. I don’t have any idea why she didn’t tell me before that or why she felt the need to be there to cause disruption at a man’s funeral.”

Sniffling and dabbing at tears, he continued, “Liv didn’t want for anything. You saw her place...country club living but more manageable. She didn’t need a mansion. She had a cleaning woman in three days a week...hell, people did her bidding whenever she needed them to and I paid for it all. I didn’t care. She was my only child.  I was upset she didn’t tell me about the baby and upset at what she was doing that day for no good reason but I couldn’t wait to meet my grandchild. Now it’s all gone...in the blink of an eye, gone...”

“Is there anyone you can think of, anyone at all, who might have had a grudge against Olivia or who...I don’t know...wanted to punish her for any reason?”

“No, no, no...nobody...nothing. Why? Why!”

I didn’t have an answer for him. I was as confused as he was.

###

I’d been a 911 dispatcher early in my career with the county, before I was old enough to move into police work. I hadn’t set foot inside the call center in a few years. Entering it now gave me a weird feeling of déjà vu. 

I tracked down the supervisor on duty, Carole Dockings. I’d probably spoken to her a hundred times over the past several of years but our face to face meetings were few and far between. 

“Mel Crane, what brings you in here on a Saturday night?”

I grimaced and shook my head, “Long day Carol. I need to hear a call. Can you help me out?

“Gee, let me guess which one...Follow me.” At the supervisor’s station she handed me a headset and started typing.

“Just go ahead and play it.” I didn’t put the set on. 

We both listened as a trembling male voice reported a murder and gave an address. He hung up as soon as he had the address out.

“Sounds like a teenager,” Carole said. 

“Yes, yes it does.” And that teenager is Nevil Harper Jr.

###

Ray’s Bar, 7:30 PM, Saturday Evening, August 23rd, 2014

Dana took a seat at one end of the bar facing the television at the other end. The Red’s game was on and they were up on Atlanta. She laid a tented twenty on the bar top.

Kevin finished with another customer and walked over to her. “Bud draft?”

“Wow, that’s quite a memory.”

“Been doin’ this a long time Miss.”

“Hey, you know what, I’m starved. Can I get a loaded burger, medium, and an order of fries too?”

“Anything else?”

“That should do me.”

Dana slowly looked around. The bar was a little bit more crowded on a Saturday evening. All four pool tables were busy. Mick and one of the other two guys he’d been with the night before were at a table off to the side of the pool tables talking and gesturing at each other.  

She sipped her beer slowly and watched the game but glanced at them from time to time. About the same time as her food came, they got up to play at a table joining two other men she hadn’t seen before. 

As the game went into the middle innings and she polished off her fries, she felt someone come up alongside her.

“That stuff will kill you lass.”

Dana turned and smiled at Mick, “How are you this fine evening?”

“Not as good as you. Your team is the underdog and they’re winning. If you pull this out, you’ve neatly doubled.”

“It isn’t over yet but the pitching match-up is right tonight.”

He stepped back and gave her the once over.

“Hey, I’m not just a pretty face. I’ve done this before.” She shot him with a brilliant smile. 

“Is that so? Going to take them for tomorrow too?”

“Probably.” She lowered her voice, “They have an even better pitching matchup tomorrow, unless something changes. I’m going to let the $200 ride and give you another $50 to add to it for tomorrow, once they pull this off today.”

“A lady who knows what she likes. I like that! But hey lass, let me give you a number. You’re a pro; you can do this without my help...not that I mind helping.”

“I’ll take the number but I’d rather just have you place the wager and hold the money one last time. I, uh, had a little problem with a...guy...before that got his accounts mixed up and thought I hadn’t paid him. ‘Don’t want that to happen here. I don’t need any leg breakers coming calling.” She gave him a tight lipped smile. 

“Got ya Dana Delaney. I’ll take care of you.” He took a seat at the bar and scribbled out a number on a scrap of paper while she munched on her burger.

“Didn’t I say that stuff will kill you? The food here is notoriously wanting in quality.”

“Oh, I just thought you were talking about all of the grease...”

“That and more Dana. That and more.”

She pushed the plate away with a couple of bites of the burger still left and toyed with her beer while he took out his phone and turned to face out into the noisy bar to make his call.

Listening to him, she heard him give a five digit code and then place a lengthy bet with the bookie. He then placed her bet and turned back to the bar to write something down. 

She looked at what he wrote: a different five digit code. He told the bookie he’d hit up the runner that evening then he slid the paper scrap with the phone number and code to her as he ended his call. “There you go lass. Today’s bet is placed but, from now on, you’re all official to go on your own.”

“Thanks Mick.” She leaned toward him and whispered, “You’re levels above me. I like the action but I don’t know if I could handle the high roller level!”

“It’s all in fun...all in fun. I don’t bet what I don’t have.” He pointed at her glass, “You’re almost empty there; let me get you another.” She put her hand out as he started to raise an arm to signal Kevin.

“I’m sorry Mick but I think I’m going to have to pass. I don’t feel so well.”

“I tried to warn you Dana, my girl.”

“And I should have listened.” She put a hand on her stomach. “I think I need to search out the restroom...better yet, maybe I should just go home...”

“Do you need a ride somewhere lass?” Concern clouded his face.

Dana hesitated for a moment as if she was considering his offer. “No, no I don’t think so. It’s not far. I should be okay.”

“You’re sure?” 

She nodded at him, bade him goodbye and walked out of the bar. 

###

8:30 PM Saturday Night, August, 23rd, 2014

I walked into an empty house. I knew Kris, Lance and the kids were off with mom visiting a cousin of hers who was going to help with my sister and Lance with their wedding planning. Dana had been out looking at furniture when I talked to her at lunch time. That seemed like days ago to me. I didn’t have a clue where she was now and I really needed to talk to her, to bounce some things off of her. 
I rang her cell but my call rolled straight to her voicemail. Either she was on her line or her phone was off for some odd reason. Figuring maybe she went with mom and the kids to the no man’s land of no cell reception where mom’s cousin lived, I blew it off for the time being and I headed into a much needed shower. The overall stench of my day dealing with death and destruction was really getting to me. 

After my shower, I tried Dana’s cell again but my call still went straight to her voicemail. Frustrated and with everyone still out of the house, I went upstairs and crawled into my bed. I tried to watch a little TV and listen for Dana but I couldn’t keep my eyes open and I drifted off all too quickly.

###

Dana slid down in the seat of her car and watched the front door at Ray’s. It wasn’t long  after she’d departed from inside the place herself before Mick and one of the other two guys he hung out there with walked out and got into an SUV. With the other guy driving, the men pulled away.

She started her own vehicle and followed them out of the lot. They drove several blocks out of the northern part of town and into Zanesville before pulling into the parking lot of another bar. Dana continued past the tiny place and made a quick circle of the city blocks back to it.

Spying the metallic beige SUV now parked in front of the little bar, she saw that neither man had exited it. She went around the building and came up alongside just in time to see a man who’d been outside smoking under the shelter of the eaves of the roof of the single story structure, step over to the vehicle. 

Dana parked nose in, in the side lot just past the front of the building and watched what was happening in her rear view mirror. It wasn’t the best vantage point but she was at a loss for a better view without being made by Mick or his buddy.

The smoker spent less than a minute speaking to the two men. He turned away from the driver’s side window while stuffing something into his pants pocket. 

The driver reversed out of the slot and drove away. The guy went back to standing under the eave smoking, unaware of her presence.

The clock on the dash clicked past 9:00 and then 9:30 PM. Dana didn’t dare move and draw the man’s attention as he greeted several cars that came into the lot and stayed only a short period. She was sure now that he was a runner and he was taking payments and making payouts. 

The sun finally set by 10:00 PM and Dana was able to move and flex just a little. Her injured leg ached from the inactivity. Just when she was about to give up and call it a night the first chance she got, the runner turned from a car and walked a few cars over to get into the driver’s seat of another. 

Now, she watched him back out of a parking slot and head out of the lot. When he turned out onto the street, she started her own car and cautiously followed. There was just enough traffic on a Saturday night to give her a little cover. 

Dismay overtook the thrill of the chase as she realized the man was headed east out of town on the route she would normally travel home to Morelville. There was no cover of traffic out on the state route through the countryside at night. She hung as far back as she dared while doing her best not to lose him to an unexpected turn off the road at a side road or  a residence. 

Dana watched, shaking her head, as they passed The Boar’s Head bar and the right hand turnoff across from it for Morelville. She wiggled in the seat and swerved a bit on the road as she tried to get more comfortable.

Up ahead, brake lights shone from the runner’s car. He slowed as he passed the main entrance to the Chappell farming complex, an area Dana was already familiar with. Staring intently at him, she sighed audibly as he took a left into the next rural road. 

Dana knew the road was a public one but she also knew that all of the homes on it and the next one over that connected with it were homes of Chappell family members. She’d learned that in the case that originally brought her to this area.

Making a quick decision, she bypassed the left the runner had taken and took the next one. She drove quickly up the road at just over the legal limit, turned left at the far end of it and came south down the lane the runner had turned north onto. About a third of the way back to the state route, she spotted his car in the driveway of one of the smaller homes in the grouping of Chappell mini-mansions. 

Dana made a quick mental note of the house number and then continued back out to the state route and home.

###

The house was dark when Dana walked in after 11:00 PM. She tried to tiptoe but, stifling a painful yelp, she resorted to walking slowly and softly across the hardwood floors of the creaky old house. 

Once she was in the den, she closed the door and headed straight for Mel’s desk and her laptop. She pulled up the county auditor’s website and tapped the address into the property search look up. The house the runner went to belonged to Stanly Chappell Jr. The name was only vaguely familiar to her. A Stanley Chappell Sr. had originally been named a defendant in the case that brought her to the area but he was never charged with anything.

She sat staring at the computer screen, thinking, for several long minutes. She was startled out of her reverie by the sound of a cell phone buzzing in Mel’s room just above her head. Mel didn’t answer it. 

Moving back into action, Dana tapped several keys and pulled up a sports betting site. She skimmed through it for a couple of minutes and made some notes then she erased her activity and shut the system down.

Taking out her cell and the scrap of paper Mick had given her, she called the bookie herself. She steeled herself as she waited for him to answer.

“Yeah?”

“This is 67548,” she said then paused. 

“Go ahead; I ain’t got all night.”

“Cleveland over the Astros tomorrow?”

“One and a half on Cleveland.”

“I’ll take it for two fifty.”

“That it?”

“Yes.”

“Hit up Angel Eyes at The Boars Head tomorrow night for all your stuff.”

“Can I...can I, have um, him hold it tonight?”

“If you hurry up and catch her.” He hung up.

Dana skulked out of the house and back into her car. She pulled out slowly and headed the short distance back to The Boar’s Head.

When she reached it about ten minutes later, she scratched her head in wonder. She hadn’t noticed it as she drove by earlier but the run down old bar was really hopping and the usual contingent of motorcycles wasn’t parked outside. 

Circling the place twice, she finally found a space she could squeeze her compact sedan into. 

A band was playing inside, the music wafting out the open door. A bouncer took the time to ID her and stamp her hand before she was admitted into the space. Inside, the dance floor was jammed and the tables were packed. She looked around with a look of pure shock in her eyes. 

A bar stool opened up on the near end and Dana slid on it before anyone else could claim it. Two female bartenders worked the crowd like pros from the center of the long bar. Dana tented a twenty and placed it on the edge of the pour rail.

Several minutes passed as the two women worked through the line but then one of them glanced her way and moved quickly to her. 

“Sorry about your wait. What can I get you?”

“I can’t believe how busy it is in here! This place is always dead when I go by.”

“New owner,” the bartender said jerking a finger over her shoulder toward a woman standing at the other end of the bar keeping a watchful eye on the crowd. “She’s been working pretty hard to clean the place up.”

“Get me a Blue Moon draught.”

“Coming up.”

When the beer came, Dana handed the woman the twenty, “I’m looking for a woman who goes by Angel Eyes. Can you help me?”

“Sorry. I’m pretty new here.”

“It’s okay. With a nickname like that it shouldn’t be too hard to figure out, right?”

The bartender smiled and returned her change. Dana pushed half of it back to her, “Thanks anyway.” She raised her beer to the woman’s retreating back.

Looking around, the bar owner’s countenance caught her eye. The woman was striking in a sophisticated sort of way. Dana studied her closely as the woman continued to keep her own eyes trained in the same general area across the crowded bar. 

Eventually, Dana attempted to follow her gaze which seemed to alight in an area just past the dance floor. 

A young woman was sitting at a table where other people came and went. Her back was to the bar but it was she the owner seemed to be watching. Dana started to watch her too. After a time, she was sure it was the runner she was there to look for.

Dana looked around at the rest of the room. The runner’s table was close to the far corner but not out of line with the ladies room. Deciding a visit there was in order, she picked her way through the crowded place and past the young ladies table. 

An older man was sitting with her when she came upon them, his back to Dana as she passed nearby. The woman was looking directly at him and speaking in a low tone. Dana couldn’t hear the words but she couldn’t mistake the eyes. She’d found another of Chappell’s runners. Now she needed to get out of the bar while the getting was good.

Chapter 21 – Place your Bets


8:20 AM, Monday, August 25th, 2014

I was finally catching a break. The Columbus crime lab reported that the cell phone taken from Olivia’s residence held a recorded voicemail message from the Toyota service department on the Friday morning before her death telling her that her car was ready. 

There were also texts originating from a phone registered to Nevil Harper Senior late Friday afternoon and again on Saturday morning asking her if she was coming for it. A final text message Saturday afternoon told her that he’d ‘bring the car by later’. It’s time to track down Nevil Jr. 

I called the dealership and waited while they put me through to the service department. 

“Service; Ted speaking.”

“Ted, this is Sheriff Crane. Are you the service manager?”

“Yes ma’am, how can I help you?”

“Is Nevil Harper Jr. at work today?”

“No ma’am, he called off sick.”

“He did?”

“Well, not exactly. I believe it was his mother that called for him ma’am.”

“I see. Is the A5 he was working on before still there by chance?”

“No ma’am Nevil delivered that on Friday during his lunch break.”

“How’d he get back to the shop?”

“Um, well, I dunno. I left for the day around the same time. I wasn’t here by the time he would have been back. Do you want me to ask around?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you for your help.”

“Is he in some kind of trouble? I mean, he’s a good kid and really good with the cars and the customers...”

“I’m just trying to get in touch with him. Again, thanks for your help.” I hung up, grabbed my hat and left for the Harper homestead. 

The Harpers had a 140 acre spread or so in the next township over from the one Morelville was a part of. They weren’t wealthy but their land butted up against land owned by the Chappell’s and across from that owned by the Quinn’s, two of the richest families in the area. The Chappell’s made their money in dairy farming and race horses and the Quinn’s in oil. The Harper’s did neither. They scraped by raising corn for the ethanol producers and raising gardens and livestock for their own consumption.

I drove onto their hardscrabble farm in my county SUV. The homestead area was neat and tidy and free of most adornment other than a small patch of flowers already wilting in the morning heat. The place reminded me of an Amish spread, save the big motorized harvesting equipment parked nearby.

Mama Harper met me at the door, “Did Nevil call you and ask you to come out Sheriff?”

“Nevil?”

“Why, my husband.”

“No Mrs. Harper; he didn’t.”

“You’re not here about Junior. then?”

“I am here to see Nevil Jr. Is he here?”

“No,” she practically wailed. “He’s gone. He left for work on Saturday and he never came home.” Tears formed at the corners of her eyes. 

“Have you spoken to him at all?”

She sniffled, “He called me early this morning and told me to call him off work, he’d explain the next time he saw me and then he hung up. He wouldn’t say when he was coming home. He got in an argument with his father last week and they weren’t speaking. Neither would tell me why. I don’t know what’s going on!”

Not being prepared to deal with her hysterics just yet and figuring he was probably on the run, I asked the most logical thing in my mind at the time, “Can I see his room ma’am?”

“His room? Why?”

“I need to get an idea of whether he left intentionally, like did he take clothes with him and other items.”

Her eyebrows snapped together and she snarled at me, “Junior wouldn’t just leave us for long Sheriff. He’s probably just waiting for his father to cool off. He’s a good boy!”

She flip flops like a seedy politician... “I just need to cover all the bases Mrs. Harper if you want me to find your son.”

Several beats passed as I waited but then her mouth softened just a little and she gave in, “Come this way.” She led me upstairs and opened a door at the front of a narrow hallway.

I peered into a fairly good sized room with two full beds.

“He shares this room with his brother Noah.”

The room was sparse and tidy like the areas I’d seen downstairs had been. “Which side is Junior’s?”

Mama Harper pointed to the left. “They share the closet over there though. It’s the only one.”

Opening the closet door, I came face to face with a packed tight row of plaid and flannel shirts and several pairs of blue jeans. Boots and a few pairs of other shoes littered the floor of the tiny space. If he took anything out of here, there’s no way to tell...

Stepping over to his dresser, I pulled open the shallow top drawer. There was a little stack of boxers and several pairs of mated socks. The next drawer down held tee shirts, all neatly folded. “He’s a very neat kid.”

Elizabeth Harper blushed, “He has a job. He doesn’t have time for all of that. I take care of it for him...for all my children. The others are busy here on the farm.”

“Where are your husband and the other children right now?”

“Nevil’s in the main barn working on something to do with the combine. He’s mad because that’s the stuff Junior usually does. I wouldn’t go bothering him right now. The other children had best be about their chores.”

Nevil Senior was standing at a wide, low work bench in the main barn right where his wife said he’d be. He was wrenching on what appeared to be some sort of gear box and cursing at it when I walked in.

“Mr. Harper?”

He didn’t turn to me but kept to his task. 

“Mr. Harper, I need to talk to you.” I came up alongside of him. His eyes flitted to me and then back to the box.

“It’s important that I find your son.”

“I ain’t stopping you.” 

“Do you know where he is?”

“How would I know that? I ain’t known what that boy was all about ever since he up and decided he wanted to be a mechanic and not a farmer. Don’t understand him at all.”

“When did you see him last?”

“Can’t you see I’m busy here? I’m having to do work he should be here doing. Why don’t you check with that whore he seems to think he’s in love with. He’s probably with her.” 

“Who would that be Mr. Harper?”

He looked at me askance and then turned back to his work, “Name’s Olivia. Junior told me she’s pregnant. She told him it’s his. My boy didn’t go getting’ no damn woman that probably sleeps with everyone around with a dick pregnant.”

I tried to keep my cool with him but my temper was beginning to bubble over, “When did you talk to Junior about the baby Mr. Harper?”

“I don’t recall,” he spat. “Thursday? Friday, maybe. We had words. He insisted the baby is his. Don’t think he’s darkened my door since then. I’m sure he went straight to her. I need to get back to my work. Go talk to the woman that’s trying to pin this on him.”

“Mr. Harper, ‘the woman’, Olivia Stiers is dead.” I waited for his reaction but he didn’t even look up at me. “I have reason to believe that your son was the last person to be with her.” I waited.

This time he reacted, “Get the hell off of my property! Get out of here right now!”

2:35 PM Monday

I ran home and changed out of my uniform. Now I was sitting in my sister’s car a couple of blocks up from Priscilla’s apartment hoping to glimpse her coming strolling down the sidewalk the other way from her Monday classes. Please, let her have a Monday-Wednesday-Friday schedule and no labs on Monday...

I’d had a late Saturday night text from Barb saying the female ‘bookie’ had been back working her sports book at The Boar’s Head. I needed answers and, so far, Priscilla had been the only one who knew anything.

Relief washed over me when I saw her walking towards her place. I got out of the car and paced myself to meet up with her before she could turn up her own walk. I wanted our meeting to look casual to anyone observing. 

I came upon her just before she made the turn at her driveway. She peered at me through her dark sunglasses at first but then smiled and I smiled back.

“I recognize you. You’re Angie’s friend, right?” 

I nodded. “Yeah, I finally got settled into the neighborhood...just out taking a walk, getting my bearings now.”

“It’s not a bad neighborhood. I recommend Stauff’s if you’re a coffee drinker. It’s right around the corner,” she tipped her head back over her shoulder. Holding up a bag, she said, “Good sandwiches too. Would you like to join me? They’re huge.”

“That’d be nice. Thank you!”

Once we were safely inside again, I grinned at her, “You improvise well young lady.”

“Thanks. Lots of training; I was in the drama club all through high school. It was sort of my outlet for...things.” 

She looked me over as she took her late lunch out of the bag. “There really is plenty; would you like some?”

“No, but thank you. I ate. Honestly, I’m here to pick your brain again.” 

“I’m not sure what else I can tell you that would possibly be of use to you.” We took seats at her little dining table and she began to eat.

“There’s been another death Priscilla; Olivia Stiers.” I watched for her reaction and was surprised to see that her expression seemed more puzzled than on guard or any other sort of thing.

“Who was she?”

“You didn’t know her?”

“Can’t say that I did. You said Stiers, right?”

I nodded.

“I’ve heard that name before but I don’t think I know anyone or of anyone in the family. I want to say I’ve seen it on the side of a truck or something.”

“You probably have. Olivia’s father owns Stiers Asphalt Paving, a big paving contractor in the area. They’ve been working out off of I-70 lately.” I watched her closely as I continued to question her, “Do you drive Priscilla?”

“Yes, of course. I’m allotted one of the two bays in the detached garage since I rent here. I just take the bus back and forth to school...saves on wear and tear and the student pass is cheaper than gas.”

“I see.”

“What does Olivia’s death have to do with JD’s?”

“That’s what I was hoping you could tell me. Olivia and JD were supposedly dating.”

“I’m sorry but, really, I’ve never even heard of her before just now.”

I rubbed my temples. “This case is so...so...I don’t even know how to describe it. I’ve got nothing to go on but a second death now and that may or may not be related.”

Angie seemed surprised by my little outburst.

Backpedaling, I apologized, “I’m sorry. I just don’t know where to go from here.”

“Did you find JD’s accomplice?” 

I nodded, “Yeah, half dead himself. His name is Sterling Moon. He was beaten to a pulp by someone and then left for dead.” I scanned her face but it showed what appeared to be concern more than anything else. “He no sooner got out of the hospital than someone tried to kill him again in a drive by shooting.”

“That guy?” She was incredulous. “I saw that on the news. I’d never heard of a drive-by in Zanesville before.” Her reaction seemed truly genuine.

“So, I take it you don’t think his beating or the shooting were ordered by the bookie?”

“No,” she shook her head. “No, I don’t. JD owed a lot of money. The bookie still wants it back and he’d want to take it out of Sterling’s hide to get it since he was a part of the scam. JD’s beating may have been ordered but I don’t think this other one was and I’d be willing to lay odds myself that the drive-by wasn’t.”

###

Moon was still in ICU but he was awake and alert enough to talk to me. 

“I want protection!”

“Mr. Moon, at this point, I don’t even know who or what we’d be protecting you from. I need a little help here.”

The bruised and battered man who’d nearly died twice lying before me in the bed still had a look of defiance on his face. I have to break him...

“They’re crazy and I need to get away from them!”

“Who’s crazy?”

“Whoever was after JD, that’s who! Now they’re after me!”

“Do you know them?”

“Hell no, I don’t know them!” 

Despite the claim, I picked up on a slight hitch of hesitation in his voice. “Why did you leave the hospital?”

“Listen lady, I knew they’d come after me again. I wasn’t safe here. I had to get out of here then and I need to get out of here again.” 

“You’re safe for the moment Mr. Moon. You’re on a locked ward here, now. Nobody gets in and out but specific medical staff members and me.”

“So you say!”

I ignored the barb, “Can you describe the vehicle that the shooter or shooters were driving?”

“SUV...all I know.”

“What color?”

He licked his tongue across his top teeth and raised his eyes to the ceiling as he thought about it. When he finally spoke, he sounded very unsure, “It was a weird color sort of tan but with that metallic kind of finish that makes it look like the color of a penny, only lighter...”

“Did you get any part of the license plate number?”

Moon shook his head no.

“How many people in the vehicle?”

“Least two. They was drivin’ by me and the passenger’s the one that shot me.”

“Did you get a good look at him?”

He was quiet for a long time. 

“Mr. Moon, I really need to know if you got any sort of a look at him. Is there anything about him you recall or that you can identify?”

“I didn’t know him...least, I don’t think I did, but I can’t be sure. He had a ball cap on and sun glasses. I couldn’t really see his face.”

“Any logo on the ball cap that you remember?”

“No. Blue ball cap; that’s all I remember.”

“Could it have been one of the guys you were trying to hustle?”

“Never met them...had to be the bookie’s guys, like before.”

“You saw the men who beat you up last week?”

“I...um...don’t remember much about it. It all happened pretty fast. More than one guy; I remember that. Maybe three...”

That’s already more than you told me before... “You didn’t recognize any of them?”

“No.” His eyes darted about like he was waiting for someone to materialize from the walls of the room and condemn him.

He was lying and I knew he was. “Sterling, I can’t help you if you don’t help me.” I gave that just a second to register and then I asked again, “Could any of the men either time have been men you and JD hustled pool against?” 

“I don’t know. It’s possible...never won that much...not worth all this,” he swept a hand up and down his body.

“You never won that much? Didn’t you tell me before that you and JD got a big score and that’s what got him into betting and borrowing money to bet, in the first place?” Moon paled and then averted his eyes away from me. 

I have him now... “The two of you, or at least JD, played enough against the ‘high rollers’ as you called them, or won enough off of them to decide they were worth running a scam on. It didn’t work and so JD still owes the bookie money. Why would he have him killed? Since he’s dead, why would he want you dead too?”

Moon’s head shot back around to face me, his color rising again, “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying JD’s death may have been unintended. They may have been trying to scare him again but their plan failed. Since you were a part of the scam, it follows for me that the bookie would want you alive to atone for JD’s debt.”

“Ha, ha...how would he even know me?”

I glared back at him, “Really? Either JD fingered you when he was getting the beating of his life or your scam targets did.”

“So you think it’s the pool players who are after me?” 

“You tell me!”

Moon’s eyes darted about the room again. He was so scared, I could see it in his face. He didn’t answer my question.

“Mr. Moon, someone wants you dead. If it’s not the bookie, then who? Who else would be after you? Did any of the men who attacked you or who shot at you look like any of the guys you played pool with?”

His whisper was barely audible, “Yes.”

“Okay. Good...good in the sense that that gives me something to work with. Now you listen to me, you’re safe as long as you stay right here. I’ll have men posted here around the clock. No one is getting on this ward or into this room that doesn’t get vetted by my department first. Okay?”

He nodded.

“I have a couple of more questions: One, do you have any of the men’s names that you were hustling in pool and betting?”

“Only first names.”

“Which were?”

“Um, well, one was Mick. He’s the easy one to remember.”

“Why is that?”

“He’s Irish...has an accent.”

“Any others?”

“Roger. My best friend growing up was Roger...why I remember it.”

“How many men were there?” 

“Three.”

“What’s the third name?”

Moon blinked several times, “I just don’t remember.”

“And you feel pretty confident that at least one of those three assaulted you or shot at you?”

He nodded again.

“Which one?”

“Mick.”

“You’re sure?” 

“Yes.”

“Okay. One more thing: Do you know Olivia Stiers?”

“Who, Stiers?”

“Olivia Stiers, the woman JD was seeing? Your boss’s daughter?”

He didn’t bat an eye, “Didn’t know Mr. Stiers outside of the job and sure didn’t know his daughter.”

###

6:50 PM Monday, August 25th, 2014

Dana hung up the phone, grabbed her keys and left the house. As she walked to her own car, she glanced toward Mel’s County SUV, still parked in the driveway. Her brow creased in a look of worry. 

The bookie told her she could meet Angel Eyes at The Boar’s Head and collect her payment after 7:00. Dana entered the bar just before then to find the woman already there. The owner who’d been watching the girl before didn’t seem to be around but the blue eyed runner had a bar customer sitting with her.

Dana took a seat at the bar and ordered a beer while she waited. When the man with the runner left, Dana slid into his chair before the other woman had time to even put her little notebook away.

Priscilla showed no emotion as she looked Dana over. When Dana didn’t speak, she asked, “Can I help you with something?”

Leaning toward her conspiratorially, Dana replied, “I just placed a bet and I was letting some winnings ride but the bookie said I needed to come and see you and...”

Priscilla waved her hands quickly in the air to stop the flow spewing from the other woman. “Shh! Shut up! Where the hell did they find you? Haven’t you ever done this be...” She stopped mid-sentence and peered at Dana closely, recognition lighting her eyes. Through gritted teeth she said, as she took out the notebook, “I’m going to pay you and then you need to get out of here and drop doing any sort of business with us in the future.”

Dana, dropping the ditzy act, asked, “And why is that?”

“I know who you are; your face has been all over the news around here. I know who you’re trying to help too. You need to drop it and walk away because you’re in way over your head.”

Priscilla noted something in her notebook and then slid an envelope across the table to Dana. “That’s all of it now beat it.”

“What are you going to do...little old you?”

“Are you a damn fool? I don’t work alone.”

Dana looked around at the nearly empty bar and shrugged, “Could’ve fooled me.” She picked up Priscilla’s pen and wrote a phone number on the edge of a beer coaster. “If you ever want to chat about anything, hit me up.”

I was in the parking lot leaning against Dana’s car in my street clothes paired with my ball hat and sunglasses disguise when she walked out of the bar. She did a double take when she saw me standing there.

“I saw your car here when I was coming back by. I know I’ve been putting in a lot of hours lately but I didn’t think it was enough to drive you to drink.”

Dana smiled weakly, “I was just trying to help you out, like you asked.”

“Oh?”

“Let’s go home. We need to talk.”

“So, let me get this straight, you’ve been hanging out in bars and making deals with the devil to try and help me crack these cases?”

“Not deals with the devil, just bets with a bookie. I’ve done okay at it too.” She waived a little wad of cash at me. 

“Dana...baby...I’m not so sure that was a good idea. As I’ve gone along, I’ve gotten more and more information. Some of these guys you’ve been dealing with are some pretty dangerous men. You’re playing with fire going to Ray’s and messing with them.”

“I’m done with them and now that the runner’s made me – still can’t quite figure out how she knew I was doing anything but placing bets – I’m out of it altogether.” 

“I um, uh may have had something to do with that.”

“She said she saw me on the news but...it’s just...I don’t know...”

“Dana your runner is someone that works with me as ‘Angie’. She’s one of my confidential informants.”

Dana slumped down in her chair, “But, she’s really a runner Mel and...”

I nodded, “Yes, she is. I know all about it; or I know a lot of it anyway. She’s a basically good kid who’s had a very rough life. I turn a blind eye to how she makes her living for now while she’s clawing her way through school and she tells me things I should know.”

“So then what’s this ‘Angie’s’ story?”

“I don’t know all of it, she’s quite a bit younger than me but the gist of it is that she’s Nevil Harper Senior’s illegitimate daughter with Angelica Chappell.” 

Dana’s eyebrows shot up, “Nevil Sr. from the fair?”

“Yes. Angelica got pregnant with ‘Angie’, whose real name is Priscilla, when she was married to Stanley Chappell.”

Dana looked confused, “How old is Stanley Chappell?”

“I don’t know exactly. He’s up there in years. Why?”

“Is there another Stanley Chappell?” 

“His son; they’re senior and junior. That’s pretty common around here.” 

“I guess so! So, are they somehow related to Delores Chappell and crew from the case that originally brought me to this area?” 

“Stanley Sr. is the son of one of the other Chappell’s. He’d be a cousin to Delores and Heath Jr. who were your perps. Stanly Sr. ran the family horse farm for several years but he’s mostly moved on to focusing family money from training racehorses on buying investment properties. He’s a Zanesville area slum lord...has rental houses in the name of the family trust everywhere. Heath Jr., before you nailed him, had actually taken over the management of the horse farm from him.”

“What about Stan Jr.? Where’s he fit in?” 

“Stan Sr. is his father obviously, but he’s quite a bit older. I think Stan Jr. is only 19 or 20. He’s Priscilla’s half-brother since Stanley Sr. is not her father but Angelica is the mother to both of them.” I scanned Dana’s face, “You still look confused.”

“I am, a little. You had information I didn’t have and I think I have some you don’t have. I might be able to help you after all but it might cost you an informant.”

“You mean put her in danger?”

“Not exactly, no. When you hear what I know...er, at least, what I think I know, you’ll see what I mean.”

“What? What is it?”

“Mel, I’m pretty sure Stanley Jr. is the bookie in all of this mess.”

“What? No way. He’s maybe 20 years old Dana!”

“And how old is Priscilla?”

“She’s 22.”

“And she’s one of his runners Mel. I tracked another runner to his house in the Chappell enclave just northeast of here. She does a good bit of her collecting and her payouts a couple miles from his place off the same main road. That’s probably to make delivery at the end of the night easier. I’m telling you, he’s the guy.”

At first, I was dumbfounded but then I started to think a little about it and what Dana said made sense. The pieces were starting to fit.

“So who do you think is bankrolling him?”

“Who?”

“Stan Junior.”

“Himself, Dana. He’s a trust fund baby. It sounds like he’s playing fast and loose with an endless supply of money he has to burn curtesy of a long line of Chappells’ before him.”

“Where does Priscilla come in? How does he get his older sister to work as his runner?”

“Half-sister, and that I don’t know. There’s a lot of bad blood there. The way I’ve heard it told is that when Stan Sr. found out Priscilla wasn’t his, he threw her and her mother out. They left the area.”

“ I told you, Priscilla – Angie as I’ve known her for so long – had it tough. Her mother went from up here,” I waggled my hand over my head, “to way down here,” I said as I dropped the hand below my knees. “Angie got involved with a street gang and got into some serious shit. My understanding is that she contacted her brother somehow. He sent her a ticket to get her here and get her off drugs.”

“And they end up as bookies? Do you think that’s why he brought her here?”

“I can’t answer that. What I do know is that Junior’s business is likely as unknown to Stan Sr. as it was to me. Stan Junior doesn’t want for anything. It’s like he’s just playing at this because he can.”

“Okay, but what about Priscilla? Why is she doing it?”

“It’s probably his twisted way of taking care of his poor big sister.”

Chapter 22 – Gossip


1:30 PM, Tuesday, August 26th, 2014

Adornetto’s Italian Restaurant

“Mom, this is Hannah. She’s an apprentice pastry chef here. Hannah, this is my mother Faye Crane.”

Hannah Yoder put her hand out for my mother to take but, rather than shake it, mom held on to it as she looked her up and down. “Do I know you? You look very familiar.” Hannah blushed crimson.

“Mom!” I chastised her with my tone.

“What did I say?” she turned to me and then to Dana, her question lingering in her eyes. 

“Don’t worry about it for now. We wanted to meet you here for a late lunch to maybe talk about Hannah doing the wedding cake...er...cakes.”

My mother turned back to the girl, “You do cakes dear?”

Hannah smiled and nodded, “Oh yes ma’am. They’re my favorite thing to do. We do a lot of them here. I wouldn’t be doing it...them, by myself though. The chef would be in charge but it would be a real honor to do cakes for your daughters.”

“Is that right? Well sit down then and let’s talk about this.”

Hannah was barely in a chair and mom was off and running about the wedding for Kris and Lance and what sort of color theme they were having and on and on. I barely got her to quit talking long enough for us all to place our lunch orders.

The server gone, mom started to jump right back in where she left off but Hannah interrupted her. “Mrs. Crane, I thought there were going to be two cakes; one for Kris and Lance like we’ve been talking about and one for Dana and Mel, right?” She pointed at the two of us just sitting there listening.

“Well sure,” mom waved us off absently, “but they can tell you how they want their cake themselves if they decide to have one and all, if they go through with this ceremony thing.” 

She prattled on but I tuned her out. I’d already explained to Hannah that my mother didn’t get the whole concept of having an actual wedding as a same sex couple or why it mattered. Dana and I just looked at each other silently and smiled tight lipped smiles whenever mom glanced toward either of us. I’d had an ulterior motive for inviting her to lunch and it wasn’t about wedding cake. 

Our salads came and Hannah excused herself.

“Mel, I know that I know that young woman!”

“You do. It’s Hannah Yoder.”

“Yoder? As in an Amish Yoder?”

“Yes. Her father has the feed store. She used to take care of all of the puppies from their breeding business.”

“Ah ha, I remember her now. That’s it! What on earth is she doing baking here? The Amish community didn’t have enough baking for her to do?”

“Mom, really?”

“What? I’m asking a question is all.”

“Hannah chose to leave the order rather than join the church.”

“I know some of them do that but why would she?”

Dana rolled her eyes like Beth does, “You’ll have to ask Hannah about that Faye.”

“I intend to!”

And she will. I just know it.  I changed the subject, “She’s an amazing baker mom. She’ll do a great job with the cakes.”

“So you two intend to have a cake too?”

We both nodded. “One cake would look pretty odd with three brides and a groom standing on top.”

“That isn’t funny Melissa Raye!”

“Ooh Mel, she used your full name. You better look out,” Dana joked. 

I shot her a look but mom was already chastising her too.

“I’d use your full name too, if I knew it. You two think this is all a big joke. I’m trying to understand this, really I am, but you’re not making it easy.”

I put a hand on my mother’s. “Let’s just enjoy our lunch and talk about something else, okay?”

A half hour later, during a lull when mom stopped talking to take a bite of something, I led into the real reason for inviting her to lunch. “Hey,” I signaled to her, “You’ll never guess who I ran into the other day.”

“You better just tell me because I could be guessing for days.”

“Priscilla Chappell.”

“Priscilla Chappell? Angelica’s daughter?” 

“That’s the one.”

“Here, in town?”

“Yes. She’s living here now.”

“I wasn’t aware the girl was back in town. Is her mother here too?”

“Um, no, I don’t think so.”

“And she’s still using the Chappell name?”

“Her mother must never have changed it. Probably couldn’t afford it after Stanley threw them out. Is it true, what I’ve heard, that he sent her packing with nothing?” 

“That’s the wrong word to use, ‘packing’. She was pushed out with nothing but the clothes on her back.”

Dana winced, “That seems pretty harsh. I mean, throwing a woman and a child out too. How old was Priscilla then, Faye?”

“If I recall correctly, she’d of been about six. Her family is still in the area so they’ve been back a time or two for weddings and funerals and such but they’ve had it bad.”

Dana played dumb, “Whatever happened to get them both tossed out like that?”

Her question was all the launching pad mom needed, “Oh, Stanley Chappell originally married very young...all the Chappells’ seem to do that. His first wife Cynthia died in childbirth and they lost the baby too. He didn’t re-marry until he was nearly 50.”

“Angelica was Stanley’s second wife and she was much younger than him. She came from money too but on a lesser scale than he did. They met at some horsey thing though and he was smitten. She was a darn good horse trainer back in the day. She took over some of the saddle training at the Chappell horse farm after they got married.”

Mom paused and sipped her coffee but made a face because it was getting cold. I signaled our server and told her to go on. I didn’t want her to get out of her flow now that I had her in it. 

“Everything was going fine see, until Nevil Harper came along.”

“Nevil Harper?” Dana and I both cried out in unison.

“Um hmm, Nevil Harper.  “He was working for Chappell’s horse farms at the time while saving up for his own spread. It was early in his marriage to Elizabeth, who was called Lizzie back then. Nevil and Lizzie tried for a couple of years to get pregnant but she couldn’t seem to.” The poor woman, the doctors thought maybe she was barren.”

“Anyway, after a year or so of trying with no luck, Nevil started sowing his seed all about town in some sort of vain effort to prove his manhood. Rumor has it that there’s more than one Harper bastard child out there.”

I shuddered at the thought. The look in Dana’s eyes told me that she was thinking the same thing.

“Angelica and Nevil had a brief fling while Stanley was out of town, delivering a race horse. Don’t know what she saw in him...or what any woman did for that matter but, there it is. Priscilla was apparently the result. Two years later, Stanley Jr. came along as what Stan Sr. saw as another very late in life baby for he and Angelica.”

“So Stan didn’t know about the affair?”

“No one did until years later.”

“Priscilla would have been around two when Stan Jr. was born, right?” I asked. Mom nodded. “And she would have been about six when Stan Sr. threw them out. What triggered that? By then Nevil Harper had at least one or two kids of his own and, I would assume, he’d settled down.”

“Oh, it was all about protecting the Chappell name. I don’t know the exact details but the gist is that Priscilla needed some sort of medical attention when she was six and something tipped Stanley Sr. that she couldn’t possibly be his. He divorced Angelica very quickly after that.”

“Her and the girl showed up on Nevil’s doorstep but he didn’t want anything to do with them either. By then Nevil Jr. was two years old and the Harper’s had another baby on the way.”

“Angelica didn’t have any money to fight either man and, though her family had some, they weren’t about to go up against the Chappells’. There’s bad blood now between all of the older Chappells’ and Nevil Harper Sr. They don’t get along with him at all.”

I laughed, “I bet it really sticks in Stanley’s craw that Nevil owns land right next to his.”

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it; Stanley Sr. sold Harper that land before all of this came out!”

Chapter 23 – Meet the Rossi’s


Wednesday Morning, August 27th, 2014

I was beating my head into my desk when Shane Harding walked into my office.

“Got the forensics and Coroner’s reports back on the Stiers crime scene Sheriff.”

“Anything we can use?”

Shane shrugged, “Not much. There’s a good thumbprint on the phone that doesn’t match the victim but whoever left it isn’t in AFIS.”

“That could be Nevil Jr.”

“True. We lifted three partial fingerprints from the bedside stand that don’t match to anything either.”

“Damn! We just can’t catch a break.”

“Place was too clean and, whoever the perp is, he’s not in the database.”

“Any luck finding anyone who saw anybody going in and out of there?”

“Sorry Mel, there’s nobody. Everybody we did talk to that lives around her condo claims to have been away from home when it happened. There just aren’t a lot of condo’s there. I have an APB out on her car and we’ve been beating the bushes for the boy. It’s like he’s disappeared.”

“We’ve got to find him. My gut tells me he didn’t kill her but, because he’s running, I think he knows who did.”

“Does your gut tell you anything about who that might be?”

“I just don’t know. He had a fight with his father about the baby and his father’s having a real fit about it. Nevil Sr. is capable of a lot of things but I just don’t know that he’s capable of something like that.” I thought about the baby the senior Harper had denied years before.

Shane was still talking, “Yeah, about the baby?”

“What about it?”

“There wasn’t one. She wasn’t pregnant.” He waved the Coroner’s report toward me. 

I felt my jaw go slack.

###

I called Dana looking for a little dose of sanity after my meeting with Shane. 

“How’s it going babe?”

“So-so.” She sounded drawn and tired.

“What’s going on there? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing I need to trouble you with while you’re working.”

“Listen, I’m not making any progress here, just running into walls. Is there something I can do to help you?”

“I’m running into walls here too. How about if we just run away and elope?” Her tone had turned serious.

“What did mom and Kris do now?”

Dana sighed. “It’s okay. I’ll keep working on things.”

“Honey, tell me what’s happening, please...”

“I’m just not getting anywhere with them Mel. They’ve taken complete control over the planning of the party...reception...whatever you want to call it, after Kris and Lance’s wedding. They don’t want any input from me other than a guest list of my family. I don’t even think they’re going to let Hannah do a separate cake for us.”

“You know, I’ve had it with this from them.” I was exasperated and angry. 

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you...”

“Do you want me to talk to them?”

“And say what, Mel? It’s your sister’s wedding day they’re planning. No matter what, we’re going to be second fiddle to that.”

“Dana, you’re forgetting that this is her second wedding. The first one was all about her. This time, she’s not the only one.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’ll have to think about that.”

“Well, think fast! It’s less than eight weeks away. We’re already up against deadlines to commit to vendors.”

“What have you come up with for us to get married before that?”

“I’ve got calls and emails out to several places in Pennsylvania and a few officiates in D.C. just trying to see who and what’s available. It’s looking like D.C. is the way to go.”

“Why is that?”

“Because most of the people who can officiate can do all the license stuff by mail. We just have to show up and get married. It’s just a matter of picking a day and time when the officiant is available. In P.A., we have to appear ourselves to get the license and then wait three days before we can even pick it up.”

“Oh,” I rubbed my chin, “that’s too bad. When do you think you’ll have something firmed up? I’ll need to juggle some things here.”

“Let me make a couple of calls and get back to you.”

“Okay then. I’ll let you go. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

Holly cleared her throat as I hung up the phone. 

“How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough. You know, we can hold down the fort here if you wanted to, oh say, drive to P.A. tomorrow and, I don’t know, meet her folks and maybe apply for a marriage license?”

Thursday, August 28th, 2014

4:30 AM

“Dana, wake up.” I whispered softly while shaking her gently.

She opened one eye and looked up at me. “What time is it?” 

“4:30”

“What?” Both eyes open now, she eyed me up and down. I’d showered and dressed in khaki’s and a polo. “Why are you leaving so early and why are you dressed like that?”

“We’re taking a road trip, just you and me. We’re leaving early because Beth and Cole will be up in an hour since they started back to school this week, and I don’t want to answer a bunch of questions.”

“Where are we going? For how long? Do I need to pack?”

“Questions, questions. Get in the shower and put on something decent. I’ll gather up what you need.”

I heard my sisters alarm going off as I quietly closed the door behind us. I’d left her a note that simply said we were going to meet Dana’s folks so she wouldn’t worry. The bags were already loaded in the car and I had some idea of the general direction of travel so I was keeping Dana herself in the dark until we stopped breakfast. 

The sun was coming up as we headed east. It was a beautiful morning and not yet too hot but summer wasn’t nearly ready to give way to fall. After trying and failing to get me to divulge our destination, Dana gave up, donned her sunglasses and sat back to enjoy the ride. I figured when we crossed out of Ohio on I-70 into West Virginia she’d figure it out but she was content to relax and take it easy for a change.

We weren’t in the northern finger of West Virginia long when we left it and rolled into Pennsylvania. My fiancé turned and peered at me over the tops of her sunglasses and then smiled. She knew.

“Let’s stop and eat and you can give me directions the rest of the way.”

“How about we eat and then I drive the rest of the way? Do they know we’re coming?”

“I talked to your mother yesterday afternoon.”

“You did, huh? How did that go?”

“Does the word ‘squee’ mean anything to you?”

“I guess it has been a while since I’ve gone home to see everyone...”

“Ya think?” I laughed.

We pulled into the driveway of a nice but modest family home in McKeesport, south of Pittsburgh. A Pittsburgh police cruiser was parked out front. I pointed at it and looked at Dana, a question in my eyes.

“My brother Vince is a Pittsburgh cop.”

“Oh. I didn’t know. I’m realizing that, other than all of their names and the fact that you have two brothers, I don’t know much about your family at all.”

“Ten minutes with this bunch and you’ll know more than you ever wanted to know.” A smile lit up her eyes, “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” By the time my feet hit the top step to the front porch, all hell was breaking loose. Dogs were barking; people were trying to crowd out the front door. It was bedlam. Dana needs to visit her family a little more often...

In a flurry of introductions I met her mother Chloe, her dad Marco and her brothers Nick and Vince, both names short, I’m sure, for something. A giant Chihuahua, unable to contain his excitement at having visitors everybody went to the door to greet, peed all over the hardwood living room floor. Chloe hustled out of the room for a mop and swished dog pee around amid the melee.

When the hugging, the handshaking and the mopping was done, we all moved to the kitchen for a second round of breakfast presided over by an insistent Chloe. We ate with everyone talking at once but Vince who was wolfing down a plate in a hurry.

“What’s your rush?” Dana elbowed her brother.

“Gotta go. Got a task force meeting in 20 minutes but I wanted to see you all this morning. I’ll be back with Shannon tonight for dinner.”

“His wife,” Dana said for my benefit.

I nodded and then whispered, “Dinner?” She just tipped her head and shrugged at me. 

Dana’s other brother Nick looked up from the smart phone he kept checking, “Dinner and a game...if you want. The Pirates are in town and they’re having a pretty good season. We have a couple of extra tickets if you two want to go,” he said, as he pointed to Vince. “We’ll leave here after dinner and head over there.”

“Are you sure,” Dana asked her brothers.

Vince jumped up to rinse his plate but said over his shoulder, “They’re in contention this year.”

Nick broke in, “Yeah, ‘On ice or grass we’ll kick your ass!” I didn’t get the reference but everyone else laughed.

“Anyway,” Vince continued, “we split a season four pack. Shannon and Jenny like the games but they don’t always want to go.”

Dana looked at me, “It’s up to you.”

“I’m game.”

“We’re in then.”

“Good,” Vince said, “it’s a plan. Now I really gotta run sis.” Everyone waved their goodbyes but he was already out the door.

Dana looked between her father and her youngest brother, “Don’t you two have to work today too?”

“Your dad took a couple days off,” Chloe answered Dana’s question for him. “It’s too hot in the mill in the summertime.” Marco simply nodded. Unlike my own father, he didn’t seem to mind his wife taking the lead or speaking for him. 

Nick winked, “As for me, it’s good to be king. The boss just has to be accessible,” he held his phone up, “but I will go in here shortly.”

Dana rolled her eyes as she turned to me, “My brother’s the IT Director for PPG.”

I didn’t know what PPG was but, before I could ask the question, they were off on another topic.

“So, are you two really just visiting or are you here for some ‘other’ reason?” He looked back and forth between the two of us, eyebrows raised.

Dana deferred to me. I cleared my throat, “Well, actually, I did want to meet you all but I had another motive. I, uh, asked Dana to marry me a few weeks ago and she said yes.”

The kitchen became mini bedlam again as Dana showed off her ring and there were smiles, hugs and congratulations all around. Before I could say anything else, Chloe was off and running.

“So, you can’t get married in Ohio right?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “You can get married here, you just have to go and apply for a license. The courthouse is open today. You should go today because you have to wait a few days – business days, I think – to pick it up but then you can get married if you wanted to do it right away. Oh, I guess that depends on how soon you want to do it and...”

“Mom, stop for a breath!” Dana made the timeout motion with her hands. 

I jumped back in, “My other reason for coming here was to get a license going and then to maybe come back in a few weeks or so and get married, that is, if it’s all right with Dana?” I paused and waited for my fiancé’s response. 

Chloe didn’t bother to wait for her daughter’s input, “Why wait a few weeks? Why not get the license and come back next week? One of our good friends is a JP. If he’s available, he could marry you anywhere you wanted next weekend, no problem.”

“JP?” I was puzzled.

“Justice of the Peace,” Dana answered. “They’re like a judge. They preside over minor things like a Mayor’s Court might do in Ohio and they can officiate at weddings.”

“Nice!” I picked up her hand from my seat adjacent to hers at the table, “What do you think?”

“It solves a logistical problem for us and...” she trailed off.

“And it doesn’t involve my crazy family and their half-baked notions of what’s a real wedding and what isn’t.”

“That isn’t what I was going to say, Mel. I love your family.”

“I know you do but that’s what you were thinking and I don’t blame you. You’re just too nice to say it.” Dana’s cheeks tinted with a slight blush. 

Marco finally got a word in edgewise, “So it’s settled then?” We both nodded. “Good. Your mother can call the judge when we’re done here and get that set up for you for next weekend. Is that good?”

We all three nodded at that.

Chloe came right back with, “Where do you want to have it? Do you want to do it here? Do you want to get a hall...something might be available. Do you want to do it at the park? We could do it by the pond there; that would be pretty...”

“Mom, right here is fine. Let’s just do something small, okay? The two of us, the two of you and Nick and Vince and their wives, and Nick’s daughter if they all want to come.”

“Of course we’ll come. Why wouldn’t we?” Nick looked a little put out that his sister would suggest that he might not want to be at her wedding.

“Well, I just thought, it’s the second time around and all and not, uh...not uh so traditional this time, and...”

“Dana we’ll be here, all of us.”

Such a change from my own family. I smiled my thanks at Nick and then addressed Chloe, “It seems to be settled; I guess you can do your thing!”

The J.P. had a prior commitment on Saturday but he agreed to perform the ceremony on Friday evening so Dana and I set out for the Allegheny County Court House after breakfast to get a marriage license. After that, we spent a whirlwind weekend planning a small ceremony, eating, laughing, joking, seeing a ball game and losing money in a casino – all except for Chloe, that is. Chloe won. To hear her tell it, she always wins. Her children and daughter’s-in-law all agree that it’s true.

Chapter 24 – Back to Business


Monday, September 1st, 2014

Labor Day

Dana’s cell phone buzzed. She glanced at the number, shrugged to herself and answered it. “Hello?” 

“Is this Dana?”

“Yes, may I ask who’s calling?” 

“It’s Angel. Listen, I only have a minute; can we meet?”

“Um, sure. Where?”

“Jo-Ann Fabric at the Colony Square Mall as soon as you can get here. ”

“On my way.”

“Thanks for meeting with me.”

They were standing by the fabric cutting counter where a store associate was measuring and cutting yards of material from a stack of multi-colored bolts. Dana looked around, “You’re welcome. I’m a little confused though.” She waved her hand in the air, “why here and why me? You made it pretty clear you didn’t want to talk to me the last time we met.”

Priscilla addressed the salesperson, “I’ll be just over there picking patterns,” she pointed at a bank of light wood cabinets. Turning back to Dana she said, “Come on. You can help.” They moved toward the pattern bank. “I’m helping a friend with some matching outfits for her twin three year olds.”

Once they were out of the clerk’s earshot, Priscilla continued, “I’m off school today since it’s Labor Day. I’m sorry to drag you all the way up here but I really did need to come and do this and I wanted to be as far away from home as possible to tell you what I’m going to tell you.”

“It’s okay,” Dana held her voice steady, “go on.”

Priscilla faced the file and flipped through patterns as she spoke. “Did you talk to Mel about me?”

“Yes. We’ve, uh put two and two together and figured out that you work for your brother.”

A look of surprise crossed Priscilla’s face, “I really figured Mel already knew that. She seems pretty sharp.” Dana didn’t respond.

“Look, my brother did order up a lesson for JD but the intent was to scare him. I overheard him and one of his enforcers talking about that Moon guy. He ordered a scare for him too but the crew got carried away again; nearly killed him. Stan was mad; said they went ‘rogue’ is how he put it.”

Dana put a hand on Priscilla’s arm, “What about the shooting?”

Priscilla looked Dana in the eye, “Nothing there. That didn’t come from...from us.”

“You’re sure?” The younger woman nodded and went back to searching through patterns. “So, why did you call me?”

Under her breath, Priscilla pushed out, “Because I just know there’s going to be another beating and I’m afraid it’s going to go too far. These guys seem to be getting off on the violence.”

“How do you know? Is there another victim?”

“Yeah, I think so. See, another regular bettor has been borrowing money chasing after his own bad bets. He’s into Stan for ten grand now and he tried to give me only a grand of it over the weekend to cover some of his debt until he won some more back. That won’t fly. I’ve been avoiding Stan because I know when I go to him he’s going to order his men to do a hit.”

“Dana, I just want these beatings and deaths to stop. I feel like the blood is on my own hands. I’m just trying to fake it until I make it here. My brother doesn’t need the money. I think the asshole gets off on the sport of it all.”

“Why tell me? Why not Mel?”

“I’m afraid of getting caught talking to Mel. It seems like he has creepy crawly people everywhere these days. I feel like I can trust you and I’m hoping you’ll go back to Mel and she can figure out a way to shut the whole mess down but keep me out of it.” 

“There’s been a death!” Dana growled through gritted teeth. “Are you telling me you won’t testify?”

Fear was written all over Priscilla’s face, “I can’t Dana. Too much shit has already gone down with the family and my brother is into this way too deep. He doesn’t care about me! It’s all just a big game to him. If I live long enough to make it to the stand, someone’s going to see to it that I die a painful death in prison.”

“Without your testimony, we don’t have anything Priscilla.”

“You have Moon.”

“Sterling Moon swears he didn’t have anything to do with anything besides hustling pool and being an accessory to JD in his last grand scheme.”

Priscilla blew out a hard breath and whispered, “Moon is lying Dana. I didn’t say anything before because I didn’t know for sure, but I know now. That’s the other part of what I overheard. He’s been betting and collecting money for bets too. JD was a drinker. He couldn’t stay sober long enough to put a scam together like they did. That was all Moon. It had to be.” 

Dana was silent for a minute. When she spoke again, she asked, “What will you do then, if we can set it up to keep you out of it, that is?”

“I’ve only got to the term break for this semester and I’m done. I’ll finish by late October then I have a guaranteed position in another state when I pass my boards. I’ve put back what I need to hold me over for several months while I finish up and get ready for boards.”

###

Monday Afternoon, September 1st, 2014

“Priscilla said the mark’s name is William Craycraft. He lives somewhere on the east side of Zanesville.”

“I know who he is,” I shuddered. “He’s a fifth grade teacher at the elementary school that serves the village and a couple of the other little burgs around here.”

Dana eyeballed me, “Where does an elementary school teacher get enough money to start betting anyway and who lets him run up a ten thousand dollar tab?”

“I don’t have a clue what he was thinking originally but remember, from Stan Jr’s perspective, it’s not real money until it’s paid out. He wasn’t actually handing Will cash to bet. If the guy had been winning against his borrowing, Junior would be taking off his vig and his debt service and only paying Craycraft what was left. That would be the only money changing hands.”

“You’re right, of course. Now how do we nail them before they nail Will?”

“We have to get to Will, on the sly of course, and set up surveillance to trap them when they go for him. We’ll have to watch Stan Jr. too which brings me to the big question: when’s Priscilla going back to her brother?” 

“She said she’s supposed to dump the weekend book by this afternoon but, since its Labor Day, she told her brother she had plans and finagled it so that she doesn’t have to do turn in until after collections tomorrow night. She’ll go to him as late as she can then.”

“That means that come Wednesday the leg breakers will probably be out.”

“Probably. And Mel, Priscilla asked to be left out of it all in exchange for the information...”

“I can’t make that kind of promise Dana; you know that.”

“I do, but I had to put it out there.” She paused and scratched her head, “So, got any ideas? We...I mean you...don’t have a lot of time.”

Chapter 25 – The Setup

Genesis Hospital, Late Monday Afternoon, September 1st, 2014

Sterling Moon was going to spill his guts to me come hell or high water. He’d been playing his innocent victim role long enough. 

I strode in the front door at Genesis and almost ran smack into him as he was trying to work his way outside in a wheelchair, wearing nothing but a hospital gown and his leg casts. With his legs straight out in front of him, he was unable to turn far enough sideways to get close enough to the wall switch to activate the automatic doors. No officer from his guard detail was anywhere in sight.

“Where are you supposed to be?” 

“Sheriff?”

“Yes. Answer the question.”

“Whoa! Why so hostile?”

“Why are you out of your room Mr. Moon and where’s the deputy that’s supposed to be watching you?”

“They uh, they was bringing me down to x-ray, see, and they’re backed up. They said I could go smoke.”

“Is that right? There’s no smoking on the hospital campus Mr. Moon. Just where were you really thinking you were going to go like that?” I swept my hand in front of him to indicate his attire and his condition.

A transport orderly came down the hallway. “There you are! How did you get into that chair and what are you doing out here? You’re up; let’s go.” The orderly took hold of the wheelchair handles and propelled Moon back toward x-ray. I followed. 

While I waited, I watched as the young deputy assigned to keep an eye on Moon strolled down the hall toward me, oblivious to my presence as he chatted with a pretty nurse tech. I started toward him moving past the entry to x-ray and stopping in the middle of the hallway. When he stopped short to avoid running into me, realization dawned and the look on his face went from smiling to crestfallen. 

“I would say that you have some explaining to do but I can see what you’ve been up to.”

The aide hurried away while my deputy backpedaled quickly, “The orderly had him Sheriff. I was just taking a quick break to get a little coffee, is all. It’s pretty quiet around here with it being a holiday and...”

“When you’re done making excuses for your dereliction of duty, maybe you can help me when Moon comes out of x-ray to place him under arrest and arrange to get him into guarded custody either here or at the jail infirmary if his doctors deem him well enough.”

“Affirmative Sheriff...I mean, yes; of course I’ll help Sheriff. “What are we charging him with?”

“Promoting gambling, bookmaking and transmitting wagering information”

Moon’s doctors, after reviewing his x-rays, determined another couple of day in ICU were in order. Given his escape attempt and the charges I intended to level on him, I wanted him under lock and key.

To say Moon wasn’t happy when I read him his rights while he was laying strapped to a hospital bed in the far reaches of the ICU area would be an understatement. But, After ranting about being a poor victim caught in the system for a few minutes, he abruptly changed tune, demanded a lawyer and refused to say anything else.

Because he didn’t have a personal lawyer, I arranged to have a public defender present for him the next morning. I also arranged to have the deputy DA on hand but I kept that fact to myself. I’d be willing to let the powers that be cut Moon a deal if it meant I could nail a killer and close down the bookmaking operation all in one fell swoop.

My calls made, I popped back into Moon’s new digs. “We’re all set for interrogation in the morning right here, at the crack of dawn. Rest well Mr. Moon and make sure to order up your breakfast plenty early!”

I posted a guard right at his door. “He’s not to be unrestrained for any reason and nobody that’s not medical staff here goes in or out of there.”

“Yes Sheriff.”

“Nobody. You take his food trays in.”

“Yes Sheriff.”

“Don’t screw this up like the last guy almost did.”

“Not a chance!”

––––––––

Genesis Hospital, Tuesday Morning, September 2nd, 2014

By 7:30 AM, the day after a federal holiday and much to my surprise, everyone was in place around his hospital bed for Sterling Moon’s interrogation but he wasn’t budging. He wanted a plea agreement that brought any felony charges down to misdemeanors or dropped them completely and he wanted a free ride out of town. The Deputy DA, on orders from his boss, didn’t want to cut a deal until we knew what Moon was giving up but, after a couple of rounds of calls, Moon got most of what he wanted stipulated to and we got underway.

I turned on the recorder. “Fire away Mr. Moon.”

“First, can we remove my arm restraints, for this?”

“Yes, for now.” I bent to undo the one on my side while the guy from the public defender’s office took care of the other one.

Moon flexed his wrists. Man, they took one off for breakfast but then put it right back on. This is crazy. I ain’t goin’ nowhere.” 

“You help us out and we’ll see what we can do for you, okay?”

“Where should I start? What do you want to know?”

“Start at the beginning. We need to know everything you know that happened and we need to know about the whole bookmaking operation.”

“Okay.” He took as deep of breath as he dared take given the hole in the middle of his chest, “JD and I hustled pool. You know that.” He looked to me for confirmation. I just nodded. “JD liked to play the ponies once in a while and he loved to bet on football action. He was a better pool player than a bettor though. He lost his bets more than he won.” 

“He used to deal with some bookie out of Columbus but, when he’d actually win, he’d always struggle to get his money from the guy. Bookie, wouldn’t mail it, ya know?” I didn’t respond.

“Anyway, to make a long story short, he asks around and finds a local guy to get hooked up with.”

“Who’s the guy Mr. Moon?”

“Don’t know.” His lawyer nodded at him to answer the question. “No really, I honestly don’t know. I never dealt with him in person or even knew his name. Everything with him was just a call over the phone.” I watched as the Deputy DA shook his head and scribbled madly on his pad.

“We’re going to have to do a little better than that,” I told him. “Who’d you pay and get paid by?”

“At first, a guy that goes by Echo, lives in North Zanesville.” 

I made a note to myself. “Go on.”

“Echo got in a little trouble; went down for a sentence. No one was comin’ to Ray’s and collecting or doing payouts. The bookie tried to hook us up with another runner, a woman, temporary like, but she wouldn’t come to Ray’s, we had to go to her and she worked a different area. His trade from folks that hung at Ray’s when Echo was running from there started to dry up. He asked me, probably since I didn’t bet very often, if I would collect at Ray’s.”

“Just collect? What about the pays?” 

“Said he wanted to keep that separate at first; build trust.”

I get that...those two losers were already bettors...you don’t hire people to push for you that are going to do your own drugs.

“So I started collecting and meeting up with a runner a couple of times a week on the south end to pass the money off for a little cut of the action.”

“The girl?”

“No, actually, another guy.”

“He got a name?”

“Called himself ‘Shorty’”

I knew Shorty well. He was a small time hood all the way around. I also knew where to find him but I asked anyway, “Where would you meet with Shorty?” 

“Dude would have me meet him at the bar below his apartment over on 10th. He lived upstairs.”

“When did JD get involved in collecting?”

“Not till a few months ago. I was picking up a lot of overtime on the road project in the spring; I can do heavy equipment, JD couldn’t and he’d just started with Stiers. He got low man jobs. I couldn’t always be where I needed to be when I needed to be there to collect. Shorty didn’t care who brought him the dough as long as it all got there.”

“So, whose idea was it to run the betting scam?”

Moon rolled his head to the side to look at the public defender again. The guy just raised a hand to him as if to signal, ‘go ahead’. From a criminal charges perspective, he’d already dug himself a pretty deep hole. He needed to give us what we needed to nail everyone.

“I told you all about it before...about JD borrowing to bet and throwing good money after bad. The bookies goon squad put a scare into him before and that’s when we knew we needed to do something.”

“Put a scare into him how?”

“Roughed him up, one day.”

“You saw it?”

He shook his head no. “I wasn’t there. All I know is what he told me. He had a nice shiner though, if that tells you anything. They gave him two weeks to come up with the cash or the next time they said it would be a lot worse.”

“I see. So, what did you two cook up?”

“It was all to help JD see. I’m the one who thought about the three high rollers we’d sharked before. I knew how big they really bet since I was collecting from them when they lost. I’m the one who saw them lose a ton over the Triple Crown races and I figured we could get at least a couple of them worked up about something else. All the little crap that goes on surrounding the All Star game was a good opportunity.”

“It was my idea but JD sold it to ‘em...sold it like his life depended on it.”

Because it did...

“He was going to take their money, have me run enough money to Shorty to cover his debt then we were both going to get out of town on the rest.”

“You too huh?”

He shrugged, “Well, yeah. I’d of been toast around here.” His eyes drifted down his chest and to his currently useless legs. “When I’m up and about, I can work anywhere. My half of the take would have got me set up to start all over far from here. Once JD was out of his debt mess, he was on his own. He’d of probably sunk his half right in with another bookie.”

The Deputy DA spoke up, “Mr. Moon, I’m afraid most of this isn’t new information other than the ID of the runner. There’s no deal unless you can give us more.” The Public Defender started to speak but Moon waved him off.

Glaring at the ADA, he declared, “I ain’t finished yet. Give me a minute.” 

I signaled him to continue.

“Mick, Roger and the other guy, they aren’t the goons. Mick’s the one that shot me but he wasn’t one of the leg breakers. Those are guys I don’t know but I’ll tell you this, I think Mick and Roger and their pal got wise to the scheme not because of anything we did or that JD might have said but because the more I think about it, the more I think they’re somehow in cahoots with the bookie. Something just ain’t right there but I can’t put my finger on it.”

“That’s useless to me,” the ADA hissed. “I can’t go off this guys gut...”

“Hang on,” I said. “He may have something there. Hear me out. Sterling,” I was trying to be familiar now, “when you won bets, who paid you?” 

“The runner; first Echo and then Shorty.”

“When those three won bets, who paid them?”

He shrugged, “I dunno. I assumed Echo did but after he was gone, I don’t know.”

“That’s exactly my point.” I pointed to the ADA and then to Moon, “Runners collect and pay. Moon only collected in place of a runner that used to do both. Business fell off at Ray’s when there was no more runner coming in.”

I continued, “Sterling, how many people did you collect from at Ray’s on average after Echo had been gone a while and there was no new runner?”

“A few...mostly those three guys but a couple of others. Not as many people as used to hit Echo up though.”

“And no one was bitching because you’d take their money when they lost but not pay them when they won? Was Shorty coming in and paying them like he paid you or JD when one of you took cash to him?”

“No, at least, not that I ever saw.”

I looked at the two attorneys and raised my eyebrows, “So, who paid everybody then? Maybe Mr. Moon is right. Maybe these three guys that don’t seem to have jobs, who can hang around in a bar every night and drop thousands on bets, are working for the bookie to generate business and they’re making the actual payouts or maybe it’s something else. Either way, I think Mr. Moon is onto something. They’re in it somehow.

###

Tuesday evening, September 2nd, 2014

The Boar’s Head Bar

I called Barb and told her I was putting a couple of undercovers in her bar for the evening to watch the female runner. I asked her to lay low and let ‘the girl’, as she called her, do her thing.   

Priscilla might be young but I know she isn’t stupid. She’s streetwise enough to easily make a cop sitting in a not so busy bar on a Tuesday night. I pulled in a couple of my jailers that hadn’t graduated to patrol work yet to be my eyes and ears in there and I gave them explicit instructions. The male/female pair sat eating burgers and drinking cokes on the county dime while Priscilla conducted business several tables away. 

When Priscilla put her notepad away just after 10:00 PM and got up to leave, one of my two patrol deputy wannabes let an unmarked waiting outside know she was headed their way. 

My seasoned deputies in the unmarked were instructed to follow her but to keep a low profile since I was pretty sure I knew she’d be going to her brothers and I knew that a strange car in the area, even late on a summer work night, might be noticed. When she hit the turn off for the Chappell enclave and took it, her tail reported that as they drove past, confirming my suspicions.

I instructed my deputies to double back and to try and take up a position to watch the house. They managed to park and be in a location with decent observation sightlines just in time to see Shorty pull up and enter Stan Junior’s place too. The girl left while they were calling in Shorty’s plates. They didn’t follow her but, instead, continued to watch the house while trying not to draw any attention to themselves.

###

Dana stood in the deep shadows near the stairs leading up to Priscilla’s walk up. She shrank back and waited while the young woman let herself in and then kept still for a few minutes more until she was sure no one had followed her. 

Texting from her cell, she sent the message, ‘It’s Dana. I’m outside.’ She mounted the stairs and started up them. The curtains over the window in the door parted and Priscilla peered out at her and then opened the door and let her in quickly.

“It’s going down. Mel doesn’t know I’m here. It doesn’t look like she had you followed but it’s probably best that you get out of dodge for a while until everyone is in custody.”

Priscilla, not looking surprised, simply nodded and stepped over to her entryway closet.

“Is there someplace you can go until your term is over?”

“Just between you and me, there’s an instructor with a condo near campus that I can stay with. He kinda has the hots for me; since I finished his class he’s hit on me constantly. We’ve gone out.” She rolled her eyes.

“Are you sure about staying there?”

“You gotta do what you’ve gotta do. I’ll get by for a month or so and then disappear as soon as I have my diploma in my hand. I’m not leaving the area without it. I worked to hard for it to give up with only six weeks to go.”

Chapter 26 – The Sting


Wednesday Afternoon, September 3rd, 2014

I requested a subpoena for the cell records for Stanley Chappell Jr. and a search warrant for his place. I got the warrant; getting the cell records would take a little longer.

Like Dana had done with her men watching Heath Chappell’s operation just a few months before, I had Stan Junior’s house in the Chappell enclave being watched from a tree line across distant fields. I also had Will Craycraft’s vehicle being watched by undercover officers at the elementary school where he taught.

I was frustrated sitting in my office waiting for someone to make a move but I didn’t want to be anywhere near the Chappell place right now. They all knew me well. Being made at this late stage that might finally tie up one, if not both of my murder cases, would be a disaster.

Finally, my eyes on the ground reported that three men arrived at Stan Junior’s home separately all around 1:00 in the afternoon. None matched the descriptions we had of Mick Cullen, Roger or their other buddy. Must be the enforcers.

My men were too far away to get all of the plate numbers but they made an effort and we were running what we’d gotten when they called in again. This time the report was that all three climbed into one car and left. They got that plate number.

After notifying the units at the school and at Craycraft’s place that a possible assault hit was imminent, I climbed into my county SUV and headed toward Will’s home. If it was going to go down, I was guessing it wouldn’t happen in a school yard. I hunkered down to wait several blocks away from the residence and, I hoped, out of everyone’s line of travel. 

About 2:20, a call from my guys watching Stan Jr. came across my cell.

“Sheriff Crane.”

“New activity Sheriff. A metallic tan SUV pulled up. Two occupants entered the house. The driver fits a description we have. Got the plate this time; dispatch is running it.”

“Let me know as soon as you have a hit.”

My deputy interrupted me, “Sorry Sheriff. Another vehicle just pulled up to the scene; a blue sedan. Wait one.”

I waited and listened as his teammate called in another license plate. Dispatch reported the first one as a lease to a holding company out of Columbus. 

“Okay Sheriff. Did you get that on the tan SUV?”

“Got it, a lease to a corporation.”

“Right. They’re running the sedan now.”

“I’ve got a feeling the assault will go down when school lets out and the mark goes home. Keep your eyes peeled there but be prepared to roll on my command when that hit’s the fan. We’ll do it all at once and hopefully have the element of surprise.”

I was torn about where to go. I didn’t want to be made in the Chappell enclave but I felt like what was going to go down there once the warrant was executed, especially if we could catch the three pool players inside, was more important to my case than the three enforcers. I knew one or more of the enforcers were likely responsible for the injuries that led to JD’s death, but to pin it on any of them without proof, I needed to get the guy that ordered the job. Taking down his entire operation and getting the guys who shot at Moon would just be icing on the cake.

My decision was nearly made for me. School was out and the report came across that Will Craycraft left shortly after the last kids were out of the building. My unmarked unit was following him and all indications were that he was headed straight home. I hunkered down to wait.

A deputy pretending to run a speed trap called in a visual of the enforcer’s vehicle heading our way. When it turned up in Craycraft’s neighborhood and parked down the block, the radio report of that set me in motion. 

Treadway is here and he’s the scene commander. He’s one of my best deputies. I don’t need to be here. I fired up my SUV and rolled out of the neighborhood as quickly as I could. A couple of minutes later, Treadway reported the scene secure and three men in custody. He and another deputy would transport them to the county jail. He’d directed two others to Priscilla’s residence to take her into custody.

Adrenaline rushing, I pumped my fist in the air. A minute later, I was on the county road out of town. I floored it and ran lights and sirens the 13 miles to The Boar’s Head covering the distance in ten minutes or so that felt like an hour. Slowing there and shutting down the siren, I rallied the troops. 

My deputies in the field were rolling toward the house on a circuitous route down a cow path. Before they left their watch position, they reported no movement to leave it by any of the occupants. My men staged at the Morelville turnoff were gearing up too. Shane Harding was staged in the lot at Barb’s bar. He fell in behind me as I passed. Seven of us in four vehicles would converge on Stan Junior’s home in minutes. 

I rolled to a stop at the base of the driveway, blocking the cars that were parked in it from backing out unless they used the lawn as a getaway. Shane blocked a vehicle parked right next to the curb in front of the house. 

We all dismounted and three of us hastily converged on the front door while the other four split into teams of two and headed down the sides of the house, toward the back.

Yelling, “Police! Search warrant!” I tried the main door. Conveniently, it wasn’t locked. Even after all the legal turmoil they’d been through, the Chappell’s were still a trusting bunch.

I swung it wide open and we piled through it into an open foyer off of a sunken living room decorated with the pizza boxes and beer bottles typical of a lot of single young men’s dwelling places. The first thought through my swirling mind at that first glimpse was nailing Stan Junior for underage drinking too.

Two of the four men we knew were in the house, Roger Rowe and the third pool player the running his license plate had revealed to be Tim Bettis, were lounging on the sofa in the living room, watching television. One made a halfhearted attempt to rise but I waved him down with my service weapon and ordered them both cuffed. 

They protested wildly at that as I headed, gun leading, through a partially closed door, just past the entry, to the right. Two of the four deputies that rounded the house to the back came through the home to meet up with me as I entered the room. 

Mick Cullen was seated behind a desk loaded down with electronics. He’d drawn a gun and had it leveled at me.

“Don’t be stupid! Drop it” Shane and the two deputies pushed into the room. Mick dropped the weapon but I still had a bead on his head until two of them got to him. In the commotion, Stan Jr. who’d been standing to one side of the desk, wet himself out of fear as he raised his hands toward the ceiling. Chappell’s just aren’t cut out to be criminals...

Chapter 27 – Hitched


Thursday Evening, September 4th, 2014

I was tied up with suspect interrogations and with doing paperwork well into Wednesday evening and all day Thursday. Young Stan Jr. sang like a canary implicating Mick Cullen and his crew as the ultimate backers of the whole bookie operation. It was still unclear who’d ordered the assault hit on JD but, since Mick and the other two men weren’t there when the enforcers were sent out to work over Will Craycraft at his home, the DA was leaning hard on Junior to talk or face a murder rap for the guys that did his dirty work.

Sterling Moon, still hospitalized, picked Mick out of a photo lineup as the shooter and Roger Rowe as the driver the day he was shot. Mick was an Irish national in the U.S. on a tourist visa. I didn’t know if we’d be able to pin him with anything based only on Moon’s word but the D.A. would aim for immediate deportation if things didn’t shake out within a couple of weeks. Roger wasn’t talking yet, but given time, he might. Regardless, we had enough on Stan Junior and the other two Americans to put the three of them away for several years on illegal gambling operation charges alone.

While all of that was going on, the Columbus Crime Lab was working on all the computers, cell phones and documentary evidence we’d seized in the raid. It might be weeks before we had a handle on the whole bookmaking operation. In the meantime, everyone was being held in the county lockup without bail. Everyone but Priscilla Chappell, that is.

My deputies that Joe Treadway had sent for Priscilla had found her door unlocked. On entry to her place, they noted that she was not at home and her closets had been cleaned out. Her car was missing too. She was gone. I was sure Dana had something to do with that but I didn’t ask and she didn’t volunteer any information. I just left it alone.

My head just spun with it all. When I finally got home Thursday evening, Dana and I had a quick, private chat and agreed to leave for McKeesport first thing in the morning. 

Trundling upstairs, bone tired, all I wanted to think about was a quick shower and bed. Dana had apparently had other ideas. There was a Kohl’s suit bag lying across my bed. I unzipped it carefully and peered inside. I found black slacks, a starched stiff tuxedo shirt and a black tuxedo vest to match. Everything was in my size. How did she do this? 

“You look puzzled.” Kris was standing in my doorway. 

I pointed at the clothes, “You?”

She nodded, “Well, I helped with sizing and carrying and all but Dana picked the outfit. You’re going to look very nice for your big day.”

“Did she...are you...coming?”

“Mel, you know I would but I can’t. It’s too short of notice. When Lance gets off work tomorrow, we’re leaving for Toledo. His grandfather will be 80 Saturday. He’s in a nursing home up there and, I guess, not well. They’re having a family birthday party for him there as kind of a last hurrah. I haven’t met most of the people who will be there so it’s a good chance to do it before the craziness of our wedding.”

“It’s okay. I understand.”

“Mom and dad are keeping the kids. There’s some pony pull dad is all fired up about.”

“I really wish he’d take it easy.”

“You know he won’t.” Kris crossed the threshold, came to me and enveloped me in a hug. “I love you Mel. Congratulations.”

“I love you too.”

###

Friday, September 5th, 2014

Even though we’d planned a small, quiet ceremony, Dana’s mother had insisted on making us a huge cake. 

“Mom,” Dana protested, “there’s just us here, we’re never going to be able to eat all that.” 

“I know, but we can put the extra in the freezer for later. You deserve a nice wedding cake.” 

I looked down at the cake. It was obvious that her mother had spent a significant amount of time on it. She’d originally said she was just making a small layer cake, but it had turned into a giant sheet cake with probably a gallon of white icing expertly applied to it. Well, probably not a gallon, but enough to spike anyone’s insulin level. 

“It’s really pretty Chloe.” 

“I’m glad you like it. You should two should go get dressed, everyone will be here soon.” 

“I’ll do that,” Dana told her and, with a wink at me, she was off, upstairs somewhere. I slipped into the half bath on the main floor to do my own minor transformation into the wedding duds Dana had bought for me on the sly and to put on just a little of the cologne she seemed to love for me to wear.

Finished, I went back into the living room to wait with a neatly dressed Marco. We both watched in quiet humor as Chloe bustled in and out fretting about this and that. “This is what my mom will be like next month for my sister’s wedding.” Marco just shook his head. We both turned at the same time when we heard a footfall at the top of the stairs.

Dana descended; a vision is a royal blue dress. Seeing us staring at her, when she reached the bottom, she did a slow pirouette in shoes she probably shouldn’t have been wearing given her medical condition. I decided not to point that out since it was our wedding day.

“You look amazing!”

“Thank you.” She smiled a million watt smile as she walked over to me and bused me on the forehead with her lips. Taking a seat beside me she said, “The boys and the JP ought to be here any time now.”

The Justice of the Peace was the first to knock on the door. Dana let him in, and brought him into the living room. “My brothers and their families should be here shortly,” she told him. At least, I hope they’re not late.” 

They didn’t disappoint her; both brothers, their spouses and Nick’s daughter were on the doorstep moments later. 

Everyone gathered in the Rossi living room and things got under way quickly. Dana and I stood facing each other by the fireplace. The Justice of the Peace began to speak, “We are gathered here today in the sight of these witnesses, to join Melissa and Dana in marriage. Join hands please.” 

I reached out and took Dana’s hands in mine. 

“Melissa, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?” 

“I do,” I said as firmly as I could muster. 

“Dana, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?” 

“I do,” Dana said. 

“Melissa, do you solemnly vow to uphold this contract of marriage for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health until death do you part?” 

“I do.”  

“Dana, do you solemnly vow to uphold this contract of marriage for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and health until death do you part?”

“I do,” Dana said, smiling at me. 

“Could we have the rings please?” The Justice of the Peace asked. 

Vince moved forward and handed the rings I’d given him to hold to the Justice. The Justice handed Dana’s ring to me. 

“These rings are a token of your love and commitment for each other.” 

We exchanged the rings, then I looked back at the JP expectantly. 

“By the powers vested in me, I now pronounce you married and you may kiss the bride.” 

Dana looked up at me and grinned. I smiled back at her, then leaned down and kissed her long and hard. Everyone clapped and cheered.

While we were all gorging ourselves with cake after the ceremony, Nick stood and cleared his throat for quiet, “I don’t know if you two are planning a honeymoon somewhere in the future but Jenn and I thought you might like to have a nice wedding night somewhere besides casa di Rossi now...no offense mom and dad.” 

He walked over to Dana and handed her an envelope. “You have a suite at the Omni William Penn on the Point.” 

It wasn’t long after Dana’s screech of glee and a hurried round of hugs, thank-yous’ and good-byes from both of us that she was hustling the two of us off to the hotel.

Our wedding clothes hung in the closet, I sat waiting outside the double bathroom doors for Dana. I was already undressed, sitting in one of the two leather chairs flanking the small coffee table in what passed for the suite’s foyer. The shuttered bedroom doors were open on my right, the startlingly white covered bed the centerpiece of the room. On my left, were the closed bathroom doors and behind them, silence. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I was hopeful.

My fingers played with my clit, the anticipation making me antsy. Dana had promised something special for tonight. I couldn’t imagine what it would be. During the ceremony and afterwards, I’d tried to focus on everything around me instead of my wild imaginings.

The door squeaked as it swung open. The light was switched off right as I got a glimpse of daring red lace. She hadn’t...

“Mel?” Sitting in the dark room as I was, she could see even less of me than I could of her.

“I’m here.”

“Where?” I could hear the tremble of fear and uncertainty in her tone.

“Follow my voice.” I paused. “Trust me.”

I saw the shadow of her as she moved carefully toward me. I waited until she was within a few feet of the table. Switching on the lamp beside the chair, on the dimmest level, I heard someone, or maybe even both of us gasp. Dana was wearing a teddy, a barely-there slip of sheer lace which covered nothing. Her nipples stood erect. Her matching silk panties were already damp.

Her own gaze wandered over me. I could only imagine what she saw. I had never before offered myself so blatantly to her observation. The night was one of many firsts for us both.

Stare landing on my fingers’ exploration of my pussy, she dropped gingerly to her knees and crawled toward me.

“I want to taste you.”

Her injury flashed through my mind but, when she reached me, I stopped thinking. Sitting back, I spread my thighs wider and allowed her to kiss me, her soft lips on my labia. Moaning, I closed my eyes and ran my hands down her long strands. The gentle cascading waterfall of her brown hair was like silk. Each touch sent shudders wracking over my flesh.

Close to coming, teetering on the very edge, I tightened my grip on her head. She lifted her hands to wrap them around mine and ease my clasp. She rose to her knees and fell upon my breasts. With hands and mouth, she pulled and teased my nipples until I writhed and squirmed in the chair. My voice was nothing except a low hum of desire.

“Let’s go to bed, wife.”

I opened my eyes and lifted her chin. I repeat, “Wife,” every ounce of my being glowing with the joy of being able to at last speak that word. Dana is the love of my life and I could not begin to express the depths of that emotion. Not to myself or to anyone else. It’s far too hard to explain. It just is.

Together, embraced, we entered the bedroom. Each choosing a side, we climbed into bed and shifted under the covers. The room was cool, comfortable, and luxurious. Nick’s gift ensured that the night would be special for us.

Dana giggled. I joined her, her joy contagious.

“I can’t believe we’re married. It seems like a dream.”

“I can’t believe you said yes.”

Shock morphed her features and I laughed harder. With a shake of her head, she brushed away my sad excuse for humor and teased me in return. “I can’t believe you asked.”

“Touché.”

I scooted closer to her side. Wrapping an arm over her shoulder, I pulled her in tight and tucked her slender curves along my strong side. I rolled us to our sides and began to nibble at the tender skin of her neck, from the softest flesh behind her ear, down the column of her throat, to the curve of her shoulder. She arched and sighed.

Licking my fingers, I wetted them and then stroked over her nipples. Back and forth, round and round, I tormented and tortured her breasts until she shoved a fist in her mouth to silence her muffled screams.

“Kiss me,” I demanded.

Twisting her neck, Dana stretched for my lips and pressed feather light kisses to them. I seized hers in a passionate conquering and stroked my lips across hers building delicious friction. 

Together, we moaned.

My hands caressed lower down her stomach. I touched her everywhere. I felt her body warm under my palms. Her thighs fell open. I lifted one to rest atop my legs and eased a knee between her own. I flexed my muscles and teased her drenched folds with the gentle pressure of my leg. Backing off just I bit with my knee, I snaked in with my hand as she writhed for more intimate contact. My fingers dipped within her core and caressed her inner walls. I could feel her tighten on my digits. She was close.

Dana bucked and spasmed in my arms. Her body was shaking. She panted. Tossing her hair, she repeated my name over and over as a litany. 

Urging her to ride out her climax, I quickened the pace of my thigh and fingers. I dared her to hold back. Leaning forward, I bite her pulse point. She whimpered, coming.

I didn’t give up until she settled. Slipping my fingers from her pussy, I captured her cheeks in my palms and rose over her to kiss her silly. She pulled back at first, fighting for oxygen.

“I love you, Mel.”

“I love you more.”

Chapter 28 – Tied


Saturday, October 11th, 2014

The weather was perfect for a wedding. Lance looked out at the guests already gathered and seated in the rows of white chairs facing the fall trees and pond on the farm. 

“You ready for this?” His brother Tyler asked. 

“More than ready.” Lance replied. Kris had wanted the black tuxes and he’d obliged, but when he found out the rental cost, he almost reconsidered. A cow bawled for her calf out in the pasture. Then the shrill crow of the rooster split the air. Kris had arranged to have the chickens penned in their coop for the day because she didn’t want them wandering through the ceremony at an inopportune moment. 

A light breeze rippled through the trees. Kris had been worried they’d lose their leaves before the ceremony, but they were still holding on, in vivid shades of red, gold and orange. 

“I’d better go see what everyone else is doing.” Tyler said. “They must be almost ready.” 

“I hope so,” Lance said. 

Tyler headed for the house, and the Preacher came to stand beside Lance. “I just checked with everyone else, and they’re almost ready to go,” he said. “Are you nervous?” 

“A little, I guess.” 

“Everyone is, but don’t worry, it will be just fine.” 

The music began to play. Lance looked up at the house door by the wraparound porch where he knew everyone would be entering from. First came Kris’s parents, escorted by their two grandchildren. They were followed by his mother and father, escorted together by his brother. Tyler saw that their mother was seated, then he took his place beside Lance. 

The music changed and the preacher asked for everyone to rise. Lance looked up at the porch. Melissa came first, dressed in a stunning, deep purple pants suit. Kris had relented on having her wear a dress. She walked gracefully and carried a bouquet of miniature sunflowers and daisies that had grown at the farm over the summer. As she reached the bottom of the porch stairs, then Lance looked back up and caught his breath. 

Kris had let him see the catalogue picture, but she had refused to model the dress for him. It was worth the wait. It was strapless, with sparkling beads sprinkled over the bodice, making her practically shine with beauty. Her hair was braided on one side, and pinned back, while the rest of it fell free. She practically floated down the aisle until she reached him. Just like they had rehearsed, he stepped forward and took her arm. Together, they faced the preacher. 

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today in the sight of God, and these witnesses, to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony. Lance and Karissa would like to thank you for coming to celebrate with them today, as they join together as husband and wife. A marriage is more than a contract; it is a covenant between two people who wish to pledge their unending love for each other.” 

The Preacher stopped to take a breath, then looked at Lance. “Lance, will you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?” 

“I will,” Lance said. 

Turning to Karissa, the Preacher spoke again. “Karissa, will you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I will,” Kris said softly. 

Beth and Cole quietly made their way to the front, and stood behind the podium. Beth spoke first. “On this happy occasion, we would like to read you a short poem celebrating love and the memories to come.” 

Lance and Kris smiled at each other. Kris’ daughter had written the poem herself, and read it flawlessly. Next was her son’s turn. 

“I would like to read a short scripture,” he began, before starting some of the familiar verses of first Corinthians thirteen. 

When they finished, they walked back to their seats and sat down. The Preacher spoke again, this time to the guests. “A marriage cannot thrive in isolation. It needs support and nurturing from those around it. The two people joined in marriage need helpers who will support them. Please stand.” He waited while the guests stood up. “Do you pledge to help this couple, in whatever ways possible, to experience marriage in its fullest capacity. To celebrate with them in their joys, and mourn in their sorrows. Answer by saying ‘I will’.” 

The crowd replied with a resounding “I will.” 

“Thank you, you may all be seated.” He invited Kris and then Lance to read the vows they had written for each other. 

When they’d finished, he looked toward Tyler and asked, “Could I have the rings please?” 

Tyler handed Kris’ ring to Lance. 

“These rings symbolize never ending love and commitment. Please exchange rings as a token of this commitment.” 

Lance took Kris’ hand and gently slid her ring into her finger. “With this ring, I thee wed,” he said softly. 

I passed Lance’s ring to my sister. Kris smiled at him as she slid his ring onto his finger. They both looked back at the Preacher. 

“By the exchanging of these vows, and these rings, I now declare you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.” 

Lance looked deeply into Kris’ eyes, then put his arms around her, slowly leaned down and kissed her. 

Moments later, they turned to the guests. Everyone was smiling, even the Preacher, as he said, “With your permission, I’d like to introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Lance Miller.” 

The party was rocking. We’d all gone together and hired a band that expertly played a good mix of old and new country and a little bit of rock. Hannah had made two beautiful but very different cakes and her boss had set them up on opposite ends of the banquet serving tables for the guests to admire separately.

We were all gorging ourselves on a mix of great Italian foods from Adornetto’s and a little bit of barbecue thrown in by my dad who’d done a traditional hog roast in his big homemade roaster for the occasion. Barb had brought huge serving pans from the kitchen of the boars head for him to use and had hung around with him all night as the hog roasted to help him out. We topped it all off with a whole lot of cake from both ends of the table. 

I caught myself laughing several times through the afternoon and early evening as Tyler flirted mercilessly but fruitlessly with Dana. She took it all in stride and egged him on even dancing with him once or twice on slightly slower numbers her injured leg could handle but she saved the romantic slow dances for me.

During a break in the action, I looked over at the table shared by three sets of parents. My dad and Marco Rossi were drinking beer and stuffing their faces while they both rolled their eyes at their own life partners who were chattering away like long lost friends. Richard and Kim Miller were, meanwhile, working up a sweat in the area cleared for dancing.

Cole tapped me on the shoulder, “Aunt Mel, there’s someone here that wants to talk to you.”

“Who? Tell them to come on over.”

“He doesn’t want to talk out here with all these people. He’s in the house.” Cole turned and started away. Curious, Dana and I both got up and followed him.

A very thin, gaunt Nevil Harper Jr. was sitting alone in the darkened living room on the sofa where Cole had left him. I was at a loss for words. He’d been missing for weeks. Without him, my investigation into the death of Olivia Stiers was at a standstill. 

He started to stand on shaky legs but I waved him back down. “When’s the last time you ate?”

“I, I had some beans...”

“Don’t lie to me. Cole, go fix him a plate. Make him a sandwich and get him some of the pastas too.”

Once Cole was gone, Dana and I took seats. 

“I’ve been worried about you.”

“Worried ma’am?”

I nodded, “Yes worried. I’m going to get right to the point here; I know that you’re the one who reported the death of Olivia. After that, you disappeared. I need to know what happened.” 

He looked from me to Dana and then back to me again. “That’s just it, I don’t know what exactly happened...I think I know, but...well, I’m just not sure.”

Dana got up and sat beside the boy, “Nevil, I’m Dana. You might not remember me but I was at the fair.”

The boy nodded, “I saw you hanging around with Beth and Cole and the Cranes.” He tipped his head toward me.

Dana continued, “I know you’re scared. We want to help you. We need to know everything you know for that to happen.”

Nevil Jr. swallowed hard. We were all silent for a minute as we heard the screen door off the kitchen slam and someone come through the house. Cole appeared in the doorway with a plate loaded with food. I instructed him to put it down in front of his friend and then to go and keep everyone headed our way out of the house for a few minutes.

When Cole was gone, I instructed Nevil, “Go ahead and eat and while you do, please tell me what happened that day.”

The boy attacked the sandwich hungrily and took a few bites before speaking. “I told my dad about me and Olivia the day after you and I talked. He got really mad. He called me and her all sorts of names and then he tried to hit me. I backed away from him and I left the house.”

“Where did you go?”

“Just to the hay loft. I needed to cool off and so did he. I snuck back into the house in the morning and changed, then I went to work.”

“I finished Olivia’s car that day. My manager called her to tell her it was done, but she didn’t answer. I went over there Friday after work to see her but she was on her way out to see her dad when I got there. I told her that her car was done. She said she’d come by the shop in the morning to get it. She kissed me real quick and she left. I went back to the hay loft.” 

He paused for more bites of food. “I saw dad pull out in his pick-up pretty early Saturday morning. I went into the house and got a shower real quick and got changed for work.”

“Olivia...she never showed up that morning. The guys I work with, they were all talking bad about her. They told me she’d been dating a few guys at a time and stringing them all along. I didn’t say anything, I just kept quiet. At lunch time, I asked my manager if I could take the car to her; sort of to test drive it. I told him I’d have her bring me back so she could test the car too while I was with her.”

“So you did go over to her condo that Saturday?” He nodded and ate some more. So far, the timeline is right... “What happened when you got there?”

“The lot was pretty empty. I was all set to pull in right in front of her place when I realized the pick-up truck that was parked there in one of her spots was my dad’s. I didn’t know he even knew where Oliva lived. I was scared when I saw the truck. I pulled the car in down several slots while I tried to decide what to do.”

“I decided I was going to go in there and try to talk to both of them when...when I saw him come out and get in his truck.”

Dana asked softly, “Is that when you went in?”

“Yes.” The boy’s lower lip started to tremble. “That’s when I found her...”

Dana put a hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eye, “Was she alive then?”

“N...no. She was lying on her bed without a shirt. It looked like she was just asleep but she didn’t answer me. She wasn’t breathing.” He started to cry, tears streaming down his face.

“I didn’t know what to do...what to think. I was so scared. I was worried that my father did something to her. I called 911 and then I left. I took her car and I just drove.”

“Did you see your father again after that?” I asked him.

“No ma’am. I never went home. Haven’t been there since that day.”

“You’ve been on the run for seven or eight weeks now. Where did you go?”

“We get paid on Friday’s. I cashed a paycheck I had then I stayed with a buddy for a couple of days. My buddy’s girl didn’t like me being there though so I drove down to Chillicothe and stayed with one of my cousins.”

“How long were you there?”

“Only a few days. My cousin’s stepdad didn’t seem to like me hanging around. He started asking questions so I just left. I found cheap places to stay and I ate fast food until my paycheck money was gone a couple of weeks ago then I drove the car back to the shop and I hitched a ride.”

“Where did you go?”

Nevil Jr. hesitated but then gave in, “My grandpa, mom’s dad, has a fishing shack that nobody much uses after Labor Day. I’ve been staying there. There was some canned food and stuff there but it’s mostly gone now. Grandpa didn’t leave a single pole there even. I knew I couldn’t stay there and, while I was there, it was so quiet, I had lots of time to think. It isn’t right to keep running and not face up to stuff.”

I nodded at him. 

“I don’t know if I can go home yet because I really do think my dad killed Olivia and our baby and I don’t think he should get away with that. If he did it, he should have to answer to the law. If he didn’t do it, maybe you can prove that?” He looked at me hopefully, his eyes still shining from his recent tears.

I shook my head no. “We don’t have a lot to go on son. Olivia was suffocated. That’s all we know for sure. There were a few fingerprints left that don’t match anybody. They may be yours.”

“I realize that. You can take my fingerprints. You should take my dad’s too.”

“We’ll do both.” I cleared my throat, “There’s something I think you should know before we question your father.”

“What’s that?”

“Olivia Stiers wasn’t pregnant.”

The End!

Or not...

Epilogue

The day I began writing Chapter 23, ‘Meet the Rossi’s’, was June 26th, 2015, the day the United States Supreme Court declared same sex marriage to be civil right and ruled it legal nationwide in deference to the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment to the United States Constitution. It was really hard to work on that chapter that day given the effect of the ruling and on my own marriage of 4 ½ years and those of several friends near me in Ohio which, up until that day, the state of Ohio refused to recognize. 

In the days after the ruling, I came back to the chapter and the ones that follow it and I debated continuing with them as is or somehow reworking the story of Dana and Mel to bring it forward a year and allow them to marry with Kris and Lance as equals. Ultimately, I decided to let their story be their story. It mirrors the struggle so many of us faced for years to marry, to have legal standing, to have our commitments validated and to be equal.

I appreciate the efforts of HRC, Freedom to Marry, Equality Ohio, Jim Obergefell, and all of the other plaintiffs on the landmark case and also of all of those who have gone before me and all of those named to make the dream a reality.

Congratulations to everyone!

Viva Mama Rossi!
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Chapter 1 – The Morning After


Sunday Morning, October 12th, 2014

“Good morning beautiful.” 

Dana stretched on the bed next to me but then she pulled a pillow that had strayed down between us up and half way across her face. “Turn off the sun,” she groaned. “I’m not ready to get up.”

“We don’t really have a choice, babe. We have house guests, a mess to clean up at the farm and, well, there’s the matter of a murder investigation I need to gear back up on.”

Dana flung the pillow toward her feet and sat up on one elbow to look at me but then she dropped her head and ran a hand through her long hair. “That really happened, didn’t it? I didn’t dream it?”

“Yes, it really happened. Now I have to figure out what to do about it.”

Dana looked worried, “Mel...our...our honeymoon...” 

I knew what she was thinking because I felt the same. We’ve had a tough go of it these past couple of months, I thought to myself. 

I looked at my wife, “I’ll figure something out babe. We’ll leave today, I promise.” I just couldn’t disappoint her. She needs the time away. We both do.

I showered quickly and then tiptoed into the living room. Nevil Harper Jr. was curled up in a ball in a sleeping bag on the floor. He was sound asleep. Chloe Rossi’s giant Chihuahua, Lady, was curled up in the middle of the camp cot Chloe had slept on for the night but she wasn’t in the room. I scratched my head and wandered toward the kitchen of our newly acquired home.

I found Dana’s mom there measuring coffee out of a can she must have spirited away from the wedding reception we’d shared with my twin and her new husband Lance yesterday and transferring it to a new looking coffee maker that I didn’t even know we had.

“Good morning Mel. I hope you don’t mind; I opened one of our wedding gifts to you and Dana. I just can’t get the day started without coffee.”

“Oh, um, no problem.” I nodded. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I’m not a coffee fan myself. I got a glass of water instead and took a gulp just as she spoke again.

“That boy slept like the dead last night.”

Trying not to spew water everywhere, I thought to myself, you don’t know the half of it!

“What’s his real story?”

“Pardon?”

“Oh, come on. Last night you told me he had family troubles and he needed a place to stay for the night. I know there’s more to it than that.”

“A little more. He’s a, uh, witness to a case I’m working on.”

She raised her eyebrows, “He’s not in any danger is he?”

“No, and he’s not a danger either, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

I don’t suppose you can tell me anything else?”

“No ma’am. Sorry.” 

“You’re just like my boy Vince! You cops are all alike, I swear. I’m an old woman!” She elbowed me gently, “Don’t you know I need a little bit of excitement in my life?”

“You’re hardly old Mrs. Rossi.”

“Mel, please, calling me ‘Mrs. Rossi’. That makes me feel even older. Just call me Chloe or call me mama like everyone else does.” 

I just smiled and turned to dig in the fridge.

“Are you hungry? I can make you some breakfast, if you like?”

“No need to,” I waved a hand toward the gaping open appliance. “We have all of these leftovers from the reception and there’s a ton more out at the farm. We’ll be gone all week so we really should eat up some of this stuff and haul the rest back out there. I don’t know what we were thinking.”

“About what?” Dana loped into the room, fresh from her own shower.

Chloe spoke before I had a chance to answer her myself, “Forget those leftovers. I promised your mom I’d stay the night and be out there to help clean up today. I’ll take those back out to her myself. As for you two, you’re just to be on your way after I send you off fat and happy with my homemade beef stroganoff.”

“Ooooh,” was Dana’s only response. 

Chloe smiled at her daughter, it’s been a long time hasn’t it?”

“Yes mama, it has.” 

I grabbed an oversized bowl of fruit salad and spooned some into another bowl. “I can live with that but if we really are going to get on the road this afternoon, I have to figure out what to do with my charge that’s still in there sleeping and get my guys back geared back up on the investigation.”

Dana simply nodded. I headed upstairs to where we’d decided to set up my office. 

Our house was mostly unfurnished. We’d moved my bedroom suite and the desk and chair from my den over from the house I’d shared with Kris and her children when we took possession of our this one right next door and Dana had gone out and bought what kitchen and comfort items we needed to get by on for a week. We’d spent the week since we took possession of the home focusing on preparing for my twin’s wedding rather than on furnishing and decorating the house. Dana was looking forward to jumping into that with a vengeance when we returned from our honeymoon.

###

Mama Rossi

“I didn’t see sour cream in your dairy case. Do you have any?”

“Yes ma’am, in the back. I’ll get you some; big or small?”

“Two large, please. I need one for stroganoff.”

The man moved toward the back of the store while a woman took her time to ring up my other purchases. When she finished, she eyed me up and down with open curiosity. 

“You know I’m not from around here but you think you’ve seen me before, don’t you?”

The storekeeper seemed taken aback, “Are you some kind of mind reader?”

“No dear, it’s written all over your face.” I smiled, “I’m Chloe Rossi. I’m pretty sure we met briefly yesterday at the wedding for Kris and Lance.”

“Oh, that’s it!” Recognition dawned on her face, “I’m Sheila Ford. You must be a friend or family to Lance Miller then?”

“No, no. I said ‘Rossi’. Dana Rossi is my daughter. She married Kris Crane’s...well, Miller’s sister, that wonderful peach of a girl, Mel.”

“Ohhhh. Now I remember.” The slight tint of a blush dusted Sheila’s cheeks. Words spilled out in a rush, “We all just love Mel around here. She’s the Sheriff you know. Well, of course you know. You’d know that...”

I reached out a hand and patted her arm gently, “Relax. I’m aware their relationship is more than a little unconventional for most folks around here. Really though, those two are so in love, who could ever deny them that? They only have eyes for each other.”

“Yes, of course.” Shelia leaned out over the counter and peered down the main aisle of her two aisle store. “Just where is Terry? I swear that man will be late to his own funeral! How long could it possibly take to fetch two containers of sour cream?” She stepped from behind the counter and marched off down the aisle toward the storeroom. She swung open the double hinged door and bellowed out Terry’s name. 

I started digging in my purse for my wallet and, preoccupied, startled at the unexpected yell. I turned in time to see Sheila step through the door into the back area. As it swung closed again behind I heard her exclaim, “This is a fine mess you’ve made!”

Moments later, she emerged alone with the two requested containers.

“My apologies. Terry seems to have wandered off. There’s a slimy mess back there where he must have dropped two of these and he’s gone, probably in search of the mop while forgetting all about you waiting.”

###

Mel

Once I settled in to work, I was thankful Dana had the cable company come out as soon as we took possession of the house. We hadn’t purchased our own televisions yet, but we did have digital phone service and internet in the God forsaken no man’s land that we lived in where, even on a good day, cell service was spotty.

After booting up my laptop and scanning through my email quickly, I spent the rest of the  morning on and off the phone and computer trying to coordinate a renewed investigation into the death of Olivia Stiers based on Nevil Harper Junior’s statements to me during the reception. Shane Harding, my only detective right now, was on his way over to pick Jr. up and take him into the station for a formal interview and a sworn statement. He’d handle the investigation from there, until I returned.

Nevil Junior wasn’t a danger to anyone; I really felt that in my gut. I just couldn’t lock the kid up but he couldn’t go home either if he really did suspect his own father of the murder of his girlfriend.

After spending a few minutes thinking about what would work best for the 18 year old that had grown up far too fast the past couple of months, I dialed the Zanesville Toyota dealership where he’d been working before he disappeared. The service department was closed and the service manager wasn’t in on a Sunday, but I was convincing enough with my urgent and authoritative tone to work an emergency number for him out of the woman at the front desk. 

He answered his phone with a question in his voice, “Eric Graham?”

“Mr. Graham, Sheriff Crane. My apologies for disturbing you on a Sunday.”

“No problem; what can I do for you Sheriff?”

“You had a mechanic working for you until a couple of months or so ago, Nevil Harper Jr.”

“Yes. Great mechanic, for such a young one. We’ve missed him with the foreign stuff. Heard he got himself into some trouble though.”

“He’s not in any trouble himself Mr. Graham. Please understand, I can’t go into any of the details but Nevil may have information about a case I’m working on. My department is working with him on that.”

“Do you think I know anything about what he’s talking to you about?”

“No sir, not at all. The reason I actually called is, well, I need to find a place for him to stay for a little while and, well, maybe...”

He interrupted me, “And maybe get his job back?”

“He’s a good kid. He needs a hand right now and he needs money.”

“I know he’s a good kid; a good kid and a damn fine mechanic. Tell you what, why don’t you bring him over here?” He rattled off the address, “I like the boy and we have plenty of room. If he wants to stay for a few days or for a while, we can work something out and I can always use his hands back at the dealership.”

###

Mama Rossi

1:00 PM Sunday Afternoon

I waved at Mel and Dana as I pulled out of their driveway. Little Lady and I were headed out to the farm to help with what was left of the after party clean-up. They were packing up Dana’s car for their trip to Tennessee.

I’d told the girls I’d be back for my bag later and that I’d make sure everything was locked up for them before I headed home. I really had no intention of going home this week but they didn’t need to know that.

The farm was on higher ground than the house in the village. My cell actually got reception there so, as soon as I was stopped in the driveway, I called my husband to fill him in.

“Marco, it’s me. Did you get in alright last night?”

“Yeah, no problems. It’s only a two hour drive. You on your way?”

“No dear. I told you, I was going to stay out here and help out today. The girls just pulled out a few minutes ago. I’m back out at the farm now.”

“So you’ll be home sometime tonight then?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“What are you up to?” His tone was accusing.

“Nothing like what you’re thinking. They just moved into that house is all and it needs a lot of work...you know, cleaning and dusting and sorting and putting away; that sort of thing. I think I’m going to stay and do all of that and surprise them when they come home next weekend.”

“Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“How could they possibly object to a helping hand?”

Chapter 2 – The Smokies


Mel

Sunday Evening, October 12th, 2014

I worked the key in the lock as I talked to Dana back over my right shoulder, “I got the recommendation for the rental agency from Terry Ford over at the store. I found this cabin online, through them. I hope it’s a nice...” The handle turned and I stood gaping, speechless, at a beautiful wood and dark stone kitchen.

Dana nudged me forward to step in herself and look around. “This is nice but you ain’t seen nothin’ yet, I’m sure.”

My spirits deflated, I knew Dana had been to the Smokies before. Coming here was her suggestion because she thought I’d enjoy it. From her statement, I figured she’d been in this cabin before. “I’ll just get the rest of the stuff out of the car.”

“Don’t you want to look around first? I’m going to!”

“You mean, you haven’t stayed in this cabin before?”

“Babe, don’t be silly. Do you have any idea how many rental cabins there are dotted all over the Smokey Mountains?”

At my blank expression, she answered her own question, “Thousands. Lots of them are quite nice and, it appears, this is one of them.”

We walked through the kitchen to the hardwood of the living room with its vaulted ceiling and sky high windows. We could see that outside a set of double doors was a deck and a hot tub, all with a beautiful view of the mountains. 

Stepping out on the deck, we both took a look around. The cabin was perched on a hillside that rose to our left toward a ridgeline and fell away below us. A neighboring cabin on the left side as I faced outward was almost completely shielded from view by a row of thick pines. I hadn’t seen any vehicles or activity there when we pulled up. The hot tub was on that side of the deck with a lattice screen behind it, despite the trees that shielded it from the neighbor’s view.

Looking off the right side, back down the hill we’d driven up, we realized the closest neighboring cabin in that direction was several acres away with lots of trees dotting the unimproved lots in between. A grill was situated at that end of the deck. We’ll have plenty of privacy for any time we spend out here, I thought to myself.

Dana looked at me, “We’re about seven miles out of Gatlinburg. There’s tons to do on the strip we drove down through Sevierville, Pigeon Forge and then Gatlinburg so this isn’t very convenient to it,” she waved her hand around, “but the cabins are a lot more plentiful and closer together there too; more people.”

“This is nice. I like having a little seclusion and, compared to what we’re used to, seven miles to civilization isn’t all that far.”

Dana grinned at that and nodded. “Let’s go upstairs and check out the bedroom.” She turned on her heel and headed inside. I followed like a lovesick puppy.

We climbed gleaming wood stairs to an enclosed loft style master with a massive, thick king sized bed sitting on the far wall facing what would have been toward the downhill slope, had there been a window on that side. Regardless, the room was so well appointed, I felt my jaw drop again. I went over and tested the bed. It was heaven. “We have got to get one of these! 

“It would fit in our room back home nicely since Larry and Karen remodeled and expanded it,” Dana replied. 

I patted the bed beside me. 

“Nope. Not yet. There’s a bit more to see and we do have to get the car unloaded before it gets too dark. Bears can be a problem.”

“Bears?”

She wasn’t listening. Instead, she inspected the Jacuzzi tub a few steps to the right of the bed as she faced it and then opened the bathroom door alongside the Jacuzzi and peered in. Her smile as she turned back to face me said it all.

I got up and moved to the left of the bed toward double doors that led out to the balcony. When I walked out, I realized I was standing over the front of the cabin with the car just down below me in the little pull off from the road. Across the roadway that continued uphill to my right as I faced it, another hill also rose into a knoll. A copse of several trees stood tall at the top with a heavier wood line, just visible, farther back. There were no cabins visible at all on the steep hill on the opposite side of the road. With any luck, we wouldn’t have neighbors all week in the cabin next door. I shuddered at the quiet and the seclusion of it all. 

Dana took a small sip of her champagne then carefully set the flute down on the edge of the hot tub. I looked on as she sunk a little deeper into the bubbling water, relaxing after our long drive and the subsequent hauling in of the stuff we’d packed for the week. The champagne had been her little honeymoon surprise for us. 

Her eyes closed and she allowed her head to loll to one side. I half rose and moved slowly to hover over her, being careful to keep my feet in the same position they’d been in and not give away my intent too soon. As I lowered my body to hers, I whispered, “Happy Birthday Dana; I love you.” Her eyes flew open as I pressed myself to her gently. 

“Mel, we agreed we weren’t going to do anything this year, given the weddings, and receptions, and the house...”

I pressed my finger to her lips, “Shh.” Removing it, I kissed her gently. “I didn’t do anything special but I did at least want to say it to you, to acknowledge it.” Slipping onto the bench beside her and gathering her wet form into my arms, I cradled her and nuzzled her neck.

“I didn’t even let my own mother do anything for me today babe, and I know it was killing her.”

“Oh, so you think the whole stroganoff thing was just a spur of the moment decision for her in our barely functional kitchen?”

Dana narrowed her eyes and peered into mine, “What are you saying?”

“Baby, she brought her own pans...”

My beloved tapped me lightly on the nose and then threatened, “You so owe me Mel Crane!”

“Hmm, what shall I pay?” I wiggled my eyebrows suggestively as I tightened my grip just a little around her back and across her legs. My right hand slowly rubbed the outside of her thigh suggestively as we snuggled just a bit deeper into the water.

“I’ll have to think about that.”

“Oh really? I could just turn you over my knee and give you 35 good swats!”

“Go ahead and try it; I dare you!”

We tussled in the water for several seconds, her smaller form holding its own with the added bit of buoyancy she was able to gain over my larger one but, in the end, I captured her and lowered my weight on her. I claimed her lips in victory.

The kiss was searing in the already hot water. I rolled onto a bench seat and hauled her back into my lap, my hand firmly on her behind. I began to rub it suggestively through the lycra of the suit she’d insisted on wearing, though we were miles from anyone’s line of vision. 

Dana moaned a little against my mouth and arched toward me. Leaving an arm around behind her to hold her, I move my hand from her backside up to her shoulder. I lowered the strap of her suit exposing her breast to me then cupped it gently. 

In the warm water, even exposed to a bit of the cooling night air, her nipple didn’t peak at first. I rolled it between my fingers then bent to pull it between my lips. At the touch it pebbled and Dana bucked in my lap. 

Keeping her in my mouth, I slid my hand away and down her front, between her legs, under the still bubbling water. Nudging the suit aside, I ran a finger along her slit. It was slick with a wet heat that I didn’t think was just from the rolling water. Pushing into her core, I finally knew that she was wet in the best way and more than ready for me.

I nipped at her nipple as I moved one finger slowly in and out of her then, lifting my head and capturing her lips and tongue in a sweet torture that she was more than willing to return, I pulled out, then pushed two fingers in.  

Going gently at first, then building harder and faster, I had her bucking and splashing as she tried to cling to me at the same time. Her walls closed in finally in several spasms and then she stopped thrashing in the water and went limp against me.

Chapter 3 – Gone


Mama Rossi

10:40 AM Monday Morning, October 13th, 2014

Morelville

Sheila Ford sat at the kitchen table nursing a cup of coffee. Her brother-in-law Steven Ford was in a chair adjacent to hers doing the same. 

Treadway looked back and forth between the two people. They were adamant about filing a missing persons report, though Terry Ford had barely been gone 24 hours. “So you last saw him, you believe, just after 10:00 AM yesterday morning?” He made an annotation in his notebook.

“That’s right,” Sheila replied. “I normally go to Sunday school at 9:30 and then the church service starts at 10:30. Lacy, our helper, called in yesterday morning just after Terry started to open at 9:00 and said her son was sick and she couldn’t be there. I went in to help Terry get everything opened up. A woman came in just after 10:00 asking for sour cream. Terry went to the back to get it and he never came back. When I went back to check on him, there was sour cream on the floor and he was gone. I missed church and then ended up waiting there all day for him. He left his cell phone on the back counter.” Her tone was angry then it softened, “He hasn’t been back to the store or home since.”

Steven spoke up, “We were supposed to leave on a fishing trip first thing this morning; a three day trout derby up at the lake sponsored by the Sportsman’s Club.”

Joe Treadway looked skeptical, “A derby during the week?”

“That’s right. It was for the 55 and older group of members; mostly retired. Terry’s a little eccentric...hell, even downright odd at times but it’s not like him to miss a fishing trip especially for a derby.” Sheila nodded her agreement. 

“Was there any sign of a struggle in the back of the store or out in the lot Mrs. Ford?”

“No. Not at all...other than the sour cream mess. The containers both burst open. I assumed he went looking for the mop and he realized he probably put it out back in the storage barn, out of the way, or even that he had brought home for some reason and he came back here after it.”

“Would he have brought it here?” Treadway asked her.

She shrugged. Steven too made a look like ‘who knows’ towards the deputy. He was the one to speak, “I told you deputy, Terry was an odd one. I think, more than that, he was getting a little forgetful as he aged.”

“That’s true. So,” Sheila asked, “what are you going to do to try and find him?”

“I have a few more questions first. You said there was no sign of struggle. How would Mr. Ford have left the store?”

“Oh, we both use a side door back by the coolers to come in and out before opening and after closing. He would have gone out that way and gotten into his truck.”

“He drove there yesterday?”

“He does every day. It’s only a quarter mile from the house to the store but he’s a smoker and not big on exercise. He won’t walk it; says he can’t breath.”

“Where’s the truck now, ma’am?”

She shrugged again. “Probably wherever he is. Is there anything else, officer?”

“Deputy. He’s a deputy,” Steven Ford corrected his sister-in-law gently.” 

“Just one more thing; is anything missing that you’re aware of.”

“No. I don’t think so. I mean, see for yourself, all his gear for this trip he’s supposed to be on is right there by the front door. He was excited...packed it all up Saturday night before he went to bed.”

Treadway looked at Steven, “Are you familiar with the gear the other Mr. Ford usually takes with him sir?”

Steven nodded, got up and walked toward the weekend bag, tackle box, waders and other assorted odds and ends. He glanced over it then turned back to Treadway, “Everything appears to be here except his favorite pole.” He pointed to a case, “That’s his spare, broken down in that case, but he never took his favorite pole apart.”

Chapter 4 – Cabin Fever


Mel

Monday Afternoon, October 13th, 2014

Gatlinburg, Tennessee

“That was quite a night last night and then, our brisk little hike around this morning...” Dana sighed, “I’m feeling every bit of 35 today, that’s for sure.”

“Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded. Dana knew I was already 35 myself. We’d kind of glossed right past the birthday I shared with my twin in July. Dana was recovering from a kidnapping incident at the time and I was in the midst of a murder investigation that involved the criminal activity of one of my own staff. Celebrating was the last thing on my mind, then.

“You know what I mean. Between my leg issues and a level of other activity I’m not, ahem, used too,” she cleared her throat suggestively.

I tried to hid my grin but I failed miserably. Instead, I suggested, “It’s a little warm outside yet today but maybe you ought to soak it out in the hot tub; you know, to limber up a little bit.”

“Naw, too warm outside right now, you’re right. It must be 70 out there. But, maybe I’ll just go upstairs and give that Jacuzzi tub a try.”

“Hmm, naked this time?”

“Well, yes. It’s a tub silly!” She swatted at me lightly.

“I may just have to come and make sure you’re doing the whole soaking thing right.”

“Great...you’re the reason I need to soak in the first place,” Dana tossed over her shoulder as she marched as smartly as she could muster toward the steps.

After about a half hour of waiting downstairs at loose ends, I couldn’t take the thoughts running through my head anymore and I went upstairs to check on my wife. I found her still lounging in the tub as it bubbled gently from the jets. She was leaned back against the far end which was along the same wall as the head of the bed. Her eyes were closed but, from the lazy circles she was drawing with the foot she had raised partially out of the water, I knew she wasn’t asleep.

I stepped into the space between the bed and the side of the tub where the water spigot was. “Dana, honey, your water’s probably getting cold.”

She half opened her eyes and looked at me. “It feels so good in here. I don’t want to move.”

I glanced at the clock on the nightstand beside the bed, between it and the tub. “It’s almost...”

I’d been about to say ‘noon’ when I checked myself and stepped over to look at the stand a little more closely. I pointed at the edge closest to Dana, “What does that look like to you?”

“What does what look like?”

“That.” I moved my finger back and forth a few inches over the trim lip of the bedside table.

She leaned over the side of the tub to get a good look, “It looks like grimy fingerprints.”

“Close, but not quite. It’s fingerprint dust that picked up some fingerprints.”

“Ewww!” Dana screwed up her face, “Are you sure?”

“Positive. Someone’s done a crappy job cleaning this place but, worse than that, it looks like a crime may have been committed here. The place must have been dusted but somebody was slacking on the job and missed lifting these.”

Once Dana was dressed, we drove down the mountain to speak with the management company. We needed to check in with them anyway since we’d arrived after hours but now I was far more angry than pleased with the cabin and I wanted some answers.

Heidi, a cutesy 20 something supposed property manager with a little gold name tag met us at the counter. “How can I help y’all?”

I pulled out my ID because I knew she’d need it but I left my wallet open with my wallet badge prominently displayed. “I’m Melissa Crane. We got in yesterday after you were closed.”

The young woman interrupted, “Oh right, the Mountain Hideaway cabin. Let me just pull up your paperwork right quick.” With that, she stepped away from the counter and back to a desk across from a man only slightly older than her who was expounding on the features of various cabins to someone on the phone. I stood there tapping my foot impatiently as Dana waited silently next to me.

She pulled some papers out of a small stack after rummaging through another larger one first. When she returned to the counter, she handed them across to me. “That there’s your rental contract. I just need to copy your ID, I need her name if she’s staying there with you,” she pointed toward Dana, “and I need your signature on page three.”

Listen, Heidi, about the cabin...”

“It’s a nice one isn’t it? It’s one of our most popular ones for honeymooners...and... for couples.” She paused, looking between Dana and I again, a question in her eyes. 

I didn’t owe her any explanations so I didn’t explain our relationship. She, however owed me an explanation and I wasn’t about to let her interrupt again. “Heidi there’s a problem with the cabin and an explanation is definitely in order.” I looked at her pointedly. The man on the phone, likely catching my tone of voice, stopped talking and looked my way too.

The young manager swallowed hard while trying to maintain her smile then looked toward the man on the phone. He asked the person on the phone to hold for a moment and then stepped quickly up to the counter. “I’m Josh, the GM. Is there a problem?”

“Yes Josh, there is. The cabin we’re renting hasn’t been cleaned very well at all after an apparent crime or an alleged crime took place there, possibly very recently. I’d like a full explanation, please.”

It was Josh’s turn to smile nervously, “Oh.” He paused, and seemed to be gathering his thoughts. 

After several seconds of my own impatience, I prompted him, “Was a crime committed there?”

He finally spoke, “Sort of, yes.” 

“Sort of?” 

“Actually, it was an accident, see.”

“An accident?” 

A woman was staying in the cabin back in September, a uh, a few weeks ago. She was out on the front balcony where she caught a stray bullet or something from a hunter and she was killed.”

“She was killed on the balcony by a hunter?”

“That’s what the police determined.”

“Was anyone charged?” Dana asked.

Heidi piped up in response, “I don’t think they ever even found anybody who realized they did it.”

I was dumbfounded, “So someone was supposedly hunting, God knows for what in September, kills a woman by mistake, never comes forward and no one knows a thing?” The two managers simply nodded. 

“Well here’s my question then, if it was an accident, why did they dust the cabin for fingerprints in the first place and leave powder residue on the furniture?”

Josh shrugged a slim shoulder and held up his hands in protest, “I can’t answer that. Maybe they did all that before they determined her death was accidental.”

“Let’s back up a bit, okay? What was the victim’s name?”

Josh pursed his lips. 

Dana jumped in to assist, “Look guys, it’s a matter of public record. You may as well tell us because we’re going to find out anyway.” 

“Oh, alright,” Josh gave in. “It was Patricia Dunkirk. She was a regular that would come down from Ohio and stay in one or another of our cabins every couple of months or so.”

My eyebrows rose involuntarily, “Ohio, you say?”

They nodded simultaneously.

“Why would anyone have been hunting in the area in September? I mean, what’s in season in Tennessee then.”

“Technically, nothing was then,” Josh supplied, “but you can hunt coyote and wolves year round because they’re a nuisance, what with killing off chickens and small house pets and such. That cabin’s not far from the local sportsman’s club. Some of their members were known to be out in the area hunting coyotes at that time. Cops figured one of them shot at a one and the bullet found her instead.” 

Heidi, found her voice, “I can get someone up there right away to give your cabin a thorough cleaning or, we have a couple of empty one bedroom cabins right now, we can, um, move you maybe,” she looked to Josh for confirmation, “if you like.”

Before I could speak, Dana nudged me with a foot below the counter and out of their view. “Neither will be necessary,” she said. “We’ll take care of it.”

Once we were outside and out of earshot, I questioned my wife, “Dana are you sure? Why don’t you at least want them to clean it?” 

“Something isn’t right Mel. I can feel it; don’t you?”

I set my mouth and nodded at her. Once we’d climbed into her car, I admitted, “Yeah, I do too. My primary question is: why would the police dust for prints inside the cabin if they thought the shooting was an accident? Something inside had to originally trigger them to think it was murder.

We drove through Gatlinburg, through the park and down to the strip in Pigeon Forge, chatting about the ‘how’s’ and ‘what if’s’ as we went. Once we were seated in one of the many pancake houses that seemed to dot the strip and Dana had decent cell reception, she pulled out her smart phone and started searching on the name ‘Patricia Dunkirk’. It didn’t take her long to find something.

“The top result is from the Gatlinburg daily newspaper from the day after the shooting reporting that an Ohio woman, Patricia Dunkirk, was shot and killed on the balcony of any area cabin. The body was reported to police by an anonymous male caller. When police arrived at the scene, they found her lifeless, on the balcony wrapped in a towel and wearing a swimming suit that was wet. She had an apparent gunshot wound through the neck. No other persons were present in the area. The caller that reported her body had not come forward at press time. The Gatlinburg Police Department and the Sevier County Sheriff’s Departments are investigating. They are asking anyone with any information to contact the county crime hotline or to come into either station to make a report.”

Dana scrolled down a bit. “That’s it for that article.” 

“There’s no pool anywhere nearby,” I said. “If she was in a swimming suit and wet, she was either in the hot tub downstairs at the back, which makes no sense unless she went upstairs to change and went to the balcony for some reason, or she was in a suit in the Jacuzzi, got out and went to the balcony.”

“There’s a whole déjà vu, statement...” Dana smiled and went back to her search results but shook her head several times as she scanned through them. “Most of the reports are from the next day or a day or so after that. Nothing says much more than that.” She paused as something seemed to catch her eye.

“Did you find something?”

“Yeah, a short mention in the same paper. About a week after she was shot, the Sevier County DA ruled Dunkirk’s death ‘Negligent Homicide,’ a Class E felony in the State of Tennessee. Still no suspects though.”

Chapter 5 - Lost


7:30 AM Tuesday Morning, October 14th, 2014

Morelville

––––––––

Joe Treadway looked from face to face at the group of volunteers assembled outside the Morelville General Store. He cleared his throat and, when all eyes focused on him, he began speaking, “Terry Ford was last seen, as far as we know, here in his store on Sunday morning at approximately 10:10. He left the store for reasons unknown in his blue, F-150 pick-up truck.” Treadway reeled off the plate number for the truck.

“It does not appear that Mr. Ford at any time came back to the store or went back to his home. At this time, we do not suspect any foul play. Mr. Ford may be out there somewhere, injured and in need of assistance. Our job is to mount a search and rescue operation to find him and get him home safely.”

He looked around, “I’m going to divide you into a few teams. Would those of you who know Mr. Ford, please raise your hands?”

Jesse Crane and several others in the gathered crowd raised their hands. Would you all please step over by the SUV to my right? Thank you.”

Addressing the dozen or others left after 20 some people stepped aside, he said, “We’ll be teaming the rest of you up with a couple of the folks who know Mr. Ford and one of our officers. Thanks for coming out to help. Please stand fast while we get everything under way.”

Jesse Crane was chatting with Steven Ford when Treadway moved over to their group to start breaking them down into teams. “Deputy?” he called to get his attention. 

“Yes sir?”

“I’m Jesse Crane, in case you don’t remember me, and this here’s Terry’s brother.” Jesse jerked a finger toward Steven. 

“We’ve met,” Treadway supplied.

“We suspect he might have grabbed his favorite pole Deputy and headed to one of his honey holes to fish. Something may have happened. I know a few places he might have gone.”

“Okay, great. That’s a good start. I’ll assign you two to Deputy Gates and you can go around with him to all the places you know of.”

Gates stepped forward. Treadway reminded him to report anything they found back to him then he beckoned to the two men to follow him to his cruiser. 

Jesse looked at the patrol car and clucked his tongue, “This ain’t gonna work Deputy. We might just need four-wheel drive for some of the places we’re going. We better take my truck.”

“Is that okay with you Mr. Crane?”

“Wouldn’t have offered if it wasn’t.”

“Lead on then.”

###

Mama Rossi

8:00 AM Tuesday Morning, October 14th, 2014

Morelville

My, my things sure kick off early out here in the country! 

I looked over at the General Store as I passed by. There were people and police cruisers clustered about. Slowing my car, I turned off the state route by the only gas station in the little village my daughter was now calling home and then picked my way back around to the store. 

Bypassing the deputies and the folks outside, I went into the store. I was surprised to find The main aisle shelving shoved back into the only other aisle and tables set up inside. Faye Crane and another woman were hovering about behind the counter, getting crockpots set up while Sheila Ford sat nearby, on a bench under one of the front windows, staring off into nowhere.

I hadn’t expected to find Faye there. I’d never said anything to her during the party clean-up about staying on longer but, now was as good a time as any. Before I could frame my approach, she spoke first.

“Why Chloe, this is a surprise. I thought you were headed home last night.” Her smile reached her eyes and I felt instantly at ease. She hadn’t handled her daughter marrying mine very well but, the past few days, she’d been quite friendly toward me. Now that the official festivities were over, that seemed to be continuing. 

“To be honest, I’d actually already decided to stay on and sort of, how to explain it, help our girls out. My Dana’s not completely mobile right now and your Mel is just so busy.”

“Help out how dear?”

“Oh, you know, this and that. A lot of cleaning, a little organizing, maybe seeking out some – a few – furniture and décor items...” 

“Do they know you’re doing this?” Her eyes narrowed slightly as her overall look took on an air of suspicion mixed with curiosity. 

“Um, not actually, no.”

Faye’s demeanor changed again, “Ooo, a surprise! I love the way you think!”

The other woman tried to squeeze by Faye with a wrapped tray of sandwich rolls. Faye excused herself to the woman and then turned back to me and said, “I apologize but I really should be helping. Those guys will all come back hungry here in a couple or three hours and we need to be ready.”

“That’s why I stopped. What’s going on?”

The second woman stopped and stared at me, “You mean you haven’t heard?” she asked.

Faye flipped a hand in her direction, “Oh Helen, she’s not from around here. She’s just here visiting.” Lowering her voice and tipping her head toward Sheila, she told me, “Terry Ford is missing. He left the store Sunday and he’s not been seen since.”

I looked at Sheila and caught her attention, “The guy you were in here with on Sunday morning when I came in to buy the sour cream?”

“Her husband,” Helen provided. 

Sheila finally broke her silence, “That’s right,” she looked me up and down, “you were the one that was here. He never came back after he dropped those sour creams you wanted.” She started staring off into the distance again. 

Faye leaned across the counter toward me and whispered, “She’s got it in her head that he either took off or he’s out there dead somewhere. Terry’s brother convinced her they needed to mount a search and rescue effort so that’s what’s going on this mornin’.”

I was shocked but I quickly gathered my wits and asked, “What can I do to help?”

Faye patted my wrist. “Nothing dear. We’ve got it under control in here and the searchers out there all know the county and, I dare say, Terry, pretty well. They’ll find him and he’s going to be just fine, just you wait and see.” She raised her voice a little for Sheila’s benefit and looked toward her on that last bit.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, of course. Now, tell me, what are you getting yourself into today with this plan of yours?”

I smiled, “I spent yesterday cleaning. They did a decent enough job when they moved in but, not like I do it.”

Faye nodded knowingly. 

“Between you and me, I’ve slept in their bedroom the last couple of nights since they don’t have much furniture. They need some nice guest room and living room furniture but, that’s just such a lovely old place...all of the gorgeous woodwork; I just think they’d love to have a few choice antique or vintage feel pieces to show it all off, don’t you?”

“Oh my word, yes. You’re right.”

“I know my Dana’s tastes but I’m not sure about Mel’s...”

“Mel isn’t picky dear. She tends toward things that will last, like her father. Old and antique for some things will do just fine for her but she likes her comfort too.”

“It’s too bad you can’t come along with me. That would be fun and, you could keep me from making too many mistakes...Hopefully they find Mr. Ford soon and he’s alive and well.” 

“I hope so too but, at least, I can give a couple of tips for now.”

“I’m all ears. Tell me where I should go.”

“Well, there are furniture stores in Zanesville, of course, and lots in Columbus too, if you want to go that far. There are Amish furniture makers dotted through the hills around here that you really should check out for wood pieces that will go well with the woodwork in the house and sit well with my daughter.”

“How would I find them?”

“That’s the problem; it’s easier to show you than to tell you. Maybe, we can go out together tomorrow for that. In the meantime, you should head north toward the turnoff for Zanesville, just before you get there, on the left side of this road, there’s a junk shop an old friend of Jesse’s owns, Dale Walters; Dingy Dale we call him.”

“Dingy Dale? That doesn’t sound too promising.”

“Oh, you might be surprised. You never know what you’ll find in Dale’s place and he’s harmless, just a little cuckoo.”

“What makes you say that?”

“He’s, what’s the word...’quirky’, I guess, and he’s always been full of odd ideas. Lately he’s been making what he calls art out of what everyone else calls junk. No one around here buys the stuff of course, but his place is always chock full of all sorts of odds and ends.”

“He usually opens around 9:00. By the time you’re done there, Lucy Sharpe’s antique shop will be open out on 146. Instead of turning left when you get to it to go into Zanesville, turn right and head toward Chandlersville. There’s signs. Her shop’s down about two miles on the right, before you get to the village. Sharpe’s Antiques; you’ll see it.”

Chapter 6 – Bullets and Casings


Mel

Tuesday Morning, October 14th, 2014

Gatlinburg, Tennessee

“You’re liking that tub a lot...we have one at home now...our home, remember?”

Dana turned her head toward the bed where I was lounging, watching much of nothing on the TV. “Yes, I know, but at home, I don’t get used and abused quite so much. You work all day at least five days a week.”

I grinned, “You love it; you know it.”

“Yes, but that’s not the point. I have to recover from each round, see, and prepare for the next one.”

“If you insist but, really, it seems like I’m doing most of the heavy lifting.”

“Are you calling me fat now?”

Whoops! “No, no! That’s not what I meant. Not at all.” At her look, I continued, “I just meant that I do most of the, um, work...”

“Is that right Crane? Keep digging!”

“You’re twisting what I’m saying all around.” 

“‘Is that right’ was a question.” 

“Not the way you said it, it wasn’t.” I grinned wide, hoping to diffuse what I was picking up might not be so funny to her. When her look softened and she cracked a small sliver of a smile, I shifted my legs over the side of the bed and favored her with my most earnest expression, “Dana, honey, you’re not fat at all. You’re beautiful and I’m so blessed to have you in my life.”

“Are you sucking up now?” She was trying to be serious but she couldn’t keep the hint of a laugh out of her voice.

I played along, pretending to be hurt, “You’re so suspicious! No, I’m not sucking up. I was being honest. Now, I’m being honest about something else, I’m starved. We’ve only tried one Smokey Mountain pancake house. There must be forty more of them out there to try.” 

Dana sighed, “I’m hungry too but I sure don’t want to drive all the way into Pigeon Forge yet this morning. Let’s look for one in Gatlinburg.”

“I’ll boot up the laptop, you get dressed.”

“Yes ma’am!” Dana snapped off a salute from her reclined position in the tub.

I pulled my laptop from the case and fired it up. While I was doing that, Dana turned off the jets and released the drain on the tub. I watched as she stood carefully on the slick surface still draining of water and reached for her towel on a hook on the wall just behind and to the far end of the Jacuzzi tub, near the bathroom door. She started to rub and pat herself dry but, when she realized I was watching her instead of focusing on my own task, she laughed and turned her back to me. I liked that view too but Windows finally opening caught my attention and I turned my concentration to the screen.

“Now, what the hell!”

Dana’s words were part question and part exclamation. My head shot back up and my eyes found her standing motionless in the middle of the tub, her back still turned to me staring at the wall behind the tub that divided the bedroom and bathroom. “What’s wrong babe?”

“Come here and look at this.” She pointed at the wall.

I stepped over to the edge of the Jacuzzi and leaned toward her. She moved aside slightly but pressed her finger to the wall just below something that was lodged into the thick, glazed pine paneling.

“Is that what I think it is?” She waited for me to respond. 

“If you’re thinking it’s a bullet, then yeah, I think so.” 

I retrieved my cell phone and the small pocketknife I always carry from the desk where I’d dropped the contents of my pockets the night before. I grabbed a water cup too and, after stepping gingerly into the tub, I took a couple of quick photos and then I carefully pried out the bullet that was lodged completely into the wall and sunk about an eighth of an inch past the otherwise smooth surface. A small caliber, jacketed shell dropped into the cup. 

Dana and I both peered intently at the hardly deformed round. 

I was shaking with anger again. “Is everybody around here incompetent? First the cleaning crew and now the cops too?”

“Since it’s a jacketed round, it must have passed through Patricia Dunkirk’s neck Mel and ended up in here. That might explain the dusting powder on the nightstand.” 

“Or she was shot in here and somebody is covering something up. This looks like a .22 shell. .22s just don’t have that much range; you know that as well as I do.”

Dana nodded.

“Stand there in front of where it was, facing me.” She did as I asked. 

Since I was still standing in the tub myself, I sized up what I was looking at from there, looked toward the balcony door, then I peered over the edge of the tub. “Okay, so if Dunkirk was standing in the tub, facing an open balcony door, when the round came through and it hit her in the neck, passed through and lodged in the wall, she was three, maybe four inches taller than you, even standing up here in the tub where you’ve got 2-3 more inches of height. If she were on the balcony or anywhere else in the room in the line of fire when it hit her, with the door open, then she was probably about your height and we have to account for the round coming in at a lower point like from a shorter shooter or from outside.

Dana stepped out of the tub and began getting dressed while I inspected the wall around the point of impact and below. I didn’t find a trace of any sort of blood spatter which doesn’t mean it wasn’t there, if this was where Patricia Dunkirk took the fatal shot. 

I inspected the woodwork on the wall. This wood is pretty heavily polyurethane coated here to protect it from water damage. That would make it pretty easy to wipe down quickly and, of course, the tub would clean easily too.

“What are you thinking, Mel?”

“Just that, since she was in a swimming suit – which is odd, granted – and wet when she was found and the bullet was here, she had to have died here,” I pointed at the tub as I stepped out of it. “There’s no evidence of blood there of course with all the easy to clean surfaces but, since the body was found on the balcony, there would have been blood transfer in the process of getting her out there.”

“Why aren’t you considering that she really could have died on the balcony after going out there in a swimming suit?”

“I’m just thinking about the caliber of the round...it’s small...the range of such a pistol or rifle and the angle of the shot if the shooter was outside.” I looked at my wife and shook my head. 

“What? You’re thinking something Melissa Crane; tell me what it is.”

“It’s really bugging me babe. I want to check the angles. Will you help?”

“I’m curious too. Go for it.”

“Alright then. I’ll go outside. You stand on the balcony to start with out in front of the door and leave it wide open.”

I went downstairs and out the front door, turned and looked up at Dana whose feet were roughly 9 feet above my head. 

“We can establish that if the shooter were outside, say a hunter, from anywhere this close the angle is all wrong.” Dana just nodded. I stepped off about 16 feet to the edge of the parking pull off in front of the cabin then crossed the road and the opposite berm, calculating width in my head. “We’re roughly 38 feet right here, at the base of this hill but we’re not close to the angle of trajectory the bullet would have had to take.”

Wheeling around, I started up the knoll. The slope went from gentle to steep pretty quickly leaving the distance still under  a total of 25 yards by the time I reached the top. The copse of trees was thirty more yards behind me. 

“From right here I have a clear view of you and the angle seems about right if you were a little taller. I simulated holding a rifle then a pistol.”

Dana shot back, “Yes, but a hunter with a clear view wouldn’t have taken the shot.”

“Good point; hang on.” I backed up to the copse of trees and realigned myself with Dana and the door. To take a shot at the right angle, I could still see her very clearly. No hunter, in his or her right mind, would have fired.

“Can you go and stand in the tub?” I yelled. 

I stood my ground on the hilltop while she complied. I could see her less clearly now that she was 10-12 yards further distant and in the interior of the room but, unless I backed up to where the knoll dropped off just a little behind me, I could still see that I was shooting straight into a cabin. The angle of trajectory was only right from the edge of the hill or near the front of the clump of trees I was in. No hunter took a shot from anywhere up here! 

Using a hunter’s eye, I looked around me. There were no tracks in the dry earth now and, in reality, I was contemplating the events of a month prior. The trees still had the majority of their leaves now full of color but not yet ready to give way. Still, on the unused hillside, deadfall from storms and fall seasons past lay all around, mostly undisturbed, other than where I’d walked myself. 

Peering closely at the ground, I began looking for signs of other human traffic and I began edging leaves with my toes around the largest trees in the right sightline and just to either side of them where an ejected shell casing might have landed. I was about to give up when a tiny glint of metal caught my eye. Stepping to it, it was immediately apparent that it was a shell casing and for a small caliber bullet at that.  

All around me were only leaves. I chose a large freshly fallen one and edged it under the cartridge. When the case was firmly in the middle of the leaf, I pulled the corners up around it and carried it down the hill with me like that, not touching it. 

Dana stared into the cup where the shell casing I’d found now rested beside the bullet we’d dug out of the wall. She shook her head, “They sure could go together.”

“Yeah, but there’s no proving that unless there are matching fingerprints on both. You have to touch them somewhere to load them but that casing has been out in the elements.”

She shifted gears, “So, you could see me in the tub?”

“Yes but it’s not a shot anyone but someone bent on killing Patricia Dunkirk would have taken and, given that it’s a soaking tub, what are the odds of her standing up right there and being framed in that doorway?”

“What are the odds of that door being open? There’s a lot of ‘ifs’ here.”

“True, but it’s still too whacked to be accidental. Either the shooter was in here and intended to kill her or out there and got lucky. The shell casing I found may or may not be...”

Something flashed in my head and I picked up the cup to look at the bullet again. 

“What were you saying?”

I didn’t even hear Dana’s question. Tilting my head, I asked her instead, “Have you ever hunted?”

“Noooo, not personally. My dad and my brother Vince do. Why?”

“I’m not familiar with the hunting regs in Tennessee but they’re probably similar to Ohio. You can’t hunt big game with a rifle, only a shotgun. You’d probably want a shotgun anyway to hunt coyote. You can use a .22 caliber rifle in Ohio for small game like birds, rabbits and nuisance animals like groundhogs and coon.”

“Okay, where are you going with this?”

“That’s just it Dana, a seasoned hunter, trying to help thin out the coyote problem wouldn’t be out with a .22, rifle or pistol, and it’s probably completely illegal here, like it is in Ohio, to hunt with full metal jacketed rounds. It’s very dangerous and any licensed hunter would know that. The damn things pass right through stuff!”

Dana shuddered, “What a mess!” 

We were both quite for a couple of minutes, thinking, then I got up and went upstairs. She followed.

I turned on all the lights in the room, opened the drapes to the only window and opened the balcony door next to it again. Starting at the balcony, I walked a slow line through the door, around the bed and then over to the tub, looking at the carpeting as I went. 

“If Dunkirk was on the balcony when she was shot, someone intended to kill her. The problem with that scenario is, after impact with her, a .22 bullet would have been slowed and the trajectory changed even though it was a jacketed round that passed through.”

“Agreed.”

“If Dunkirk were anywhere in here, with a shooter inside or outside, there’d have been blood spatter.”

“She had to have bled heavily from a neck shot...had to...”

“But there’s no blood anywhere on the carpet. Not around the tub and not on the path to get the body outside. Granted, this could have been cleaned and it’s likely that it was cleaned after she was shot but certainly, it hasn’t been replaced. This carpet isn’t new in the past month or so. It’s been here a while.” 

Chapter 7 – Found


Mama Rossi

Late Tuesday Morning, October 14th, 2014

Morelville

I found Dale Walters shop easily enough but I wouldn’t have even noticed it or thought to stop there if Faye hadn’t told me too. His building was a non-descript place covered in dust that came, no doubt, from the dusty, pitted parking area out in front of it. When I got up close to the door, I realized it was stenciled with a circular, ‘Dale’s Curios’. Who knew?

Stepping inside, I felt like I’d entered a different dimension. There were odd and unusual things and old, reclaimed things everywhere. They lined narrow aisles on the floor and they hung from the walls and ceiling. In every inch of space, it seemed, something was on display with only enough room for humans to pass and marvel at it all.

A gentleman about my age appeared from a narrow doorway near the back. “Good morning. Can I help you ma’am?”

“You must be Dale, I take it?”

The man didn’t reply directly, he just tipped his head to the side and half nodded.

“I’m Chloe Rossi. Faye Crane told me I should stop here and take a look around.”

The mention of Faye’s name brought a smile to his face, “Ah Faye, sweetheart Faye. Such a lovely woman. So tell me, are you looking for anything in particular?” He spread his hands wide, taking in the eclectic mix of his shop.

“This is one of those, I’ll know it when I see it type of stops, I guess you could say.”

“Well, you’re in the right place for that! Please, take a look around and, if you need any help, just holler.” 

As I wandered around, I came to realize that Dale’s shop had more decorative pieces than furniture pieces but there were the odd few handmade chairs here and there. Much of what Faye had called junk were art pieces that were reasonably priced compared to what I’d have paid in the city for similar things, if I had been interested in them. 

When I’d worked my way back to the front, Dale was standing at a counter near the door that I hadn’t even realized was there when I came in. He looked at my empty hands and then my face. A look of what I took to be disappointment flashed across his own face but he plastered on a smile.

“I take it you didn’t find anything to your liking?”

“Oh that’s not it at all.”

“It’s not?”

“I liked several of the art pieces here, especially the ones that seem to be make out of odds and ends but that resemble something completely different than their materials.”

His chest puffed out a little, “I make those myself. I call them the ‘Sum of the Parts Collection’.”

“They’re amazing Dale.”

He grinned wide but then cocked his lips to the side and looked me over at the same time as he pushed the glasses that were sliding down his nose back up. “No one from around here ever buys them. They think they’re too expensive, too weird and that I’m crazy.” He scratched his head and went on, “I am a little crazy but that’s what lets me be creative, you know?”

“Let me tell you, I’m going to come back in here. I’m actually shopping to help decorate a house but I need furniture pieces first and then art and décor. I’ll be back here for things to use for finishing touches, how about that?”

That seemed to please Dale because he beamed broadly. Handing me a postcard sized business card, he said, “I look forward to it. Take that along with you, why don’t you, so you can keep my little piece of heaven in your mind’s eye.”

Fifteen minutes later I entered the entirely different, more organized, more refined world of Sharpe’s Antiques. The place was clean and neat but at the same time arranged to be warm and inviting without the feeling of being engulfed in clutter or in the grime of age.

A woman, somewhat older than me, approached me as soon as I’d crossed the threshold. “Hello dear, I’m Lucy. How may I help you?”

“I’m Chloe Rossi; Faye Crane recommended your shop to me.”

“Oh, I know who you are dear. I was at the reception for Kris and Lance and your Dana and Mel. Lovely party, just lovely.”

“Yes, it was. Faye and the girls did a marvelous job putting it all together. But now,” I let out a tiny sigh, “the work begins. Mel and Dana just moved into their own house and, because Mel was living with Kris and her children, she only took what was specifically hers with her. My Dana has recently left a government position that had her living in hotels most of the time so they need everything.” 

“Of course they do! I’m glad you came here first.”

I smiled to myself, at ease that I didn’t have to jump to the defense of daughter and daughter in law.

“First things first though; how about a cup of tea?”

###

Tuesday Afternoon, October 14th, 2014

Near Morelville

“It’s Gates; we’ve found him.” The deputy un-keyed his mike and looked out again at the body of Terry Ford floating, facedown, in the pond before him. 

Jesse and Steven both stood surveying the scene too. While Gates made arrangements to retrieve the body, they stood beside Jesse’s truck, parked behind Ford’s own missing pickup, and talked between them. 

“Look,” Jesse pointed toward the bank, “there’s his pole right there.” It was lying on the bank, a line out in the water with no bobber or other marker in sight. “Bet it’s tangled out there somewhere.” Steven Ford simply nodded.

Gates asked them, “Is this public or private property?”

“Belongs to Chuck Knox,” Jesse said. “Him and Terry go way back. Terry fishes here all the time. He takes bluegill; helps keep their numbers down for Chuck so they don’t overrun the pond.”

Within 15 minutes, Jesse and Steven were relegated to the confines of the truck while Mel’s Deputies swarmed the scene. They watched as two deputies put on waders and went out in an inflatable raft to retrieve Terry’s body from the middle of the still pond.

Once Terry was retrieved, having no other transportation back to his cruiser, Gates climbed back in the truck with the two men.  Steven Ford began to quiz him. “So, what do you think Deputy?”

Gates was diplomatic, “Mr. Ford, I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“I appreciate that but I need to know where we go from here. Who will investigate?”

“The Coroner will see to your brother sir if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I’m asking about a murder investigation deputy. What’s next?”

“There isn’t going to be a murder investigation Mr. Ford.”

“Why the hell not?” Jesse asked, jumping into the fray.

“There were absolutely no signs of foul play out there at all gentlemen; no tracks at all and no other signs that anyone else had been there. His line was snagged out in some reeds. It may have snagged and when he waded in to try and free it, he slipped, and...well, anyway, the Coroner is probably going to rule it an accidental drowning.”

“Bull!” Jesse was angry now. “Do you know anything about fishing Deputy?”

Gates admitted that he didn’t fish.

“Well, we both do,” Jesse turned his head and looked at Steven in the back seat, “and we can tell you that something stinks here.” Steven nodded.

Gates, riding shotgun, looked at Jesse driving and then back at Steven too. “Tell me what you see that we don’t see,” he asked.

Jesse blew out a heavy breath, “Look Deputy, someone’s been here; had to be. The ground’s just too dry and firm right now for you to tell it but we know it.” He tossed his head toward Steven Ford in the back.”

The older Ford brother spoke up, “You can’t fish without bait or tackle Deputy Gates. If he was fishing, where’d it go?”

“Yeah, and Terry wouldn’t have gone in the water without putting on his waders. He sure wasn’t wearing them and I didn’t see them in the bed of his truck,” Jesse added. “If the line was snagged, he would of just cut it.” He glanced in the rearview mirror at Terry’s brother for confirmation.

Steven Ford leaned forward between the two front seats, “His waders are probably still sitting by the door where he had them packed up for the trip we were supposed to leave for yesterday morning.”

“His boots are probably there too, ain’t they Steven?”

Terry’s brother nodded.

Jesse continued, “Terry didn’t have boots or waders. He was in his work clothes. He didn’t even have his favorite fishing hat. All of that strikes me wrong.”

###

“Chloe? It’s Faye Crane. Listen, they found Terry. Jesse and I, we’re both home now. When I went by the girls’ house, I saw you out directing Lucy Sharpe’s delivery guys. I’m just dying to know what you bought. Why don’t you come on out to the farm for a nice dinner and a night out of that empty old house? Call me back as soon as you get this message.”

Chapter 8 – MYOB


Mel

Early Tuesday, Afternoon, October 14th, 2014

Gatlinburg, Tennessee

––––––––

We were cooling our heels in a little visitors waiting area at the Sevier County Sheriff’s Department. I wasn’t happy about how long we’d been waiting. I was being polite but I’d expected a little professional courtesy here and I wasn’t getting it. 

Deputies came and went through the area Dana and I were sitting in, laughing and joking. After more than 40 minutes without so much as an acknowledgement that we were still there by the Deputy manning the inquiry window, I went back to it and stood there until he could be bothered to acknowledge my presence.  

“Question ma’am?”

“I just wanted to let you know that we’re still out here and we’re still waiting to speak to your Sheriff or the investigating officer on the Patricia Dunkirk shooting.”

“I’m aware of that Deputy..., what did you say your name was?”

“Crane; Sheriff Crane.” I was trying hard to keep my voice even and my temper in check. 

“It will be just a few more minutes Sheriff.” His tone was condescending and I didn’t believe him. All I could do though was nod and go back to my chair beside Dana. She just set her jaw and shook her head.

Another 15 minutes passed before we were finally called back only to be put in a sparse interview room. 

Dana shuddered, “Bad vibes in here.”

“Yeah, this is probably the last place you want to be after all you’ve been through. I can’t imagine why they felt the need to put us in here.”

“Simple,” Dana said, “there’s a two way and it’s miked. They can listen to and see everything. Maybe they’ll take what we have to say seriously.”

The words were no sooner out of Dana’s mouth than the partially closed door swung open and the portly Sheriff of Sevier County blustered in. “So sorry to keep you little ladies waiting. I hope it wasn’t too long?” 

Condescension seems to run through this department... I stood while Dana remained seated. “Sheriff Trainor,” I said, reading his name tag, “I’m Sheriff Crane from Muskingum County, Ohio and this is my associate, Special Agent Rossi.” I only felt a twinge of guilt using Dana’s former title with the self-important man standing before me.

“Sit, sit please. Coffee? Tea perhaps?”

Dana spoke up, “No thank you Sheriff. We’re here officially.”

I sat back down. Trainor took a chair and turned it around to straddle it facing us like a thinner, fitter man might. “How can I ‘officially’ help you ladies?”

Already tired of his attitude, I just dived in and hoped to get the meeting over with quickly. “Agent Rossi and I are in Tennessee on some personal business. We’re staying in the Mountain Hideaway cabin just outside of Gatlinburg where Patricia Dunkirk was shot and killed last month.”

“Ah, yes. The accidental shooting. So unfortunate.”

“Your department did investigate?”

He eyed me warily but answered quickly, “Of course, of course. Wasn’t much to it though. She stepped out on the balcony and caught a stray round from a hunter, poor thing.” He pursed his lips and shook his head to emphasize his sympathy but his eyes held no sorrow and I wasn’t buying his act.

“Did you find the bullet that struck her on the scene Sheriff or did the Coroner find it at autopsy?” His eyes darted right and he licked his lips before he answered me. I knew a lie was coming.

“I believe so, yes.”

“You believe so or you did?”

“I don’t rightly recall but, regardless, it’s not a matter of public record and I shouldn’t have said what I already have.”

“I can hardly believe that you can’t recall something that happened roughly a month ago and that you think I’m here just digging for information without something of value to add to your investigation.”

Trainor stared at me but didn’t respond.

Dana asked him, “Why do you believe a hunter killed Dunkirk?”

“Why, because that’s the only plausible explanation, of course. She wasn’t from around here. No one here had any reason to harm her however, there have been problems with coyotes in that area and the Sportsman’s Club near there had a sort of a bounty on them running that weekend. Their members were out all over those hills. One of them probably took a shot and never even realized what happened. As I said, it’s just so unfortunate.” His look was smug.

“Patricia Dunkirk was supposedly standing on a balcony several feet off the ground. To hit her, a hunter would have had to have been aiming upward or have been out across from her on a hill on the opposite side of the street where he would have had an unobstructed view of her.”

Trainor waved me off, “There are tree stands all over those woods, uh...”

““Sheriff Crane, and no Sheriff, a hunter in a tree stand would be aiming down, not up, besides, there are no tree stands in the thin copse of trees atop the knoll across from the cabin  in the line of trajectory to hit Dunkirk.” 

Now his face reddened, “How on earth would you know what the line of trajectory was?”

I pulled two baggies out of my pants pocket and laid them on the table in front of me. “One of those is a full metal jacketed bullet that we dug out of the wall behind the Jacuzzi tub in the master bedroom in the cabin this morning. Before we dug it out, I took photos of it and its relative location. The other is a shell casing that would seem to fit that shell that I found on the opposite hillside a reasonable rifle or pistol eject distance from the line of sight. I understand that they may go together and they may not but, certainly, the bullet is damning evidence that someone was gunning for Dunkirk.”

“So you’re a bullet expert huh?”

Half standing and leaning across the table toward him, I was indignant. “I’m a County Sheriff, a 12 year veteran of the department and I’ve been hunting since I was big enough to hold a gun.” Dana grabbed a belt loop and started to haul me backward. 

Trainor leaned back away from my advance and, after almost falling off the chair, remembered he had it turned backward.

“Okay, ladies, I admit, the bullet is a mite suspicious but the shell casing is entirely coincidental. It could have been there for years. Frankly, I’m writing all of this off to coincidence. It was a hunter because there is no other plausible explanation.”

Exasperation seeping into her own voice, Dana implored him, “Sheriff Trainor, Why on earth would someone be hunting coyote with a .22, with jacketed rounds and aiming that high? Most hunters would use a shotgun for one thing and, I checked, you can’t use jacketed rounds to hunt in Tennessee. It’s illegal. I’m sure any hunter here would know that.”

When she finished, Trainor leaned slightly forward in as much as leaning into the chair back would let him, “Tell you ladies what; I’ll have one of my men look into it.”

“He’s the laziest, most condescending piece of shit I’ve come across in my law enforcement career!” I was venting once we were in the car and out of earshot but Dana seemed to be pre-occupied. When she didn’t respond, I tapped her leg to get her attention.

“Sorry; just thinking.”

“Penny for them...”

“I heard you Mel but I don’t think it’s laziness. I think it’s more than that. The Sheriff, maybe his whole department, they’re hiding something.”

“Like what?”

“That, I don’t know but they must have had a reason to dust the cabin for prints.”

Chapter 9 – Coffee Klatch

Mamma Rossi

Tuesday Evening, October 14th, 2014

Crane Family Farm, Morelville

“Terry was a tough nut to crack. Some liked him, some didn’t,” Jesse stated as he toyed with the food on his plate.

Faye shot me a look that told me the subject of Terry was off limits so I tried to change it. “Your message said you wanted to know what I’d bought at Sharpe’s. You’ll never believe the deal she gave me on a...”

Not normally so talkative, Jesse interrupted and just kept going, “I figure there’ll be a funeral Friday or Saturday. That Sheila, she’s just too distraught to decide anything right now. The arrangements probably won’t be made until morning.” He hung his head down and stared through the table.

I traded glances with Faye. We continued with dinner in an uneasy silence until Jesse abruptly pushed his plate away and stood.

“There’s chores to finish and I’m wasting daylight.” With that, he was out the door and headed toward the barn. 

“He’s sure taking this hard. Were he and Terry close?”

“Jesse was a year behind Terry and two years behind his brother Steven in school but they all played football on the same high school team. Jesse was tight with him and with Terry’s best friend Chuck Knox; even dated Chuck’s sister for a while before we started going out.”

“You two were high school sweethearts?”

Faye nodded, “Yes; married right after we graduated. By then Chuck and Terry were both married too. Steven went off to the Army – Vietnam - so he wasn’t around much in those early days.”

“The other men weren’t drafted?” 

“My Jesse is a sole surviving son. The Army wouldn’t take him. Chuck eventually went but Terry had some sort of medical deferral.” Faye cupped a hand beside her mouth, “Just between you and me, everybody always said Terry wasn’t quite right in the head.”

Faye slapped her own cheek, “Listen to me, speaking ill of the dead.” She stood, “How about a little cake Chloe and some coffee to wash it down with?”

“Some of that amazing wedding cake that Hannah girl made?” 

“Of course. I froze the top tiers for the kids for their first anniversaries but there’s still a little of each cake left too.”

“That was divine. Count me in.”

While Faye poured coffee and dished up cake, I wondered aloud, “Why would Terry just leave the store the other day without a word? I mean, he was working. He goes to the back to fetch something and suddenly he forgets everything and goes fishing? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Oh, I agree. Terry was a little eccentric, granted, but the whole thing is just too odd of a situation, even for him.”

“You’ve said that twice now, that he’s odd and eccentric. How so?” 

Faye set a slice of cake down in front of me then returned to her own seat. “Well, let’s see, it’s just the sorts of things he does and the way he does them. He’s been known to hunt a little out of season. That’s against the law but he never seemed to care. He’s been caught trespassing on the private property of older folks when he was out mushroom and ginseng hunting without getting their permission to do it. He’d just sweet talk them into taking a little of his mushroom haul or splitting the cash for the ginseng since they were no longer able to go out and get it for themselves. Who knows how much he’s gathered that he’s never been caught for. He always had plenty of money for those smelly Sweets he liked to smoke and for poker, I’ll tell you that!”

“It seems like he had little regard for the law but that doesn’t make him odd.”

“Around here, folks would tend to disagree with you on that but there’s more. He’s something of a player, what I’ve heard called a serial monogamist.”

“I thought he got married right after high school?”

“He did, but not to Sheila. She’s his fourth wife. They’ve only been together a half dozen years or so. I’m not entirely sure he’s been faithful this last year or so. Rumors have been flying.”

From what she’d told me, I took Terry for a low level criminal and a cad. ‘Odd’ and ‘eccentric’ really didn’t ring true for me and I was prepared to write the whole subject of him off when Faye interrupted my train of though.

“Jesse and Steven are convinced Terry was murdered.”

I was shocked, “What?”

“They think someone killed Terry.” 

“I heard you the first time; what I want to know is why they think that?”

“Jesse and I talked a bit on the way back from the store this morning after the search. Him and Steven are dead set about it.” She outlined the things the two men felt were unusual at the scene.

“It certainly does sound like there could be more there than meets the eye but don’t you think Mel’s men can figure all of that out?”

“According to Jesse, her crew was convinced to a man that it was a drowning case.” 

“They are professionals, Faye.”

“Maybe so but if my Mel were here, things would be different. She’d listen to her father and look into it.”

“Have you called Mel and let her know about Terry?”

“I’ve been debating that. He’s known my girls all their lives...she’d probably be upset if I didn’t at least tell her he’s gone.”

“You should probably call her, Faye.”

Faye put down the coffee cup she was about to raise to her lips, “You’re right.” She rose and picked up a handset off the counter. A house phone still seemed to be commonplace out here I noted, while she dialed. 

“Mel, it’s mom. I’m so sorry to bother you on your honeymoon, but I have some news I think you should hear.” She paused and listened very briefly.

“Honey, Terry Ford went missing on Sunday and they found him...your father and Steven found him...today, drowned in Chuck’s pond.”

I could hear Mel exclaim but I couldn’t make out what she said. Faye spoke to her for a few moments and then put her on speaker phone. 

“Mel, baby, I hate to say this but your dad and Steven both don’t believe it was an accident. They both say somebody that had it in for Terry might have seen to it that he drown. Your officers aren’t pursuing any kind of investigation.”

Mel’s voice came across the phone. I could tell she was in a car. “Did the coroner take his body mom?”

“Yes dear; your dad said he did.”

“Okay then, Luke will do his thing and determine if there’s any reason to investigate further. If he does think so, my men will handle. If not, there’s not much I can do if my deputies didn’t find anything at the scene to implicate anything other than an accident.”

Without thinking that the girls didn’t even know I was still in Morelville, I spoke up to put my two cents in, “Mel, just how much do you trust your Coroner?”

“Chloe? Is that you?”

Oops! “Err, yes?”

“What are you doing there?”

“It’s a long story...I, uh...”

“Hang on Mom, Chloe.” There was a brief pause at the other end of the line then Mel came back on, “Now you two are on speaker phone. We’re in the car. Dana’s driving.”

“Hi baby! Are you having a good time?” I attempted to coo at her and distract her.

“Mama,” Dana questioned, “What’s going on? Why are you still there?”

“It was supposed to be a surprise dear but I guess I blew it.”

Dana sounded leery, “A surprise, how?”

“I stayed on and I’ve scrubbed down your house for the two of you and organized your cupboards and closets.”

Mel spoke, “Wow, Chloe that’s awesome. Thank you!” Apparently speaking to Dana, she asked, “Isn’t that awesome?”

“Yeah, it’s awesome alright,” Dana’s voice dripped with suspicion. “What else Mama?”

I let out a breath slowly. I was found out and I knew it. I went for a flattering approach, “You two have such pretty woodwork in this house, it just begs for some nice things to go along with it is all.”

“Oh my God, what did you buy Mama?”

Cringing at the fear in Dana’s voice, I recoiled a bit but then I mustered a little confidence and I told her, throwing Faye under the bus too, “Faye recommended a lovely antique shop to me and the owner made me a wonderful deal on a gorgeous bedroom set that looks to die for in your guest room.” Faye slapped my shoulder lightly.

Dana and Mel both spoke at once; Dana asking what else I’d purchased and Mel chastising her own mother for her role. I addressed Mel first, “Now, don’t go getting mad at your mama Mel! I told her what I intended to do no matter what and she gave me advice to steer more toward things that would appeal to your tastes too and not just Dana’s”

“What else did you buy, Mama?” Dana’s tone was more forceful this time. 

“Nothing yet dear, I swear.”

“Yet?”

“Whoops, did I say that?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve only been gone two days. I spent all of Monday cleaning and organizing. I got the set this morning and a mattress set and had it all delivered this afternoon; that’s all.”

“Chloe, that sounds expensive. You shouldn’t be spending your money on us.”

“I’m not poor dear.”

“Melissa!” Faye cautioned.

Mel was immediately contrite, “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“No offense taken.”

“What else do you intend to do Mother?” Dana was being formal now.

“Honestly, I planned to stay the week and surprise you with it all when you got home. Other than that poor, poor man’s death, it’s been a nice break away from the city, for me.”

Mel’s voice came across the line, “If you two will hang on just a minute, I need to ask Dana something.” With that, there was silence. Faye and I just looked at each other. I sipped on the dregs of my coffee.

Finally sound came from the open line and Dana started talking, “Mama, we’d like for you to go ahead and stay for as long as you want to. We don’t mind you continuing to do some shopping for our home but on our dime now, not yours.” She told me where I could find the keys to the lock box where she kept a spare bank card.

“Okay, honey. I agree to that.”

“Wait Mama Rossi,” Mel said, “There’s more. Mom? Are you still there?”

Faye’s eyes grew wide, “Um...yes...”

“What are you doing this week?”

“Well, now that Terry’s been found, just working around the house...at least until funeral arrangements are set.”

“I want you to keep me posted on those but, in the meantime, we want you to go with Chloe.”

Chapter 10 – Lifted


Mel

Tuesday Afternoon, October 14th, 2014

Gatlinburg, Tennessee

“Are we going to live to regret that?”

Dana looked back across the table at me, rolled her eyes and shook her head. “You don’t know my mom that well yet. Had we not said, ‘go ahead’, she would have continued right on as she had been. Hopefully your mom being involved will buffer some of that.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. You just gave those two free rein with your bank card.”

Dana groaned low. “What a day we’ve already had...”

Our server brought our sweet teas. “Have ya’ll decided?”

Dana, already familiar with the barbecue joint we were sitting in, in Gatlinburg, ordered herself the sampler platter with the house sauce on the side and a side of mac and cheese. She smacked her lips after ordering that last bit.

The college aged waiter turned to me, “For you ma’am?”

Trusting the instincts of my always hungry wife, I ordered the same. The young man smiled and took his leave.

“You won’t be sorry babe. Bennett’s is the best around here.”

We chatted for just a few short minutes about what to do with the rest of our day but because our food was presented so quickly, we abandoned that conversation in short order and tucked in.

Dana finally lifted her head about half way through her lunch. “You know what bugs me about this whole mess?” she asked. “It’s their indifference. A woman died for heaven’s sake. Someone shot her. Because you can’t figure out something right away or because she’s not local, you just write it off? That just doesn’t fly with me.”

“I can’t stop thinking about it either. The trouble is, there really isn’t anything we can do about it, at least not till we get back to Ohio.”

“What then?”

“Think about it, you said yourself, you thought the police here are hiding something. That may be true. That they’re lazy may also be true though. She’s from Ohio. She dies here by an unknown hand that probably wasn’t a hunter. Maybe someone from back home wanted her dead and followed her down here to do it.”

Dana half shrugged, “It’s certainly possible.”

“How’s your lunch ladies?” I hadn’t even noticed the server approaching the table.

“Just fine,” I managed.

“Pardon me for interrupting but I couldn’t help overhearing, were you two talking about that woman that was shot?”

Dana nodded but I didn’t say anything.

“That was such a shame. They were good customers, used to come in a couple of nights a week or more because he really liked the brisket and she was a fan of our ribs.”

“She was with someone when she died?” I asked him, trying not to sound over eager.

“Not that the papers said, no, but she was usually down here with a man for a weekend or a few days every month and, like I said, they’d eat dinner here a couple of times each time.”

“Did you know them?” Dana asked.

“Personally? No, not outside the restaurant. I just know regulars when I see them and they were pretty regular.”

“Do you know his name?” I asked him.

“Sorry, no. Had I known, I’d have told the police then.” He took his leave to attend to another table.

“Funny,” Dana said, I made him out to be a college kid picking up some extra hours before every place around here slows down for the dead of winter. Sure seems like he’s been around.”

“Not only that, his information was more helpful then maybe he even realizes. Patricia probably wasn’t alone and the prints may very well have told the Sheriff’s department who was with her had they bothered to finish lifting them.”

Dana looked at me, her expression puzzled, “So, you’ll do some digging then when we get home?”

“Yeah, but here’s another thought: they haven’t sent anybody by our cabin to clean again and it’s doubtful they will before we leave. We need to try and lift those prints.”

“How?”

“The old fashioned way, transparent tape.”

We ran into a drugstore after lunch and got a small roll of packing tape and some rubber gloves. 

Looking at the prints, back at the cabin, I could see that they were angled as if someone had knelt on the floor between the stand and the Jacuzzi and reached out to touch it, maybe for stability on the way down to their knees or back up. They certainly were oddly located and positioned to be plausible for any other explanation.

As carefully as I could, I lifted the prints highlighted by the fingerprint powder and inspected my work. There was little residue no left on the stand and it appeared I’d gotten good transfer to the tape. Local incompetence might just pay off yet. 

While Dana packed the tapes up for shipping, I called my old friend Izzy at the crime lab in Columbus and asked her for a favor. She agreed to let me overnight the print tapes to her so we headed back out to find a place to ship them from. 

It was early evening by the time we were out and about again. The Gatlinburg post office was closed. We found a Pak Mail place that told us they’d send it out but that we’d missed the overnight pick-up. Izzy wouldn’t get the prints until Thursday. I left her a message and then gave my wife the once over.

“It looks like we’ve done all we can do for now, babe. It’s back to enjoying each other’s company.”

Dana smiled up at me, “I’m okay with that.”

###

Wednesday Morning, October 15th, 2014

We woke to a cool morning drizzle in the Gatlinburg area but, after jumping on the laptop, Dana determined Cherokee North Carolina was experiencing a beautiful fall day. She packed us up and we headed out on a leisurely trip through the mountains and into North Carolina. 

We enjoyed the great outdoors for a while and then, in the heat of the day, we packed it into another one of Mama Rossi’s favorite casinos to take bus trips to, as Dana tells it, Harrah’s Cherokee, and we lost as much money as we could stand to lose. Dana’s past luck with handicapping pro baseball games didn’t seem to extend to playing blackjack, video poker or slots. I didn’t plan on letting her forget it.

Chapter 11 – PI Moms


Mama Rossi

Wednesday Morning October 15th, 2014

Morelville

––––––––

Faye picked me up at 9:00 sharp in Jesse’s pick-up truck. I’m not fond of the things but she said it would be useful for anything we bought ‘cash and carry’.

Since it was on our way out of Morelville, we stopped at Dale’s shop first. I was excited this time. While Faye took her time moseying into the place, I burst through the front door to find Dingy Dale himself standing not ten feet in front of me.

“Good morning Chloe. I’m glad to see you made it back after all.” He nodded to Faye who was finally crossing the threshold behind me.

“Now Dale, I told you I’d be back. I bought a lovely antique bedroom set yesterday and I saw just the piece in here to compliment it. I hope you still have it.” I just barely caught Faye’s look as she rolled her eyes. 

Working my way around to where I’d seen the carved lamp base, I ran across an old dry sink in need of a little TLC. Looking around, I found Dale trailing semi-discreetly behind me. “Was this here yesterday? I don’t remember seeing it.”

The quirky shop owner half smirked. “Good eye Chloe; no it wasn’t. I got it in late yesterday afternoon. I just knocked the cobwebs off a little and put it on out here while I decide what I want to do with it.”

I called Faye over, “Wouldn’t this be just perfect in that corner of the kitchen just inside the door? It’s just a useless little area there right now.”

Faye, index finger to her lips, considered it. “I think you’re right but it needs some work.” She looked at Dale, “What are you asking for it, as is?”

“It’s an antique you know.”

“Don’t try to kid a kidder Dale. You know you trash picked this somewhere. If we take it just like that, what do you want for it?”

He scratched his head, “Mmm, gimme a hundred and it’s yours.”

I didn’t think his price was bad for something that was oak, obviously vintage, and only in need of some stain and a little hardware. Faye had other ideas though.

“What were you thinking about doing to it?” she asked him.

“Obviously, it needs cleaned well and a nice coat of oak stain then I gotta fix that pull.”

“Tell you what, you do that stuff and we’ll give you your hundred.” Faye looked at me and I nodded but I still felt like we were stealing it from the man.

“You got yourself a deal.” Dale stuck out his hand and I took it. While he held it, he asked, “Now, about that other piece you were wanting?”

“Oh, I still want it. Trust me on that.” I moved on to the carved lamp base that featured a buck and a doe.” 

Turning to Faye, I asked, “Don’t you think Mel will just love it?”

Before she could answer, Dale asked, “This is for Mel? It’s right up her alley, I guarantee it.”

“Actually, it’s for the guest room in her house. It will go well with a carved bedroom suite I found for in there.”

“Oh, well don’t be surprised if she wants it in her den when she sees it, is all I’m saying.”

We talked lamp shades while Dale picked up the base and moved it to his register and I followed. He rang me up for that but held me off on paying for the dry sink. 

“Now, now,” he said, “Faye here knows I don’t take payment for nothin’ until it’s in your hands. You just give me a good number to reach you at and I’ll get back to you, probably Friday, when that sinks stained and it’s had time to dry.”

“Fair enough.”

He began rummaging in a stack of boxes behind him, I presumed, for a box to put my new prize in. Faye idly mentioned, “It’s so sad about Terry, don’t you think?”

Turning away from his task, eyes narrowed, he replied, “Says you!”

I was taken aback by the venom in his tone but Faye didn’t seem nearly as fazed. “What’s got you all wrapped around the axel?” she asked him.

“Really, I shouldn’t say anything now that he’s gone and all but that guy just always rubbed me the wrong way. Terry was a cheat at cards, at fishing, at hunting...whatever he could cheat at.”

Faye just nodded at the man, encouraging him while giving me an ‘I told you so’ look. 

Dale kept right on going, “He pissed me off bad a few years back. Me and a buddy were out hunting. I shot an 11 point buck I’d been scouting for weeks. I hit it good but it still had the gumption to take off. By the time I got out of my stand, followed the blood trail and chased it down, Terry had found it and claimed it as one he’d shot and he and a buddy of his were already field dressing it.” Dale shook with rage as he recalled the events.

“Then,” he continued, “to add insult to injury, Terry had the rack mounted and he hung it on the wall in his den at home. Every time I was there after that it was as though the buck was staring down at me, taunting me while we played cards whenever we played there. And, to top it off, he always cheated when we were at his place too!”

I was curious, “Why on earth did you keep playing cards with him after that and after...well, knowing that he cheats?”

“You know, we had this group see, and Terry was always a part of it. Despite the cheating at everything, he was a likeable enough guy just to talk to. There just aren’t too many guys my age around here anymore that would get together for things like poker.” He shrugged, “You just had to watch him real close like, and not let him get away with any of his crap and boy did he like to pull some crap...”

“Let’s stop at Sharpe’s.”

“I don’t think there’s anything else in her shop we’d want for the girls, Faye.”

“Probably not; I think you cleaned her out of her good stuff yesterday but she’s always good for tea and a little gossip.”

Smiling at that, I thought to myself, Faye’s trying to put her mind at rest about Terry.

I was right; as soon as Lucy Sharpe saw Faye, she greeted us both but then, turning directly to Faye, she started in on that very topic.

“I heard last night that Terry had passed on, God rest his soul.”

“Yes...well, actually Lucy, he drowned in Chuck’s pond.”

The older woman clucked her tongue. “What a horrible way to go.” She looked back to me, “Where are my manners? How did that bedroom set turn out in Melissa’s guest room?”

“It looks lovely Mrs. Sharpe.”

“Oh call me Lucy please. I’m glad you like it there dear. Now then, you’re here about the same time as you were yesterday and right about the time I always take a little tea. Would you two join me?” Her look was expectant.

“Of course,” Faye smiled.

We took seats while Lucy bustled about setting out tea in dainty, fussy little cups different from the ones she and I had used just the day before.

When she’d finally settled herself at the table, she picked right back up where she’d left off about Terry, “I hope,” she said, “that he’s less restless in death than he was in life.”

This time I asked, “What makes you say that?”

Lucy glanced at Faye and then back to me, “Oh, you know; Terry...he was a bit of a philanderer.”

Faye nodded knowingly.

Leaning forward conspiratorially, Lucy went on, “He once tried to hit on Rich Johnson’s wife, Amy. She was having none of it but Rich was livid anyway, when he found out. He confronted Terry about it. They never had two kind words to say to each other after that. Terry was never one to take blame or to try and make amends.”

We passed an easy half hour talking about this, that and everything else between us then I used Dana’s bank card to buy them a nice wall clock for their still empty living room and we moved on.

When we were back in Jesse’s pickup, I confronted Faye. “Who are Rich and Amy Johnson?”

“Rich is an oil field worker. He’s only in his early forties, I’d say. His wife Amy is an attractive homemaker and I want to say she’s in her late thirties but she looks even younger. They have two teenaged children though that she gave birth to so she’s got to be well out of her twenties.”

“Seems a little young for Terry.”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” was all Faye said, seemingly wanting to close the subject. 

“Where to next?”

“I thought I’d take you to see a couple of the local Amish craftsman and get a feel for what’s out there. If you like their stuff but you want to see a bit more, tomorrow we can go up to Berlin and visit among the shops there; that’s quite an experience in itself.”

“Hmm, well, today sounds like a plan but tomorrow I think I really need to focus on finding some comfortable living room furniture for them. Their whole camping cot motif just isn’t getting it for me.” We both had a little laugh at that.  

Faye pulled the loaded pickup up to the fuel pump. While she filled the tank, I went inside the station and availed myself of the ladies room. I just couldn’t hold it for that last block and a half back to the girls house.

We’d spent a long going from place to place and we did pretty well, all told. There was the minor glitch of the Amish not taking Dana’s card but, it all worked out once I called her and cajoled a pin out of her and took as much cash out of an ATM as it would let me have.

Just as I returned to the truck, an older woman approached us and greeted Faye with a bright smile.

Faye spotted as she hung up the pump nozzle, “Well hello there Jenna Mae; how in the world are you?”

Spotting me, she immediately introduced me to the much older woman, “Jenna Mae, this is Chloe Rossi, a new friend of mine. Chloe, this is Jenna Mae Rogers, one of the matriarchs of our little village here.”

I took the woman’s hand in both of mine. “I’m so pleased to meet you. This really is a lovely village, just a great place to live from what I’ve seen of it.”

Jenna Mae beamed at first. “It really is lovely; thank you for saying so,” but then her face grew troubled. She looked back at Faye as I released her hand, “Isn’t it just terrible though, what’s happened to poor Terry?” 

“Yes,” Faye replied. “May God rest his soul.”

We all nodded solemnly. 

“I just hate to think how he went out, is all. That’s got to weigh heavily on Sheila’s mind, after all.”

“Yes, drowning is a horrible way to go. Just horrible.” Faye shook her head while I stood by wordlessly.

“Well, that too, but I meant that they seemed to be having a lovers quarrel before he stormed off and all and went fishing in the first place.”

Shocked yet again, I shot Faye a look. She shrugged her response in return.

“Mrs. Rogers,” I began gently, “I was actually in the store picking up a few things when Terry left it Sunday morning. I admit, I don’t really know them but nothing seemed terribly amiss.”

“Oh dear, how shall I put this?” Jenna Mae looked truly uncomfortable. She was quiet for several long moments and then mumbled, “Perhaps I should just leave it lie.”

Faye placed a hand on the older woman’s arm and patted it. “It’s okay. You can tell us and get it off your chest.”

“I suppose you’re right.” She paused again but then she seemed to gather herself, “I was on my way up to church. I usually walk but I drove that day because Terry left a message on that machine thing I have that my canning lids were in. I knew he’d be in there, so I stopped for them. I didn’t expect Sheila to be there but there she was and it was obvious they had been arguing before I even walked in. I could hear them”

“They quieted down quick enough though. I don’t even know why Sheila was there at all. She’s always at church on Sunday and she almost never works in the store on the Lords day. Terry, well, he stopped coming to church a couple of years ago.” She looked at me, “You say you saw them later?”

I nodded. “Yes, and now that I think about it, Sheila seemed a little annoyed at Terry but I wrote that off to having to go in there to help him rather than go to church.”

“Maybe that’s it then.” She nodded to herself and then repeated a bit louder, “Maybe that’s it.”

As Faye and I toted our smaller purchases into Dana and Mel’s home, we talked more about Terry. 

“I admit,” Faye said, “I was starting to think maybe Jesse was right. There do seem to be a few people out there that had it in for the man but, from what Jenna Mae said, an argument between him and Sheila could have happened and maybe he took having to go to the back for something for you as an excuse to just leave and go and cool off.”

“You’re probably right.” 

###

Thursday morning, October 16th, 2014

I slept well in the girls guest room which I thought was coming together quite nicely, in fact, almost too well. It was nearly 9:00 AM when I ventured downstairs.

Deciding I needed a good cuppa to really get me started for the day, I filled the coffee maker and flipped it on. I was distressed to find that the little creamer container I’d grabbed after the reception had less than a teaspoon left in it though. While the pot brewed, I slipped on my shoes, grabbed my keys and prayed the gas station had at least one overpriced container I could buy.

Surprised to see the open sign on at the store just half a block up the street, I pulled in there instead. Sheila herself and a young girl were sitting outside on a bench. I walked up to them tentatively. 

“My condolences,” I told her. “I’m so sorry if I’m mistaken; I didn’t think you’d be open.”

Sheila half smiled, “I forgot to cancel the usual deliveries. Since I had to be here for them anyway, I just opened up.” She got up from the bench and led the way inside. The girl stayed put. “How can I help you?”

I told her what I needed and she pointed it out straight away. I was quiet as she rang up large container I’d chosen. As she started to thank me, a delivery driver came through the front door and addressed her so I just melted away.

Outside, the girl was still on the bench, kicking one foot back and forth. I guessed she must be about ten or twelve. Looking at her closely, I could see a family resemblance to Sheila. 

“I’m really sorry to hear about your grandpa.”

She tilted her head and peered up at me, “This was his favorite bench. He always told me he was just gonna’ sit here all day and watch the world go by.”

Skeptical about much of the world passing him on the only paved road in and out of Morelville, I nevertheless smiled and nodded at the obviously grieving youngster. A thought coming to mind, I asked her, “Your grandma got a little busy in there. You don’t happen to know when the funeral is, do you?”

“Not till Saturday. That’s when everyone can get here.”

“Oh, I see. Well I’ll certainly be there.”

“Did you know him ma’am?” 

“I’d only just met him but my daughter-in-law knows him well; Melissa Crane?”

“You’re related to Sheriff Mel? She’s so cool! I’m Emily, by the way. I’m 13. Sheriff Mel comes to our school and talks to us about things like bullies and drugs and stuff.”

“That’s great that she does that.”

Emily nodded. “Will she be at the funeral too?” 

“I don’t know. She’s away right now but she may come back in time for it.” 

“Oh.” The girl seemed a little disappointed. 

I changed the topic back to her grandpa, “Did you sit her with your grandpa a lot?” 

“Papaw? No. Just sometimes in the summer when I’m not in school. Mostly he took me fishing. I saw him carrying his favorite pole and his creel that he only uses sometimes into the store the day that he...that he died. I was kind of upset when I found out he went fishing without me...we were supposed to go after he closed up for the day.” She sniffled and then wailed, “If only I had been there.” Tears started streaming down her face.

“Oh sweetie, what happened isn’t your fault.” I tried my best to comfort her while in my head I was thinking; Why did he bring his fishing gear into the store and what happened to his creel? Wouldn’t Sheila have noticed them being here if she had been in the back at all? 

Sheila, as my son Vince puts it, suddenly became a person of interest to me. In my mind, this was starting to become a curious case after all.

###

I was trying to arrange items attractively on a couple of book cases in the living room when a horn sounded in the driveway. When I stuck my head out the door, Faye yelled, “Come on! Grab a little cash. I’m taking you to the ‘Bent ‘n Dent.”

“What in the world is a bent and dent?” I asked, as I climbed into Jesse’s pickup yet again. 

“An Amish run grocery that’s just what the name implies. Everything is dirt cheap, just watch your dates.”

Twenty minutes down a couple of old dirt roads later, we pulled into a gravel parking lot with plenty of room for cars and hitching posts for horse and buggy outfits. Yet another adventure with Faye! 

Half an hour and fifty dollars later, I walked out of there with two Amish boys trailing me, each of us carrying a box load of stuff to fill Dana and Mel’s cupboards. I was pretty pleased with myself and even happier that Faye had introduced me to this out of the way treasure of a place.

Faye placed her own single box of items in the bed of the truck and then hopped back in behind the wheel. “Girl; you did good!”

I smiled. “That was quite the experience.”

“You’re about to get another one; if you don’t mind, that is?”

“Lead on. Where are we going?”

“Just over to the feed store. Jesse needs me to pick up something but they have kennels with lots of puppies to look at and play with usually...” Faye trailed off but raised her eyebrows at me and grinned.

I thought of my own little dog Lady, back at the house, all alone. Back in McKeesport, she went wherever I went.

When we arrived, Faye pointed out the kennels and I headed straight back there while she went inside the busy looking feed mill to conduct her business. By the time she came out, I’d fallen head over heels for a cute little Boston terrier pup that was the runt of her mama’s litter. She was weaned and ready to go. I just had to have her for Dana.

Faye walked in as the young Amish girl was writing up my bill of sale. She’d agreed to take my check so we were in business. 

“Chloe, what are you doing with that dog?”

“I’m buying her. Isn’t she precious?”

“Adorable, but you already have a dog.”

“Well this one will keep Lady company while I’m here but she’s not for me.”

Faye raised an eyebrow, “Who, pray tell, is she for?”

“Dana, of course. Oh, I hope Mel won’t mind but Dana loves dogs and this is just what she needs, an energetic little girl like this to get her up and moving on that leg of hers.”

“Mel likes dogs too but she likes big dogs like labs...not...not little foo foo dogs.”

“Faye! A Boston terrier is hardly foo foo! They’re very playful dogs. Those two will have great fun with little Boo here.”

“Boo?”

I nodded and grinned at the dog I was now cradling, “Boo.”

Chapter 12 – Positive ID


Thursday Afternoon, October 15th, 2014

Gatlinburg, Tennessee

I was grilling a couple of great looking steaks we’d bought at a market we stopped at in Sevierville on our way back to the cabin from a day at Douglas Lake when my cell rang. I checked the number before I bothered to answer it.

“Sorry babe. It’s Izzy from the lab.” Dana was standing at the table by the deck rail. She stopped breaking up lettuce for salad and nodded for me to go ahead and take it.

“Izzy?”

“Yeah Mel; it’s me.”

“I sure didn’t expect to hear back from you so soon.”

“Your prints came in on the early FedEx run this morning and it’s been a slow business day here.”

“Really? Slow?”

“No. I lied but I worked you in. You owe me Mel.”

“Gotcha. Any hits?”

“Yeah; like I said, you owe me.”

“I know it and you know I’m good for it. What did you find?”

“What are you really doing down there in Tennessee?”

“You know I’m on my honeymoon. Why? What does that have to do with anything?”

“You didn’t head down there on purpose to work a case, honestly?”

“No; I didn’t.” I was suspicious now, “Tell me what you found.”

“Mel, the prints came back as belonging to a Terry Ford, last known address, Morelville, Ohio. He’s in AFIS due to a DUI arrest way back in February of 2003.”

Dana was incredulous, “What are the odds?”

“Slow down babe; way, way down. Look, I got the cabin company recommendation for down here from Terry. I told you that. You know this area but I didn’t and he’s originally from around here. He has family, including his brother Pete, still in the area somewhere near here.”

I took a deep breath and gathered my thoughts. “I wasn’t sure exactly where but I knew Terry would come down here to hunt and sometimes, when family stuff was going on, he said he would even bring Sheila down if she wanted to come. It’s plausible that he or both of them may have stayed in this cabin at some point in the very recent past. I’d have to look at that a lot closer.”

“Let’s look at it logically: what would Terry have come down here to hunt for in September? We’ve already checked, nothing was technically in season. Don’t you think if he was coming to hunt he would have just waited until bow season opened in October or gun season in November? Is he the type that would he risk taking game out of season or is he the type that would have come here just for the coyote hunt?”

“I don’t know. I can’t answer any of that. On the flip side, maybe him being here wasn’t about hunting at all. Maybe Sheila was here and they were having a little get-away before Patricia came along and rented this cabin too.”

“You know, I don’t buy it. It’s very odd that an Ohio woman died here; a woman that, may I remind you we know was often seen around here with a man and that Terry’s prints are here – very near to the Jacuzzi tub where the woman died – and now, on top of it all, Terry’s dead back in Morelville.”

“It could all be a very strange coincidence.” I shrugged. Without access to anything that had been found back in Morelville, I was at a total loss.

“Do you think it’s a coincidence Sheriff Crane?”

She has me there. I sighed, “No; I have to admit, it seems pretty fishy. Where would we even begin though? The local yokels are no help. Sad to say, but I don’t trust Sheriff Trainor as far as I can throw him. And now, given Terry’s death, all signs would seem to point toward Sheila Ford. That said, for the record, Sheila’s a good woman. I can’t picture her doing anything untoward. There has to be an explanation for Terry’s prints being here that doesn’t involve anything more sinister than maybe an extramarital affair and his death now is probably just a freak accident.”

“Mel, think about what you just said.”

I spread my hands, “What...what did I say?”

“If Terry was here, having an affair with Patricia, he may have killed her, staged the scene and then left before Trainor and crew got here. Hell, maybe he was in some sort of cahoots with Trainor and that’s why their ‘so called’ investigation was so botched.”

“Any way we slice it, what a mess...”

Chapter 13 – The Sordid Side


Mama Rossi

Thursday Evening, October 15th, 2014

Morelville

Faye and I were sitting at the table in Mel and Dana’s newly decorated kitchen having a little coffee and conversation about the things I’d done to the house. 

“You haven’t gotten into Zanesville or Columbus yet for living room furniture though, I noticed.”

“No; there just hasn’t been time. Maybe tomorrow...do you want to go?” I looked at Faye hopefully.

“Sorry but I’m all booked up. Jesse has errands for me to run for him in the morning and then the varsity plays tomorrow night. Cole has to be there even though he’s just on the JV team right now. I’ll be running around like a mad woman trying to get everything done in time to corral him and Beth from school, get them fed and then get him back there.”

“That’s okay. I probably should let them have one room to decorate themselves, anyway. Do you need some help tomorrow with all of the stuff on your list?” 

Before she could answer me, her daughter Kris’s kids Beth and Cole struggled through the door from the driveway between this house and their own home just across from it. Boo yipped at them and attacked their ankles as they tried to maneuver with the piles of hoodies and jackets Faye had run them into town to get. She was getting an able assist from my five year old dog Lady. Boo had brought a sense of playfulness out of Lady in just a few hours with her that I thought was gone.

We laughed over the dogs for a few more minutes and chatted a bit more then Faye drained her cup and got up to rinse it. “We best get going. They have school in the morning and, like I said, I’ve got a million things to do. I have to remember to make something for Terry’s wake too, now that I think about it.”

“I, uh, met his granddaughter Emily this morning. She told me the funeral is Saturday.” 

Faye shook her head, “Yes, the viewing is tomorrow evening and then the funeral is at 2:00 on Saturday. I suppose I should call Mel and let her know. She may want to come back tomorrow and...”

Beth interrupted her grandmother by addressing me, “You met Emily?”

“Yes, today. She was sitting on the bench outside of her Papaw’s store.”

“I wish I had seen her. She’s pretty messed up about the whole thing. I called her because she hasn’t been at school all week.”

“Emily and Beth are very close; they’re in the same grade,” Faye supplied.

“I see.” Smiling softly at Beth, I told her, “It’s normal for children to grieve when they lose loved ones.” I knew from Dana that Beth and Cole had recently lost their father. I was trying to be gentle in my response.

“It’s not that. Emily’s other grandpa, Grandpa Art, and her Papaw Terry used to be best of friends. Now her other grandpa is saying he won’t even go to the funeral.”

“Really,” Faye asked, “Why is that?”

“They were fighting over something stupid like you’re always telling me ‘n Cole not to fight over...some fancy fishing reel or something. Emily said her Papaw Ford bought it cheap at some yard sale and said he would sell it to her Grandpa Majors but then he didn’t. Emily said it was a Garcia something or other and it was actually worth a lot of money. Mr. Majors called Mr. Ford an old conniver and said he wasn’t going to his funeral.”

“He’ll probably change his mind sweetie,” Faye told Beth. “He’s just angry right now.”

“Emily told me that happened months ago and they haven’t spoken since, so I don’t know. I don’t think he will.”

I questioned Faye, “Did Terry use the reel?”

“Not that I’m aware of but I wouldn’t know anyway. I don’t fish. Jesse would know better than I.” She paused, seeming to be thinking, “Knowing Terry, he probably sold it for more money than Art was going to give him for it or maybe he just put it away for another time.”

“Maybe he taunted Art with it?”

“Not if they weren’t speaking like Emily told Beth, which, with those two, was pretty likely. They would have avoided each other...the two stubborn old fools.”

“You know what? That reminds me of something else Emily told me today.” I told Faye about Terry having his rod and his creel basket with him at the store on Sunday. “Sheila probably saw it Faye because Emily sure did. She had to suspect Terry was going fishing at some point that day so why didn’t she say anything about that when he disappeared and she reported him missing?”

Faye shifted her eyes to Beth and Cole waiting by the door, soaking in every word and then she shifted them back to me. I shut up and let my mind run.

Pointing at the pile of clothes and coats the kids had dumped in a chair I had temporarily sitting where the dry sink was going to go, she said, “Take those to the truck. I’ll be out in a minute.” She handed Cole the keys.

She watched them until they were both in the truck and out of earshot and then she said, “Chloe, Terry was married before. He’s only been with Sheila for about 10 years and he hasn’t always been faithful to her, to hear it told. What we heard from Lucy Sharp yesterday about him hitting on Amy was news to me but it wasn’t a real surprise either and Jenna Mae telling us she heard them arguing supports that. He probably did something to tick Sheila off and, when he left, she just blocked everything else out.”

She continued, “True or not, Sheila has still had other ups and downs with him but, through it all, she’s stuck by him. I give her a lot of credit for that.” With that, Faye said goodbye, told me she’d call me in the morning, and took her leave.

Her statements cemented Sheila as a suspect in my mind but, in deference to Faye, who was obviously fond of the woman, I kept those thoughts to myself. 

Chapter 14 – On the Road


Mel

Friday, October 16th, 2014

Gatlinburg, Tennessee

I cut a bite out of the stack of pancakes with fruit topping and popped it in my mouth. The zing of the cherries sent a shiver down my spine. Dana watched me, amusement lighting her eyes.

“Usually I’m the one clamoring for the next meal. It’s funny to watch you get so into your food.”

“These are amazing. You should try them.”

“No thanks. I felt like having an omelet today.”

“Omelet at a pancake house, that’s...that’s,” I searched for the word, “blasphemy! That’s what that is.” We both laughed. “Seriously though, I’m really going to miss this...all of this. Just you and me, the mountains, doing what we want, eating what we want...no work...”

“Mel, you have more than a hundred grand socked away and, with my settlement I have a million plus and a lifetime pension. We don’t ever have to go back to work if we don’t want to.”

I chuckled and then reminded her, “You had a million plus. You let your mother have free rein with your bank card, remember?”

Dana rolled her eyes. “I know but she promised to stick to working on the house and, I’ll deny I ever said this, but I trust her. She’ll do right by us.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it for a minute.”

“Back to my original statement; work? No work?”

“Baby, I love what I do and I just stood for election. I have a chance to make some real changes to the way policing is handled in Muskingum County. I at least want to see one term through.”

“Okay, fair enough.”

“Is it though?”

“Is it what?”

“Fair? I want to be fair to you too, to us as a couple too.”

“I’ll be honest; I’ve thought a lot about what I want to do next over the past couple of months and, believe it or not, even this week, down here, away from everything else. And, well, I don’t think I want to go back into law enforcement or security. In fact, I know I don’t.”

“What do you want to do?”

“First off, I’d like to do more of this...just getting away, relaxing, recharging. I was thinking maybe we could look into buying a little place near a lake in Ohio or even...even a cabin down here in the mountains or along Douglas Lake that we could maybe get away to once in a while.”

I grinned. “Baby, I’m all for either one of those. I love it down here and my immediate gut feeling is to get a place around here but, on the other hand, I also have to consider how much we can be here given the distance. We might make it down for a few long weekends a year these next four years, if we’re lucky. Maybe somewhere in Ohio would be better...not so far so we could get there more often, huh?”

“Mel, I’d be okay with a few times a year for just a couple of days or we could even fly into Knoxville once in a while, cut the trip down to just a couple of hours of flying and driving. We’ll figure it out. There’s time for that. I have our first house to finish first.”

“Yeah, but something tells me your mom isn’t leaving you a lot to do. Either way, setting up housekeeping in a couple of places isn’t going to keep you busy forever. What else did you have in mind?”

Dana’s eyes shone. “I’d like to write a little...I’ve always wanted to do that. I have a lot of ideas for stories; I’ve been jotting them down for weeks and...well, beyond that, I don’t know.”

“Write, as in writing books and stuff?” She nodded. “I had no idea you wanted to do that but I think it’s great.” I smiled as my mind whirled, “We could set you up a nice little writer’s retreat out on the back of the lot where you could be away from all the hubbub of my crazy family and just write your little heart out.”

“Or, since I’m only talking about a part time writing venture here, we could share the office we already have in the house that you’ll hardly ever use...”

“True,” I told her, “but my piebald mount stays.”

“Deal!”

I smiled. “I love you Dana.”

“I love you too.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket as we were combing through the little gift shop in the restaurant after breakfast. I glanced at the text from Beth and then showed it to Dana:

Beth: Grandma said to let you know that Terry’s funeral is Saturday at 2:00.

Me: Okay. Thanks kiddo. Now put your phone away before you get caught!

I grinned at Dana, “They’re not supposed to use them in school except at lunch time.”

“Do you want to head back today so we can go to the funeral?”

“I don’t want to short change our honeymoon Dana. Who knows when we’ll get to get away again? It may be a while.”

“It’s okay; really. We can come down here again, just like we talked about. Right now, you should be there and I’m on pins and needles to see what my mother’s been up to myself. And, if we go back, you can kind of get a little jump on Monday too so you’re not so stressed.”

“I do sort of want to poke around the whole Patricia Dunkirk/Terry Ford thing and see if there’s anything to it – anything at all between them – and I need to follow up on the Harper investigation. My guys insisted they wouldn’t call me on my honeymoon and they haven’t so I don’t have a clue what’s going on with that. It would be real nice not to be blindsided by everything on Monday.”

“There you go then. Let’s go get packed up.”

Chapter 15 – Manicures and Truth


Mama Rossi

Friday Morning, October 16th, 2014

Morelville

––––––––

I had an inkling the girls would be home early so they could go to Terry’s funeral. I figured I better get myself to the market and pick up a few perishables to stock their fridge.

All prepared to drive into Zanesville, I noticed the ‘open’ sign was on again in the village general store so I stopped there instead. I admit I was more than a little curious.

Sheila’s employee was standing at the register but Sheila herself was slicing deli meat for a lone customer. I gathered milk and juice and a few other things up from the coolers and carried them to the counter and then waited while the other woman rang the customer out and Sheila washed up. 

The girl behind the registered greeted me cordially and I smiled back but my eyes were on Sheila as she turned from the little sink behind the long counter and inspected her nails. Shaking her head, she looked up to find my eyes on her. 

“I’m so sorry for staring,” I said. “I really didn’t expect to see you here today at all.”

“We’re going into the weekend so we really needed to be open...what with expenses and all. Besides, the phone has done nothing but ring. I just had to get out of the house and away from it today.” She looked over my purchases as the other woman bagged them.

“Well, again, my condolences. I don’t know that Melissa and Dana will make it back in time for calling hours tonight but we’re assuming they’ll be in late or early in the morning so I bought a few provisions for them.”

Sheila half smiled as she gripped the counter edge.

I reached over and picked up her hand in mine, “Pardon my forwardness, but I saw you inspecting these a minute ago.” I ran a thumb along her nails. “I’m a nail tech and I’d be happy to do these for you before the viewing this evening...if you like.”

“Would you? Oh, that would be wonderful. I’d pay you of course.”

“Oh no, I couldn’t possibly accept payment at a time like this. I’d do it for anyone.” 

Sheila thought a minute then nodded, “Okay then.”

“Where and when would you like me to do them? I have everything I need here with me because I always take it everywhere with me but, since Mel and Dana are just moving into their new home, there really isn’t a suitable place there to do it yet.”

“There isn’t any place we can do it here either.” She looked at her helper who promptly volunteered to man the store if Sheila wanted to head home.

I agreed to meet her there after I put my purchases away and gathered my kit and she gave me simple directions to get there. 

Ten minutes later, food put away and nail care kit assembled, I arrived at the Ford home and tapped lightly on Sheila’s front door. When she let me in, I immediately apologized for having to have her come back to her own home. “I know you were trying to get away from the phone for a bit, dear.”

“It’s okay. There was just as much hubbub in the store. At least here I can just let voicemail pick up the calls.” She pointed to a digital set on the corner of the kitchen counter as we took seats in her windowed breakfast nook.

“I’m surprised you have a landline phone at all.”

“Oh, you have to way out here. Cell phone service is so spotty no matter what those darn companies say otherwise. We...I get it through the cable company so it’s not too bad. Other people who can’t get cable out to their places pay a fortune to have a home phone.”

We took seats but she jumped back up, “I’m so sorry. Can I get you some coffee or some tea, maybe?”

“That’s kind but no thank you. I try not to have anything spill-able nearby while I’m working because I’ll surely spill it.”

Sheila grinned, “This is kind of you.”

I smiled back at her and asked her what she’d like done then I began to work, mostly in silence as she just watched what I was doing but, gradually, she began to relax and ask questions. We began to talk about this and that after that, making light conversation. 

She started to tell me something about one of her grandchildren when the sound of the phone ringing interrupted her.

“Did you want to answer that?”

“Let me just listen first and see who it is.”

I nodded and continued about my task. After four or five rings, her machine picked up and a woman’s voice came over the little speaker;


“Hi Sheila, it’s Pam Walter’s...I, uh just wanted to offer my condolences on your loss. I know it must be hard. I’m going to try to come to the viewing but, well...I don’t know about Dale...you know... Anyway, I’m really sorry...” We could both hear the sound of a door opening and a man’s voice calling out, “Pam!” “Oops,” Pam continued, “Dale’s home for lunch; gotta’ run. Bye!”




I didn’t say anything to Sheila about her caller but I guessed that I must have just heard the voice of the wife of Dingy Dale who didn’t completely share her husband’s mostly negative view of the deceased Terry Ford.

As I was cleaning up about a half hour after that call came through and a couple more less interesting ones, Sheila inspected my handiwork and offered to pay me again. 

“Nonsense,” I told her. “You don’t owe me a thing.”

She shook her head, “These look great. Can I ask, what do you normally charge for what you’ve done for me?” 

“Well, you’ve just gotten the basic manicure, a simple repair and a polish job. Your nails were in pretty good shape. Back in Pittsburgh, where I’m from, I’d have charged you $30 for that. For a full set of nails it would have been more and for appliques more again. The works would have been pretty expensive at $65-75.” 

Sheila didn’t wince. Instead, she said, “Oh honey, that’s what they charge at the only nail salon in Zanesville too for everything! Just a manicure and polish though will cost you $45.00 there. It’s just crazy...looking good is soooo expensive! I’ll tell you this, lots of women around here would love to have another option and, if it’s a slightly less expensive one...” She nudged me gently with an elbow, protecting her still tacky wet polish job.

“It’s certainly a thought. I contract out of a shop for some things and work on my own for some established clients. I buy all my own supplies either way, but for the shop work, I have to kick back a sitting fee.”

“Maybe you ought to consider making a change.” Sheila half shrugged.

“A change would be nice but, on the other hand, I do have a husband and a home back there to get back to.”

Oddly, I thought, Sheila’s look didn’t grow wistful or darken as I suspected it might after I mentioned my own husband. Instead, she suggested I give some thought to visiting Morelville more often.

She thanked me as she showed me to a side door just off the nook area where we’d spent our time. I took note of a .22 single shot rifle sitting in the corner by the door like the one my Mario uses all the time for rabbit hunting. 

I tipped my head at the gun, “Does everyone around here keep a gun so handy?”

“Oh, that’s Terry’s...was Terry’s. He didn’t like having a shotgun near the door like most people out here seem to do. Too dangerous...we’ve had problems with groundhogs. The .22 was good for that.” Her eyes never met mine as she spilled out her little speech.

###

It wasn’t hard for me to find the little funeral parlor where Terry’s viewing was being held. There only seemed to be one in Morelville and there was a line out the door of people waiting to pay their respects, if not Terry specifically, at least to his widow and his family.

I fell into line behind a gentleman who seemed to be waiting alone. Ahead, I could see Faye and Jesse Crane. I did my best to keep several mourners between myself and Faye’s line of sight.

A gentleman stepped up to the line and fell in behind me. The man in front of me greeted him quietly and they began to converse with each other around me. The first man politely insisted I take his place and he stepped back to stand next to the second man while they waited. 

Ahead of me, almost to the Cranes, most people were alone and seemed to have come directly from work, judging by their attire. It was a somber line with little chatter going on. I’d resigned myself to a fruitless wait when the hushed conversation behind me grew far more interesting than it had been. 

The gentleman who arrived after me asked the first fellow, “Has Art Majors been through already or do you know if he’s coming?”

“No idea,” the first man there replied. “I do know they hadn’t been speaking at all before Terry died; it’s such a shame.”

“They always were like oil and water, those two,” man two said.

“This time it’s silly though. They were squabbling over some fancy Abu Garcia fishing reel, of all things, and Art claims it was the last straw. Said he didn’t want anything more to do with Terry. Stupid...”

Man two spoke again, “I agree but I think there’s more to it than just that.”

“I hear he actually told Chuck he isn’t sorry the man is dead. Can you believe he actually said that about someone who’s passed on? Terry Ford was no saint, I admit, but dishonoring the dead because you’re bitter about not getting something for a steal is just so uncharitable.” His voice had risen a little but he quieted down when his friend repeated, “Bud, I think there’s more to it.”

“How so? Do you know something I don’t?”

Did you hear about the camper...well, I guess we should call it an RV, deal?”

“RV Deal?”

The second man must have nodded because the first, after a beat, said, “No.”

“Art’s grandson has a buy here/pay here used car lot just outside of Zanesville. He let some guy trade a high end, decked out RV for an F-250 that someone else with more money than sense traded there. The kid couldn’t move the RV because no one visiting his lot could afford what it was worth. Art tried to help him out; gave him a loan to get it fully inspected, get it detailed and to advertise it around outside the local area. He sunk a few grand in which he would have gotten back with a little interest when it sold. The advertising was all paid for and running and along comes Terry...says he wants it.”

“Let me guess, he wanted a deal?”

“Right,” guy two says. “He gets the kid to sell it to him for a grand above what the truck trade was worth just to, he says, ‘get it out of his hair.’ Thing is, it was worth at least twenty grand more than that truck. The kid makes next to nothing and Art’s out a few grand. Art was livid and he let Terry have it but the kid made the deal. Terry didn’t force him to take it.”

“So where’s the RV now?”

“Terry turned around and sold it for, I hear, ten grand more than he paid and didn’t give Art a dime of it.”

Chapter 16 – Home Sweet Home?


Mel

Friday Evening, October 16th, 2014

Morelville

We’d gotten packed up and checked out of our cabin by 11:00. There was no refund for the missed night. I didn’t figure there would be. It would have been nice to stay on and enjoy a final afternoon and evening of rest and relaxation, especially since it was paid for, but I knew my duty was back at home. 

Once we were on the road, we meandered back to Ohio, taking our time. Neither of us was actually ready to call an end to the honeymoon just yet. When we finally drove into the village, it was nearly 10:00 PM. Chloe’s car was in the driveway next to my truck but the house appeared dark and quiet.

I unloaded our bags while Dana stretched out her legs, both...not just the injured one. She  moved toward the door before I was finished. Coming up the side porch steps behind her, I watched her insert her key into the lock but then pause and listen intently.

She turned to me, “Do you hear that?”

“Sounds like a dog somewhere in there...”

“Not a dog...dogs. I know mama has Little Lady here but...” Dana pushed the door open and flipped on the overhead light then stopped dead in her tracks. 

Our kitchen, formerly devoid of curtains, decorations and in need of a good scrubbing, was now decorated in fall colors and gleamed in every respect. A new microwave stood on the counter by the coffee maker Chloe had bought us as a wedding gift. No dogs or evidence of their existence was anywhere in sight though. 

I cocked an ear and listened. I could hear one dog mewling from somewhere upstairs but only one. Must have been our imaginations before...

Dana wandered through the downstairs as I finished bringing our bags in. Returning to me, she shook her head, “It’s a completely different house...completely.”

I looked around myself. Our bedroom, already set up before we left, was untouched but, other than that, Chloe had cleaned and decorated the place like a mad woman. The kitchen still needed a dining table and the living room was devoid of most lounging furniture but a very nice entertainment center and a set of bookcases stood at the ready and partially full. There was even a little art on the freshly scrubbed walls.

“Your mom’s amazing, babe!”

“You like it?”

“Yeah...yeah, I do. I’m not real crazy about the whole chicken motif in the kitchen but it still looks nice. What do you think?”

“I like it too. Here’s the thing though...this probably isn’t all.”

I tipped my head and looked at my wife, “What do you mean?”

There’s no sofa in here yet and the cot’s gone. She’s not sleeping in our room so she must have set up the guest room upstairs too.”

“I’ll bet you’re right. Would she be asleep yet? Do you think she’d mind if we went and had a look?”

“With her dog yapping like that, she’s probably awake and up there dying to know what we’re thinking. I’m surprised she hasn’t come down already. We should just go to bed and let her stew.”

“That’s just mean Dana, after all her hard work. Besides, I’m dying to see upstairs.”

We mounted the steps and started up. By the time we hit the landing, it was very obvious there were two dogs behind a closed door in one of the upstairs rooms. One was whining and the other yapping. As we reached the second floor, the guestroom door swung inward revealing Dana’s pajama clad mother with two balls of energy circling her feet. 

A black and white terrier pup jolted past me and hurled itself at Dana. She bent and caught it on the fly. “Aren’t you the cutest thing?” she asked the pup as she held its face close to her own. Looking at the pup and then at her mother, she asked, “Mama, where did she come from?”

“You like her?” Chloe asked.

“She’s adorable. Does dad know you got another dog?”

“Um...not exactly.”

“Mama!”

“It’s not mine Dana, baby.”

“Whose is it Mama?” Dana’s tone was suspicious.

“I picked her out for you.”

“For me?” Dana asked while, at the same time I asked, “For her?” as I pointed at Dana.

We were still standing in the middle of the hallway. Dana put the pup down and it started circling between her and me.”

“You two said you wanted a dog. She’s a cutie and she’ll be so good for you Dana. She’s got plenty of energy but she won’t pull you along on walks, and...”

“But a Boston Terrier?” I was in shock. “Chloe, I really appreciate what you were trying to do, but...”

“But what? You don’t like little Boo, do you?”

“Boo?” we both asked, in unison. 

“That’s what I’ve been calling her. I got her just yesterday but she already seems to be adjusting to it...oops, looks like she might need to go outside. I better run her out.” Chloe scooped up the dog and was down the steps with Little Lady trailing them leaving us both standing there slack jawed at her sudden exit, mid confrontation. 

When the kitchen door banged, I turned to face Dana and asked, “So, you like the dog?”

“She is cute, babe. I take it you don’t like her?”

“It’s not that. It’s just that I wanted, you know, a real dog.”

“Pardon?”

“A real dog...a hunting dog or a working dog. Something bigger and not...prissy.”

“Oh. Okay then...”

Dana’s look was crestfallen. She’s fallen for the dog already. Now what do I do? I thought fast, “Maybe we get two dogs?”

“That would be okay with you?” She looked at me hopefully.

I nodded and pulled her in for a quick kiss. Loosening my grip on her slim shoulders, I said, “We should probably head downstairs and meet her properly.” I stepped back toward the stairs but Dana’s touch stopped me.

“Let’s look in there first,” she pointed into the guest room where the glow of a bedside lamp was very apparent in a room that had neither a bedside table, a lamp or even a bed just a few days earlier.

We squeezed through the doorway together and were stopped short by the beauty of a carved, burled wood bed and matching dressing pieces. The carved lamp on the nightstand immediately caught my eye and drew me closer. Dana, meanwhile stood, fingers to her chin, and marveled at the bed.

“Mel, if this was a king size, I’d have you moving it downstairs this instant. It’s gorgeous.”

“Agreed.”

She stared at me, “What are you doing?”

“This lamp is going across the hall, in the office.” I had it unplugged and I was about to lift it off the stand.

“Seriously babe? It goes great in here. Just ask her where she got it and we’ll get you a matching one.”

I made a pouty face which got me a gentle backhand to the shoulder. 

“Let’s go meet Boo.”

“Okay,” I said, “but we’re not calling her that.”

Chapter 17 – Report!


Mel

0600 Saturday Morning, October 17th, 2014

I didn’t tell my assistant Holly that I’d be in the office on Saturday. I knew she’d show up at some point during the day just to make sure everything was just so, figuring I’d pop in on Sunday. Holly was a sergeant in her own right and a longtime friend I’d come up through the ranks with. She was the ideal choice to be my right hand when I took over as Sheriff. If I could get in and out before she got here, it would be a coup that I could egg her about for days.

I looked at the electronic schedule she kept. Shane Harding, my lead investigator, was due in at 7:00. I left him a message to come up and see me once he got settled then I dived into nearly a weeks’ worth of email.

Coming up for air about 6:30, I switched gears. When Shane got in, I wanted to talk about the Olivia Steirs murder and what role, if any, Nevil Harper Sr. had played in it and about Terry Ford. I went over to records, pulled the slim Ford file myself since no one was in yet, and skimmed it quickly. There were several statements but I was the most interested in Sheila Fords. 

I read through her statement to the deputy that had taken her missing persons report and then through the later statement after Terry had been found. Both were consistent in content. Nothing seemed amiss. 

Leafing through the rest of the file, I noted brief statements by Chloe Rossi about Terry’s disappearance and by my father about finding him. When on earth did Chloe have time to make a sworn statement?

Shane popped his head around my door frame about 7:10. “Welcome back boss!”

“I’d like to say it’s good to be back but, really, I was enjoying the break.”

“I bet. I haven’t been down that way in a few years but I know it’s beautiful this time of year.”

“That it is. We hope to get down there more in the future. For now though, duty calls.”

Shane smiled, “I’m assuming you want a run-down of all the open stuff?”

“Not everything...not today anyway. For now, just give me the highlights on the Steirs case and then let’s talk about the Ford drowning.”

Shane flipped open his notes, “We don’t have a lot to go on, on the Steirs murder. There are no camera’s with video footage of her front or back door or anywhere out in front of her condo. The back gate was locked as was the back door the day she was found but, if you remember right, we went right in the front door when we received the call. It was unlocked and slightly ajar. The perp may have gone in and out that way.”

I nodded as he continued, “There are still no witnesses that saw anything at all going on that day besides Nevil Harper Jr. now...nobody’s come forward. Junior claims his father left the door ajar and he did too, when he left after phoning the murder in. He’s back at work at the shop he was at before. I check up on him daily. We’ve taken his fingerprints. They’re not in AFIS. We don’t know yet if they’re a match for the few we got when we dusted in the house but I imagine they’ll match to the phone, at a minimum.”

“What about his father?”

“That’s the toughie. We tried to pull him in here Wednesday to get a statement. He wouldn’t talk much; lawyered right up.”

“That’s interesting there,” I was surprised. “Prints?”

“We didn’t get them but we didn’t need to. He’s been arrested before so his prints are already in the system. The lab is a little slow, no response yet on match or no match for any of the prints from the scene to father or son.” I made a mental note to call my buddy Izzy on Monday, even if it meant adding to the debt I already owed her.

“Unfortunately, that’s all we’ve got boss.”

“Let’s hope the prints give us something, then.”

Shane nodded. “Ford is pretty straightforward Sheriff. Kreskie ruled Ford’s death a drowning with no evidence of any trauma. He’s pegged the time of death at approximately 1:30 in the afternoon on Sunday. There were no signs of foul play in the area of the pond where he drowned; in fact, there were no signs of other humans being on the scene at all until the search team, which included your own father, got there.”

“I read dad’s statement. I also read Sheila Ford’s and my wife’s mother’s statements.”

“Ford’s brother and, uh, your father were raising such a stink boss, we got all of those because we were trying to be real thorough.”

Nodding myself, I said, “I appreciate that. The Coroner says the time of death was about 1:30? Sheila Ford would have still been at the store, I imagine.”

“She was. We checked that.”

“She couldn’t have, say, pushed him in? Or, held him under, maybe?”

“No. She was at the store until after 3:00 with several witnesses who have verified that.”

“Did anyone report any sort of argument between the two of them?”

“No. She admitted to me that she was disgruntled having to be in the store on a Sunday but she was quick to tell us that wasn’t Terry’s fault. A woman that works with Terry on Sunday called off at the last minute and the worker corroborates that.”

“Okay. Sounds like you covered all the bases.” I thought for a minute. “You know, what I don’t understand is how a man drowns in such a shallow pond. I’m familiar with that one. We used to fish there with dad. It’s a good sized one but, even out in the very center, it’s maybe six feet deep.”

“Boss, we both know you can drown in a lot less water than that. Maybe he fell in, got stuck in the muck and, fighting to get out, he took in too much water or got too far out where he panicked.”

“Panicked? Why?”

“You don’t know?”

“Know what?”

Shane’s eyes bored into mine, “Ford couldn’t swim Mel.” 

“Seriously?”

“Chuck Knox, the guy that owns the pond swore to that but, ask Terry’s brother or any of his other fishing buddies Sheriff or look at any fishing derby pictures of him; he always has a lightweight life vest on. It was with his gear that was stacked at home by the front door ready for the fishing trip he was supposed to leave for on Monday morning. He went out that day without it.”

“Well I’ll be damned...”

I scribbled out a quick note for Holly from a rhyme I remembered from high school;


I was here but now I’m gone,

I left this note to carry on...



I put a bottle  of Bennett’s barbecue sauce, a gift for her, at the corner to hold it down. That will get her all stirred up!

To satisfy my own curiosity, I ran Joe Treadway down in town as he was leaving a radio call. 

“Hey Sheriff. Welcome back.”

“Thanks Joe. Got a minute?” He nodded. “I just talked with Harding but I want to get the scoop from someone that was on the scene at the Ford drowning when he was pulled out. What can you tell me?”

“There’s not much to tell. From the set up, it looked like he was fishing from the bank, fell in for some reason or waded out and he drowned. There was no sign at all of any struggle and there was no sign of any other vehicle having been in the area.”

“Was he wearing waders Joe or muckin’ boots, at least?”

“No,” he shook his head. “Just regular ankle boots...hiking type boots.”

“Was there any tackle or any bait around that might have been his?”

“That was the only odd thing Sheriff. His pole was there, line out in the water, but nothin’ else. We did look around for stuff but we didn’t find anything.” 

I nodded. “Okay then. That’s odd but it’s the only odd thing. It settles it in my mind.”

“That all Sheriff?”

“One more thing Joe; will you be sitting for the detective test this time around? I still have a vacancy that needs filled. You’d do a fine job.”

“No Sheriff; sorry to disappoint you but I like what I’m doin’ just fine, if you don’t mind. Somebody has to show these new patrol deputies how to do things right.”

Chapter 18 – Bereaved?


Mamma Rossi

Saturday Afternoon, October 17th, 2014

Dana and I walked into the church where Terry’s memorial service was being held. It was only slightly larger than the funeral parlor just up the street where the viewing had been and it was filling up fast. We found seats together near the back with a little space left over for Mel when she arrived from work.

I knew from what I’d heard that Terry wasn’t a churchgoer but his wife was. I watched as mourner after mourner approached her and offered condolences. Other people were present around her, presumably his children and grandchildren. Some were crying or looked near tears. The widow herself was somber in her black attire and muted expression but otherwise dry eyed. 

I whispered to Dana, “It’s not my place to judge but really, through this whole thing, she hasn’t seemed too awfully upset.” I tipped my head toward the standing Sheila Ford. My darling daughter didn’t reply. She just shook her head slightly and continued to watch the goings on in front of the casket set front and center.

Mel, still in full uniform, joined us a few minutes before the service began. Several rows ahead, on the other side of the only aisle, were the Cranes. They’d arrived, apparently, much earlier than we had. I didn’t see Dingy Dale anywhere in the little church and I had no idea what the Johnsons or Art Majors looked like to know if any of them had decided to show up and pay their respects. 

We three sat through a short, generic sermon by a pastor who obviously didn’t know much about Terry and some more heart felt short eulogies from the man’s grandchildren. A half hour later it was all over but the burial. 

A caravan of cars proceeded out to the village cemetery. Dana and I left her car back at the church and rode with Mel. The two of them seemed preoccupied through the entire graveside thing. I noticed Mel watching Sheila a lot but I didn’t know what to make of it.

Back at the church for the wake, we joined Faye and Jesse. Standing next to each other, serving food were none other than Lucy Sharpe and Jenna Mae Rogers. I was surprised but Faye seemed unfazed, greeting both women warmly.

“Chloe, you know Lucy and I introduced you to Jenna Mae the other day.”

“I remember. It’s such a somber occasion but it’s nice to see you two ladies again.” Both just nodded, Lucy Sharp’s mouth set in a grim line and Jenna Mae smiling only slightly. I was a little put out by their demeanor but I tried not to let it show. Instead, I said, “Lucy, they just love that bedroom suite in the guest room!”

Lucy Sharpe turned to Mel, “Did you?”

“It’s beautiful Mrs. Sharpe.”

For my daughter-in-law she smiled brightly. “I’m so glad you like it dear.” 

We all continued past as the two women served the next people in line with bright smiles. Well that’s a puzzle, there!

We all took seats at one end of long tables set up in the fellowship hall downstairs from the church sanctuary. The tables filled up as fast as the memorial service had.

I was sitting directly across from Faye. While Jesse was speaking over his shoulder to a man I didn’t recognize and the girls were whispering quietly with a young couple, a woman angling for the empty seat to Faye’s left asked to take it and then introduced herself to the two of us. 

“I’m Helen Vance.” 

We both introduced ourselves. 

“I’m sorry, you seem familiar but I just can’t place you...” Faye said to her in a tone that was both curious and questioning. 

“Oh, I’m sure you’ve seen me around. Sheila and I grew up together in Zanesville. We’ve been friends for as long as we can remember. I live in Columbus now but we still try to get together as often as we can; often to hang out here. This is such a quaint little town.”

Agreeing with her, I said, “I’ve just spent the week here and I’ll certainly be back. It’s so different from the Pittsburgh area where I live.”

“Which is probably a lot like Columbus so, that it is. Hopefully now, I’ll be welcomed here a little more often.” Helen looked away from me and down at her plate rather abruptly.

Faye and I shared a look and then she prompted Helen, “Something kept you away before?”

“I’m here for Sheila today, poor soul. I’ve always been her friend and I always will be but I’ve never been a fan of his,” the woman whispered. “Sometimes I just couldn’t bear to come down here knowing I’d be spending time with not just her but him too.”

Faye had no idea what to say; she simply raised her eyebrows in a look of surprise. 

The woman seemed inclined to continue, “She deserved so much better,” she whispered. “He wasn’t abusive, not that I knew but, God rest his soul, he wasn’t attentive either, not to her anyway.”

“I’m sorry. Whatever do you mean?” Faye was still somewhat taken aback by the sudden brashness of the woman.

“I mean, there were other women. Let me tell you, Terry had a habit of sneaking off to Tennessee with other women...to meet with other women...would say he was going to his brother’s to fish or hunt. Well Sheila caught him out one time and she decided to follow him down there when he said he was going to his brother’s to confront him about it.”

“Really? Well, whatever came of that?”

Now the other woman was out of steam. She shrugged, “I don’t quite know what happened down there or whatever came of the whole situation but I do know that Sheila was actually back before Terry was. I was at my sister’s house in Zanesville. She was over there in a flash, crying on my shoulder, she was!”

I excused myself to fetch a cup of coffee. When I returned, two men were standing at the end of the table talking with all of the Cranes. Faye introduced them to me as Terry’s brothers, Pete and Steve Ford.

“Steve lives here locally Chloe, and Pete is up from Tennessee where Terry was originally from.”

“My condolences to both of you.”

“Thank you,” the two men replied in near unison.

Jesse, looking at Pete, spoke up, “How’ve the whitetail been running?”

“It’s been a good season so far. Terry didn’t make it down for the first round of bow hunting and he really missed out. He was looking forward to coming down for the second round of bow season later this the month.”

I watched Mel give Dana a look. Now, what’s that all about? I didn’t get a chance to ask as the two men moved on to speak with others and Mel stood up to excuse herself. 

Faye eyeballed me,  “Why don’t you show me where you got that coffee? I could sure use a cup.” 

Once we were at the coffee urn and out of earshot of most of the mourners in the hall, Faye spoke quietly, “There’s a lot of talk flying and a lot of stuff going on here that doesn’t make any sense.”

“Tell me about it!” I shook my head. “Everyone is either acting oddly or they have an axe to grind.”

“It makes me wonder,” Faye began, “If...”

“Pardon me, Faye, Chloe,” Lucy Sharpe interrupted her.

Faye turned to her, “Yes?”

“I just wanted to apologize for, well you know, before. I realize I was a little rude and that wasn’t right.”

“No harm done Lucy.” Faye smiled, seemingly ready to forgive easily for the small transgression.

“It’s just that I really talked out of turn the other day. I really shouldn’t have said anything at all. I felt so bad after I spoke with Amy about it because she got a bit annoyed with me. She said it was all just a misunderstanding; Rich blew it out of proportion...”

“I see,” Faye told the near tears shopkeeper. “Say no more. Consider it forgotten.”

I nodded my own consent. 

Lucy, seeming a little relieved, wandered back toward the food line where the other servers were beginning to clean up. 

Faye looked around. A couple of dozen people were still milling about. She put her coffee down. “Let’s go talk somewhere a little more private.” She headed toward the restroom and I followed.

Once the door was closed, without preamble, Faye dived right in, “Now Lucy is acting even more strangely.”

“It seems like she was feeling a little guilty about gossiping to me, especially after the object of her transgression dressed her down for it.”

“No,” Faye said, “I know Lucy and I know Amy. There’s more that Lucy isn’t telling us. I’ll bet when she talked to Amy, Amy gave her an earful but not just a dressing down. Now it seems like she’s backtracking, trying to defend Amy.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that. Faye certainly knew the players better than I did.

Faye threw her hands up, “People are just coming out of the woodwork with bad things to say about Terry. First that Helen woman with the stuff about Terry going to Tennessee all the time and Sheila catching him down there, then his brother stands right there and says he hasn’t been there in a while; now this stuff with Lucy...I’m beginning to think Sheila might have actually pushed the man into that pond and held him under!”

“I don’t know that I’d say all that, now.” I related the conversation I overheard about Art at the viewing to her. “There’s more than one person out there that’s not sad to see the man gone, I’m sorry to say. Give Sheila the benefit of the doubt here.”

###

Mel

Gun belts are a pain in the butt for female cops when nature calls. I was standing in a toilet stall, minding my own business, trying to fasten mine back on in the tight space when I heard my mother and Dana’s come into the restroom and immediately set their gums to flapping.

I didn’t know what to do. It was obvious they thought they were alone and their conversation was certainly of interest to me so, like a brazen eavesdropper, I just stood there quietly.

Their chat didn’t take even a minute but I learned more in that time than I had in several days of farting around with the Tennessee authorities. My gut now told me Sheila might very well have pulled the trigger on the shot that killed Patricia Dunkirk.

After waiting a couple of minutes, I slipped out of the restroom and around to a stairway that would take me up and out towards the front of the sanctuary rather than through the fellowship hall and out to the parking lot. I felt confident that if either my mother or Chloe were still in the hall, I wasn’t spotted leaving the restroom.

###

Mel

Saturday Evening, October 17th, 2014

The Boar’s Head Bar

Chloe had the house well under command. She’d decided, after talking to Mario back in McKeesport, to go ahead and stay on for another week, at our request. While I went back to work, she and Dana were going to go shopping for a dining set and some living room furniture among other things plus whatever the ‘dog to be named later’ needed. 

I was still refusing to call the puppy ‘Boo’ but I think my wife was undermining my desire to have it named anything but that.

Dana and I took the night off since we were still technically supposed to be on our honeymoon. We were relaxing at the Boar’s Head, the bar owned by a former ex-girlfriend turned enemy then friend, Barb Wysocki. There was a country western band playing on the little stage near the newly installed dance floor and the place was jumping with a mixed crowd of fall foliage tourists and locals all out enjoying a warm fall Saturday night.  

We’d ordered food that Barb brought out herself. We invited her to join us. 

“Don’t mind if I do ladies. My crew can handle this crowd just fine for a few minutes.” She took a seat. 

“You’ve really turned this place around. The difference is amazing,” I told her. 

Barb smiled, “I won’t say it’s been easy. It hasn’t, but it’s been more fun than I expected. Continuing to do this was a difficult decision to make after my partner died.”

“If you’ve transformed all the places you’ve taken over like you’ve transformed this one, you’ve done really well despite your loss,” Dana told her. “The struggle seems to bring out the fire in you.”

“Thank you for that. Yes, you’re right. It does keep me busy and keep me going when my mind gets to wandering.”

I was curious, “Will you stay Barb? Now that this one’s pretty much done, I mean?” I asked her.

“You know the deal is ‘turn and burn’ right? I know I told you that.”

“You also told me once that you keep ownership of a few places for the revenue to buy and flip other places, right?”

She laughed. “That’s why you’re such a good cop. You have a memory like a steel trap. Yes, that’s what I said and yes, I’m keeping this particular bar in the portfolio.”

“But you’re not going to stay on, are you?” Dana asked.

Barb leaned into the table, “A secret, just between the three of us...well, and my banker...I’m tired of life on the road. I put an offer in on a house a couple of days ago and the seller took it.”

Dana said, “That’s awesome!” through gritted teeth as she tried to not look too excited and arouse attention.

“Barb, that’s great! Where?” I asked her, whispering just loud enough to be heard over the bands current ballad.

“It’s a place Aiden Quinn bought several years back and renovated. I think he thought one of his kids would live there one day but none of them have showed any interest. They all think the grass is greener outside of Morelville. Anyway, I’ll have a couple of dozen acres but he keeps the mineral rights. I don’t care about those anyway. I’m comfortable with what I have now.”

“If it’s the place I’m thinking of, we’ll practically be neighbors.” 

She confirmed the location I suspected and then I described the house there for Dana’s reference. Once I’d divulged some of the features it, Dana recalled seeing the house in question and she became even more excited for Barb. “When do you close?” she asked her.

“Pretty quickly. Probably in the next couple of weeks. It’s an all cash deal so his lawyer is drawing it up for mine to look over.” She sighed.

“That doesn’t sound so good...” 

“No, really, I’m very happy about it. I’ve lived on the road for so long though that it’s just, well, I have a storage unit near Detroit, my last stop, that’s full of modern steel and glass stuff. It never really was my taste and it’s not a fit for this place at all.”

“Oh Barb, do we have the perfect person to help you!” Dana couldn’t contain her excitement. Dana and I looked at each other and laughed.

“Sounds like Mama Rossi could have a new assignment when she’s done with our place...”

“Mama Rossi?”

“My mother Chloe, Barb. You met her at the wedding reception last week...she hasn’t actually left. Instead, she’s been trying to put a dent in my wallet by furnishing our place for us.”

“Really? Do you think she’d help me?”

“I’ll ask but I don’t see why not,” Dana replied. Can your wallet take it?”

“Oh, money isn’t an issue. But, will she work with me on styles?”

“She’s done fine by us but we’re both okay with the rustic wood look and she knows that. You’ll probably want to hang with her the first couple of shopping trips until she gets a feel for what you like.”

“What does she charge as an hourly rate?”

We both laughed but Dana recovered first, “Our bank account, our patience, the use of our kitchen, putting up with fussy little dogs...take your pick.” Dana coughed. “In all seriousness, she’s not a professional decorator, if that matters. She’s a trained nail tech and that’s what she does for ‘pin money’, as she calls it. You’d have to work out any sort of payment arrangement with her but don’t be surprised if she refuses anything but expenses.”

As Barb nodded, the country/western band stopped playing on the little stage on the other side of the room and announced a set break. She stood up. “I best get behind the bar. Their breaks always mean everybody’s off the dance floor, thirsty and crowed around up there.”

After she walked away, I asked Dana, “You’re okay with her moving so close and your mother helping her if she’s willing, right?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” She squeezed my hand briefly. “Mel, I know there’s nothing between the two of you. Frankly, she’s still in mourning and she always seems so depressed. Maybe once she settles down, she’ll feel up to finding someone new.”

“Don’t ever say that to her babe. You can’t push Barb to do anything she doesn’t want to do. She’s changed a little over the years but I still see flashes of that stubborn streak in her that so irritated me way back when.”

Dana smirked at me but I didn’t want to know what she was thinking. 

While she gloated, the group sitting at the table next to us got up and left. Just as fast, a group of four local guys swooped in and took over the dirty table. They were faster than the server who was working her way over to it to clean it.

While she tried to clear off around them and their good natured ribbing, one of the guys, Chuck Knox, turned sideways and noticed me.

“Hey there Mel. How are you?”

“Fine Chuck, and you?”

He tipped his head side to side, “So-so; just out tonight doing a little send-off for my old buddy Terry. I’m going to miss him.”

I nodded. “You two have known each other a long time, haven’t you?”

“Ever since his family moved up here from Tennessee when he was a freshman in high school.” 

“Helluva way to go,” one of the other men said. I didn’t recognize the guy.

“You don’t have to tell me! I feel bad about that every day!” Chuck’s head dropped.

“Chuck, he drowned. It wasn’t your fault,” I told him.

“He drowned in my pond Mel. If only I had been there. He usually fished that pond for bluegill with somebody else. I didn’t know he ever worked his way out to that one alone.”

“That’s not something you could have helped, Chuck,” the man who’d spoken before told him.

“Stop beating yourself up about it,” I added. There were nods all around the guys table. The server finished clearing and asked the men if they wanted anything. They ordered a round of drinks for themselves and included refills for me and Dana. 

“Just one, Chuck,” I said, “for my dad, in Terry’s memory.” Dad had stopped drinking at mom’s request several years back. I’m sure they’d invited him out tonight and just as sure that he’d told them no.

When the server returned with the drinks, Dana and I stood near their table while Chuck raised his glass. “A toast to Terry Ford. Rest in peace old pal and make sure you keep the tall tales under your old fishing hat.”

Everyone grinned and swigged their beverage of choice. A man who looked vaguely familiar to me said, “The fish in the fish stories are going to be a little smaller around here now.” There were nods among all the men.

Dale Walters, who hadn’t been at the funeral or the wake that I’d noticed, spoke up and said, “And the poker pots will be just a little bit bigger.” Chuck shot Dale a look but the other two men nodded their agreement. 

I was about to politely excuse myself and Dana when cranky old Art Majors stepped up to the men’s table.

“Why so glum, everybody?” he asked the assembled men.

“We were just drinking a toast to Terry, Art,” Chuck told him.

Art waved his hand in the air like he was swatting a fly. “Hell, fishing around here will be a lot more ‘honest’ now that Terry’s gone.”

Chuck looked annoyed but the man I didn’t know at all jumped on Art’s comment and ribbed him right back, “At least he caught fish pal. You’ve been casting for pond scum lately.”

“That may be so, but I just picked up a sweet reel that I can’t wait to try with one of my rigs. I’ll be up at Dillon next weekend if anyone wants to come up and have a little bass hooking contest.”

No one responded. Art, seemingly at a loss for anything else to say, shrugged and said, “Have it your way.” He took his leave of the table.

Chapter 19 – Family Fun Day


Mel

Sunday, October 18th, 2014

Dana’s dog was bouncing up and down beside the bed on my side. The room was still dark. Squinting at the clock, I saw it was only 4:35.

“Dana, your dog needs to go outside,” I mumbled to her. No response came from the other side of the queen bed we were currently using. I stretched a foot behind me. I touched cool sheets, not warm legs.

Rolling over, I reached for her but she wasn’t there. A thin glimmer of light shone from the bathroom. 

I got up and walked toward the door then tapped gently so I didn’t startle her. When she didn’t respond, I pushed the door open. Dana was lying in the big soaking tub, fast asleep. Walking in and touching the water, I realized she must have been in the tub for a while. It was only lukewarm. 

I called to her gently and woke her. “How long have you been in here?”

“What time is it?” She tried to stretch splashing a little water out. The pup, who’d followed me in there, didn’t like the water much and ran back out.

“Just past 4:30.”

“I couldn’t sleep and you were out cold. I didn’t want to wake you so I thought I’d soak a while. What are you doing up?”

“The dog is bouncing around like she’s on a pogo stick. We should probably get a kennel for her to sleep in at night.”

“She probably has to pee. Help me out of here and I’ll get dressed and take her outside.”

“I’ll help you up but I’ll take her out.”

After helping Dana out of the tub, I walked back into the dark bedroom to find it strangely quiet. In the dimness, I stepped down on something that probably shouldn’t have been in the middle of the floor in the dark and hurt my foot. While I hopped about, rubbing out the unexpected pain, I stepped into a puddle with my good foot of what could only have been dog pee and I cried out.

Dana yelled from the bathroom, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I don’t think your dog needs to go out after all.”

“Mel, you said you were going to do it!” She walked into the room. 

I hobbled over to the bedside light and turned it on. Pointing back at the puddle, I said, “She already peed.”

“My shoe!” Dana yelled again while looking at the floor near the foot of the bed. “My shoe! Bad dog! Bad Boo!” ‘Boo’ cowered in a corner as Dana picked up and inspected a well chewed Nike. 

“Boo!” I yelled, throwing my arms in the air and waving my hands like a scary monster in the direction of the dog. She whimpered and laid down. “Her name does fit her after all...”

“You don’t have to scare her Mel!”

“You just yelled at her Dana!”

Dana exhaled heavily, “We both need to stop yelling at each other and at her. She’s only a puppy. I’ll get her a kennel and get better about taking her out. We both need to mind what she has the potential to chew on.”

“Look, I’m sorry. You’re not in this alone. I’ll help you with house training her and getting her outside.” I shook my head and looked over in the corner at her. “Despite my reservations, she is a cute little thing.” The terrier had the nerve to seem to understand my basic show of affection for her by coming over, sitting at my feet and looking up at me expectantly.

“I think she likes you.”

I just shook my head as I reached down and scratched hers.

Our early morning turned into a long one. We were in and out with a puppy who I think was thriving on the attention she was getting from us more than she actually needed to relieve herself. Going outside seemed to be more of a sniff fest for her than a time to potty. Still, we’d made an agreement so tiredly we both trudged on, trying to housebreak our new fur baby.

Around about 7:30, while we were slouched in wood chairs in what had once been meant as a dining room but would be more of a sitting room for us, Chloe came regally down the stairs behind a Little Lady bent on heading for the door.

“We’re so sorry mama; did we wake you?”

“No, no sweetie,” Chloe said, waving a hand at her daughter. Lady always gets me up about this time. Besides, I’m going to church with Faye this morning and then after that, we’re headed out to the farm for a ‘Family Fun Day’ as your mom called it,” she said as she looked at me. 

Dana and I both groaned.

“What’s wrong with you two?” Chloe asked.

“There’s nothing fun about family fun day!” we both told her, in unison.

“Kris and Lance are coming back from their honeymoon this afternoon since they couldn’t change their flight in time to come in for the funeral. The kids are excited. Your mom,” she pointed at me this time, “thought it would be nice to all get together for a family dinner to check in with each other.”

I just nodded. It wasn’t worth trying to explain it to her. She’d learn the truth about ‘Family Fun Day’ soon enough.

“Mel and I will meet you out there later this morning mama. We have several things we need to take care of first.”

“So, you’re not going to church then?”

Dana’s look was sheepish but her reply firm, “Not this time. Sorry.” 

###

Mama Rossi

Faye and I sipped coffee in the fellowship hall after the service while she introduced me to different people here and there. The congregation represented a slightly smaller slice of the community than was present at the funeral service the day before and, as I suspected might be the case, everyone really did seem to know everyone. Try as I might, at my church back in McKeesport, it just wasn’t possible to learn all the names but that didn’t seem to be a problem here.

“Oh, Chloe, this is Amy Johnson. Amy, this is Chloe Rossi, Dana’s mother.” 

The woman took my hand and smiled slightly but the smile didn’t seem to reach her eyes.

My ears perked up anyway, “Nice to meet you Amy.” I did my best to sound sincere and cordial. Faye took it from there though.

“Were’s Rich, hon? I thought I saw him during communion.” 

“He’s upstairs talking with the Council President about the Fall Festival.”

Faye caught my eye and tipped her head to the side, toward a back corner of the hall. Taking Amy’s arm, she tugged her slightly toward the area she’d indicated. Once we were safely away from most of those reveling in coffee and cookies, she said to the younger woman, “Amy, I don’t mean to be forward, what I do mean to do is apologize and try to smooth any feathers that may have gotten ruffled recently.” Faye gave her what I took to be a sympathetic look. 

“You don’t have anything to apologize for Faye. Don’t even think about it.”

I heard her words, but her tone didn’t match. Diving in myself, I tried to be diplomatic, “Faye and I were out doing some shopping and we were chatting with Lucy about...well, you know. Our conversation was brief, completely in passing and only between the three of us. Lucy really feels badly about mentioning anything at all and we feel horrible about even thinking to gossip, Isn’t that right Faye?” 

Faye nodded along with me.

“So,” I went on, “please don’t take it out on poor Lucy. We started it and the buck ends with us.”

“Oh,” Amy sighed, “If only it were that simple.”

At our quizzical looks, she leaned forward into our tight little circle, “The thing is, I don’t know how Lucy found out. Word seems to be spreading and I don’t know who’s saying what to whom or how much they really know.” She hung her head.

Faye reached forward and touched the woman’s chin gently nudging her. As Amy looked back at Faye, I could see the glimmer of tears shining in her eyes. 

We were standing next to the closed door of the nursery. Nudging it open, Faye peered inside and then, satisfied that it was empty, beckoned the two of us in. She shut the door firmly behind us.

Spying a tissue box on a changing table, I grabbed it and offered it to Amy. She took one and dabbed at her now brimming eyes. 

Faye hugged the younger woman briefly then took one of her hands and, looking her in the eye, prodded her, “Please tell us what’s wrong dear. Get it off your chest and let’s see if we can help you.”

Amy took a deep breath as she tried to steady herself. Failing, she lowered herself instead into one of the tiny but sturdy chairs meant for rough and tumble toddlers bent on climbing and jumping and doing everything else that toddlers do. Faye and I pulled out chairs and followed suit. 

“Rich travels a lot for work...a whole lot. What, with the kids both in college now, I’m alone most of the time. I just hate...hate being alone. But, college is expensive and the money’s good when he’s on the road so away he goes...”

“Honey,” Faye cautioned, “you don’t have to say anything else. Just let it go.”

“No, no...I want to tell you this. You’re right, I need to get it off my chest and move on.”

We both nodded silently at her and just let her talk.

“Terry was a flirt, you know?”

Faye simply shrugged.

“He was. If Sheila wasn’t around, he was merciless. If she was there, he’d tone it down only a little. I just blew him off most of the time.”

Most of the time, eh? Here it comes...

“One time, when we’d had plans with my family for a family get together made for more than a month, Rich decided at the last minute to take an optional short assignment that had him flying out the night before the party and returning the day after it. He ruined everything we’d planned and we had quite a row about it but, in the end, he went on the assignment anyway.”

Amy dipped her head and rubbed her temples then she continued, “I was so angry with him, after he pulled away and headed toward the airport, I slammed out of the house and went for a walk. It was only after I got back that I realized the door had locked behind me and I had no keys with me. I didn’t take my cell either. I walked over to the store and asked Terry to use his phone to call my sister and have her come down with her spare key.”

“My sister didn’t answer. Terry was minding the shop alone and he invited me to stay until I got in touch with someone. He flirted non-stop, he said he was trying to cheer me up. For over an hour I tried to get a hold of Judy but I never did. In the end, he closed up the store and he went with me to help me break into my own house.”

“We just...it just...I never meant for it to happen. I was just so mad at Rich and frustrated with myself and...”

“Stop, stop dear. It’s okay,” Faye told her.

I clucked my tongue, “You were vulnerable and he took advantage of you. It’s not your fault Amy. It’s not your fault at all, don’t you see?” 

Tears streamed down her face. I picked the tissue box back up and offered her another.

“He asked to see me again. I told him no...” She trailed off and sighed. “I felt so guilty, I completely avoided the store and Sheila for weeks afterward. I never told Rich...I couldn’t. He’d have been so hurt and so angry.”

“I guess I was naive to think some sort of word wouldn’t get around, especially after Rich laid in to Terry...”

I was confused. “You just said you never told Rich...”

Amy shook her head vigorously and waved her hands in front of her, “Oh, no, no. I didn’t. I was quiet about that and I avoided the store and anywhere that I might encounter Terry for a couple of months after it happened. But, one day, Rich and I were off doing something and on the way back we decided to grill burgers for dinner. Rich pulled in at the store and sort of gave me instructions to grab buns and chips while he grabbed a couple of other things.”

“When we walked in, Terry wasn’t up front. Rich went around to the back aisle, while I got my stuff off the front one. Terry must have heard the bell over the door jangle because he came out of the office and immediately saw me. He didn’t realize Rich was there. Actually, I’m certain he thought we were alone because he started right in on me with ‘Hey, I haven’t seen you for a while,’ and it got pretty lewd from there. When Rich realized he was talking to me, he came around the end of the aisle and he blew up.”

Faye was sitting nodding at Amy as she spoke. Now, she reached forward and took Amy’s hand in hers, “That might be all anyone knows about dear. I don’t think you need to worry anymore...”

“I’m not sure what Rich knew then or what he knows now but I’ve been faithful to him since that day...and...and, up until that day.”

I told her, “It’s over. It’s done. It doesn’t do anybody any good to bring it all up again now that Terry is dead. Just let it be.”

As we were driving out to the farm, Faye and I were talking. “I know Rich Johnson pretty well.  If I was a betting woman, I’d be willing to bet that he probably knows more than Amy thinks he does.”

“Amy knows him too Faye. Don’t you think she’d sense if he was onto her?”

“He may be biding his time, waiting for her to come clean to him or maybe he’s even waiting for the right moment to use it against her.”

“You’re right, I don’t know him so I can’t speculate. It sure makes things complicated though.”

“What things?”

“Figuring out who may have wanted Terry dead. There are several people that we’ve run across now, besides Sheila, that disliked the man pretty intensely or who had a score to settle with him. We can add both Rich and Amy to the list.”  

###

Mama Rossi

The Crane Family Farm

“Chloe, you’re about to experience a Crane family fun day. It’s a Sunday tradition once or twice a month when things need doin’ around here. That’s why we went to church early. We’ve got cooking to do!”

“Whatever happened to Sunday being a day of rest?”

“Not on a farm sweetie, not on a farm...”

We cooked liked two crazed Army chefs readying to feed a battalion while Jesse, Mel, Dana and Kris’s teenage children Beth and Cole picked the last of the root vegetables from the garden, got it tilled up for the fall and did various other chores around the Crane spread.

Right around 4:10 Faye sent me to the porch to let everyone know that Mel’s twin sister Kris and her new husband would be arriving back from their own honeymoon in Florida shortly; they’d called that were on the ground and en-route. I was also let everyone know that dinner would be ready within the half hour.

Kris and Lance turned into the long drive right about 4:15, as I was heading back into the house. All work stopped then. I stopped too and watched as Beth and Cole ran from the barn across a field to the drive to meet up with their mother and their new step-father before Lance’s SUV even rolled to a full stop. It was obvious to anyone watching, they were excited to have them home and, I suspected, even more excited to see if presents for them were in the offing. 

I heard Kris exclaim, “I’m happy to see you both too...now let me get out of the car!” She and Lance lumbered toward the house like people tired of sitting for hours. I held the door for them and welcomed them home since Faye was still busy in the kitchen. The two kids bounced in behind them like excited toddlers instead of the teenagers that they were.

After a long, food packed dinner with lots of chatter and laughter about the highlights of both honeymoons, the kids ran off to do the things farm kids do in the dimming autumn light and we adults rolled ourselves fat and happy to the front porch for some more adult conversation.

Kris looked at her father critically, “You look good dad but how are you really feeling?”

Jesse just grunted at her and tried to wave her off but Faye was giving him the evil eye and he caught it. “I’m doing better. Those meds are a pain and I don’t like to take them, that’s what!”

“Dad,” Mel cautioned, “those are what’s helping your heart right now. You have to take them.”

“I just said I don’t like ‘em, I didn’t say I wasn’t taking ‘em.”

“I worried about you a lot while we were gone.” Lance nodded in agreement with his wife.

“Don’t be worrying about me,” Jesse flipped a backhand at her, “I’m just fine.”

“Whatever you say dad.” Kris’s tone was laced with exasperation. She looked back and forth between her mother and Mel, “So, which one of you is going to fill us in about Terry?”

Mel told her, “There’s really nothing to tell. He fell into a pond he was fishing in out at Chuck’s place and he drowned.”

Jesse scoffed at that. Kris eyed her father but her mother spoke first, wresting her attention back toward her.

“I don’t think it’s quite that simple anymore Kris and your father never did.”

Deferring again to her father, Kris asked him, “What do you think dad?”

Jesse, a man of few words, I was learning, thought for a minute as he worked his mouth to form the words. He finally spit out, “Didn’t seem right to me. Just Terry and a pole. No bait, no tackle, wasn’t wearin’ his waders.”

When he paused and didn’t say anything else, Kris asked, “So Mel, you obviously disagree. What do you make of that?” 

“I don’t make anything of it. I wasn’t here to see it but I trust my men when they say that they investigated the scene thoroughly but found no signs whatsoever of foul play and that’s all I’m going to say about it.” 

“Well, I have a few things to say about the whole mess,” Faye protested. “There’s a lot going on surrounding it, if you ask me but, bottom line and heaven help her, I think Sheila may be involved somehow.”

“Mom,” Mel stuck a hand out to slow her mother’s spew of speculation, “that’s just not possible. Sheila was in the store that day at the time that he died and there are several witnesses that will attest to that.”

“I still say she’s involved somehow but maybe not directly. Terry was cheating on her. She actually followed him to Tennessee and caught him in the act and now he’s dead and, God love her because I sure do, but she sure don’t seem sorry about it!”

“They’re just unfortunate coincidences mom.” 

I picked up on the word ‘coincidence’ right away and fired back at Mel, “There are lots of strange things going on all the way around his death, like your mother said, that even I can see from a layman’s point of view. Why don’t you explain what you mean by ‘coincidences’?”

Mel sighed. She looked at Dana and then back at me. Twisting her head about to look at all of the group assembled on the porch, she said, “This doesn’t leave this porch, got it?” The forcefulness in her voice had us all nodding vigorously. 

“Dana and I found out that a woman Terry was apparently seeing was killed in Tennessee. The police there ruled her death a negligent homicide but we aren’t so sure.” Dana shook her head no, punctuating Mel’s statement.

“The killer wasn’t caught and the police down there were working under the assumption that it was a coyote hunter who fired an errant shot and never even knew what happened, when no one came forward.”

“Mel’s being charitable toward the Sevier County Sheriff’s department,” Dana supplied, “but I don’t have to be. We did a little bit of investigating on our own and we know the woman was killed by an intentional shot from a .22.”

Jesse jumped in, “You said they were thinking a coyote hunter done it?” At Mel’s nod, he continued, “You don’t hunt coyote with a .22!”

Mel responded to her father, “And you don’t use jacketed rounds either. A hunter would know that.”

My mind was whirling. Without really thinking it all out, I blurted “Sheila Ford has a .22.”

“What?” came several responses.

“I was doing her nails before Terry’s viewing on Friday. A .22 rifle leans in a corner by her kitchen door. I asked about it and Sheila told me Terry kept it there for groundhogs.” 

Mel asked us to just drop the subject and not say anything more about it so we did but I was positive I could see the wheels just turning in her mind.

Chapter 20 – Boo Boo


Mel

6:15 AM Monday Morning, October 19th, 2014

I got into the office really early again but, this time, I didn’t have a jump on Holly who had the whole place ship shape and was leaned back, pretending to file her nails when I arrived. 

After a bit of ribbing from me and then a brief rundown of the personal side of my honeymoon, we got down to business. Holly was in tune with my thought processes and my habits. She knew I wouldn’t have come in over the weekend or extra early this morning if I didn’t think there was something pressing that needed attention. 

“There’s more that happened on our honeymoon that I haven’t told you about,” I began.

“Mel, I don’t really want to know all the nitty gritty details, that’s TMI territory right there, that’s what that is.”

“TMI?”

“Too much information.”

“Oh...No, it’s nothing like that!” I actually felt myself blush a little. Cut it out right now! You’re the Sheriff; you don’t blush! Holly grinned, adding to my pain. 

Finally, taking pity on me, she said, “Relax. I know what you meant. What’s going on?”

I quickly sketched out for her what had happened in Tennessee. She listened without comment until I was done.

“Those guys down there sound like pricks, pardon my French,” she said and rolled her eyes.

“They’re not my concern any longer. Finding out if Sheila Ford was down there, gunning for Terry, for Dunkirk or for both of them is.”

“That’s going to be a tough one Mel.”

“Probably not as tough as you think. I’ll have Shane get on establishing a link between Ford and Dunkirk. There are certainly witnesses down there who could link them.” I thought about the rental office folks and the server at Bennett’s. “I need to get them linked locally too. Once we establish all that, I’ll have our DA or even the state AG go to theirs. I’m done dealing with the Sevier County Sheriff’s Department.” Bunch of yahoos...

“Also, there’s at least one person here who’s already said Sheila went alone down to Tennessee and ‘caught Terry’ to my own mother. I haven’t actually said anything to her yet but I have no qualms having my mom make a statement pointing out where that info came from.” I smirked.

“None?”

“Not one!” We both laughed. “I know what you’re thinking; if my mom ever really had to come in and make a statement we’d end up with the history of Muskingum County.”

“Ain’t that the truth!”

“Seriously though Holly, we need to get on this quick. I need you to pull whatever info you can find on Patricia Dunkirk and give it to Shane. After that, we need to put our heads together and work up some warrants to get Sheila Ford’s credit card and bank card statements for September and her cell records for then and we’ll want to search her home, specifically for a .22 rifle or pistol and some jacketed rounds.”

When I finished up with Holly, I called the Columbus crime lab to talk to Izzy about the Steirs’ murder case. She was at her Monday morning meeting. I elected not to leave her a message. I figured I’d be hearing from her soon anyway.

###

Mama Rossi

Boston Terriers are smart little dogs. I’d had one myself when I was a teenager. I knew Boo would pick up fast but Dana and Mel didn’t seem to be so sure. I vowed to myself to look into some obedience training classes for her.

The girls didn’t have a phone book in their new house and I wasn’t sure about the whole idea of using computers like they were so fond of so I went next door just after 8:00 and, thankfully, found that Kris was up after getting the two kids off to school.

“I’m so sorry to bother you this morning but I have a question for you...”

Kris smiled, “It’s no bother at all. Come on in. Coffee?”

“Thanks, but not this time.”

“What can I help you out with?”

“My Dana has just fallen in love with little Boo...”

“She’s a cutie,” Kris interrupted. 

I nodded, “That she is, but Mel doesn’t seem to be taking to her very well.”

“Mel will come around Mama Rossi; don’t you worry. She loves dogs...she’s just used to having bigger dogs.”

“That’s fine but...well, I really want to give her no reason to be frustrated with Boo and I want Dana to learn to work with the dog too because I think it will be good therapy for her with her leg problems and all.”

“So you’re talking about some sort of training?”

“Obedience training to start with, yes. Do you have a place near here or know someone who does training?”

“I know a guy that trains hunting dogs but...obedience? I don’t think he does that.” She shrugged, “I could ask him for you.”

I was skeptical, “How about a pet shop or a groomer? They’d probably know someone who trains dogs.”

“There’s both of those in Zanesville. I can get you some addresses.”

Armed with the addresses of the one local pet shop and two dog groomers that were within reasonable driving distance, Dana, Boo and I set out for Zanesville just after 9:00.

Stopping at the closest groomer first, Dana put Boo on a leash but the she seemed to prefer being carried over walking after turning a fearful eye toward all the traffic moving about.

When we entered the shop, the whir of a dryer sent the little dog climbing from Dana’s arms to her shoulder like she was trying to get away via actual flight. “She really does need training,” I remarked.

Dana picked her off her shoulder and cooed at her, “You’re fine baby girl. Everything’s fine.”

“I’ll be right with you,” a young woman running a dryer over a standard poodle told us. While we waited and watched her and another woman work with dogs up on tables, the door opened again and a man I’d peg as a few years older than me or so strolled in.

The other woman, who was trimming a cocker spaniel, looked round at him. She smiled and said to the man, “He’s almost done Mr. Majors. Give me just another minute.”

Hmm, could this be Art Majors? What are the chances? I looked the man over.

Catching me looking at him, he half turned away as if he didn’t want to be bothered by me or anyone else. 

I turned to Dana who was looking at the man curiously. Unexpectedly, she spoke to him, “Nice to see you again, Art, is it?”

The man peered at her intently then shook his head. “I don’t believe I know you.”

“We met briefly last night. I was with Chuck and his group.”

The man had the nerve to harrumph loudly and turn away. I mouthed, ‘how rude’, to Dana. She half shrugged and continued to love on Boo. 

The young woman working with the standard shut off the dryer and let the dog down from the table. Holding a single finger up toward us, letting us know to ‘wait one’, she led the poodle through a door at the back of the shop and then reappeared without it. “I’m Shae; how can I help you?” she addressed us, her eyes on Boo. She smiled a genuine smile as she watched the puppy whose curiosity was now overcoming her fear.

Dana spoke up, “We’re looking for some obedience training for this little girl right here. Can you recommend anybody we could work with?”

The man waiting for the spaniel harrumphed again, loudly this time. “Just train her yer’self like everybody else does.”

“Now Mr. Majors,” Shae cautioned him, “small breeds can be pretty feisty but they respond well to all sorts of training and purebred Boston’s like she appears to be can even do advanced agility. They’re very athletic.”

“Well now isn’t that something?” I looked first at my daughter. They could do agility training together and both benefit from it... When she didn’t respond right away, I looked at Major’s on her left who’s eyes were now boring into Boo. “So you’re Art Majors are you?”

Dana stared at me while the man himself grumbled, “I think we’ve already established that. What’s it to you?”

“It’s just that you were missed at the funeral for Terry Ford the other day, is all. Several people asked about you.”

My daughter was giving me the evil eye but I plowed on, “As I understand it, you two were great friends once. It’s a shame you didn’t make it to his send off.”

“Just who the hell are you lady?” He was angry now, his face red with his fury. 

“Mama!” Dana was beyond annoyed. She gave me a look that could only be read as ‘shut up!’

“Can I have my dog please?” Majors demanded. “I don’t come in here to get harassed by people I don’t even know!”

The young woman working with the spaniel lowered the table and let him off of it, rang Majors out and sent him on his way with a ‘thank you for your business’ that he didn’t even acknowledge.

When the door closed behind him, Dana addressed the two women, “I apologize for my mother.” She shot me another look, “I don’t know what’s gotten into her!”

“No worries,” Shae replied.

“Yeah, he’s always grim and gruff,” the lady who’d been working with Majors’ dog told us.

While I got the name of a trainer and her number out of Shae, I had Dana have the other groomer trim Boo’s nails and pay her, even though I could have done her nails myself. I just felt bad for stirring up trouble that Art Majors might take out on them. I even had Dana buy her own set of nail clippers from them. They were twice the price they would have been at a big box store but I knew she could afford it. 

“What the hell was all of that about in there, Mama?”

“You don’t have to shout dear.”

“What are you trying to do?”

“Nothing at all. I was just making conversation.”

“You call needling that man ‘conversation’?”

“Okay, call it making an observation then, if that makes you feel better.”

“You’re crazy, you know that?”

###

Mama Rossi

I tried the number I had for the trainer but I got her voicemail. After leaving her a message, we headed back to the house. Dana was annoyed with me and we had Boo with us anyway so doing any furniture shopping was out of the question. 

As soon as Dana was off in her room and out of earshot, I called Faye and told her about Art. 

“I know him Chloe. He always has been a little rough around the edges but he’s not usually rude...not to that extent, anyway.”

“I may have been a little pushy...”

Faye laughed but then spoke in a more serious tone. “There are just too many people that we’ve heard about now that had something against Terry. Too many to believe his death was a chance accident, for sure.”

“Your daughter is adamant that Sheila didn’t kill him.”

“Not directly but what if she had someone else do her dirty work Chloe?”

“Who? Dingy Dale? Art? Rich Johnson? Why would any one of them risk getting caught to off him just for her? What would be in it for them, in that regard? I think, if one of them were going to do it, it would probably be for his own reasons, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, but which one?”

“That, I don’t know.”

“There has to be something Mel’s deputies missed Chloe...there has to be.”

“I hear Dana stirring Faye, I better go...”

“Are you going to be right there?”

“Probably, why?” 

“I’ll be by in five minutes to get you.”

We were in Jesse’s truck again. “Where are we headed?” I asked Faye.

“The pond that belongs to Chuck Knox...where Terry died.”

“You know where it is?”

“Sure; when I was a teenager, it was our swimming hole...me and my friends, that is. The Knox family didn’t own it then. Chuck bought the property shortly after he got married and struck his first well.”

“Is everyone in the oil business around here?”

“Oil or natural gas – lots of them are.”

We drove for a few minutes down one dirt road then turned down another that was more dirt track than road and eventually reached a rather large pond set deep in the woods.

“What are we looking for out here?” I asked Faye.

“Something the police missed. Tackle stashed somewhere, for example. They didn’t find any out here. Really though, it’s been years since I’ve been out here. I just kind of wanted to get a feel for it...see what’s plausible.”

“It’s really overgrown all the way around, except on this side.” We were parked on the track along where we’d come into the area of the pond. Other than on this side, where it was fairly smooth over to the bank, there was no real clearing. Everything the rest of the way around was wooded and, in some areas, thick with brush. 

“There’s barely enough clear area on this side to turn a vehicle around. It doesn’t seem like Terry would have wandered far from here.”

We got out of the truck and walked over to the bank. The still water of the pond was green with algae but not yet overrun with it. Other than the sound of a few crickets, it was eerily quiet in the area. 

“It’s changed a lot since I used to hang out here on summer afternoons,” Faye said. Of course, it’s technically posted as private property now. The family that owned the land back then had kids my age. Big groups of us hung out here. That kept the brush and the algae down.”

The hair stood up on the back of my neck, “I’m getting an odd feeling Faye.”

Before she could even form a reply, we heard a vehicle in the distance. We waited and watched. When it was obvious it had turned up the track to the pond, we retreated back toward the truck for a better view of whatever or whoever was coming.

“It’s probably just Chuck,” Faye said.

A pickup truck, driving slowly, finally came into view. 

“Oh, oh. Not good.”

“What? What isn’t good?” I asked.

“It’s Art Majors, of all people.”

Now I shuddered. After our little dust up this morning, I didn’t relish another meeting with the man. “What’s he doing here?”

“He lives maybe a mile from here. He probably has permission to fish here too.”

Art rolled to a stop. Instantly, his door flew open and he climbed down out of the truck and strode toward us. Anger flared in his eyes.

“I thought I saw somebody headed down this way. Just what the hell do you too think you’re doing?” He started at Faye intently for a few seconds and then looked me over. “You again! I should have known your nosiness had something to do with this one,” he jabbed a finger toward Faye.”

We stood our ground but he wasn’t backing down either. “You two have no business being out here.”

Faye’s temper flared, “You don’t own the pond Art so back off. I’m just showing my friend here around.”

Art grabbed Faye’s arm. “You aren’t fooling anybody,” he said. “You’re just out here to stick your noses in where they don’t belong! Look, Terry’s death was an accident and it’s better left that way.”

Faye tried to shake her arm loose from his grasp. Failing she said, “You let go of me right now Art Majors or I’ll report you for assault and have Mel look at you real close.” 

“For what? For telling you that you two are crazy? Terry’s dead. It wasn’t murder; now drop it and move on and let the rest of us move on too.”

He released Faye and we both scrambled into the truck. Before he could even get seated inside his, Faye was maneuvering Jesse’s Ford to get around Art’s, nearly taking off his still open door in the process, the maneuvering room was so tight. 

Majors recovered and got his own vehicle turned around quickly. He followed us back down the dirt track and then onto the dirt road. I shot nervous glances at Faye as she white knuckled the steering wheel.

When we hit the paved road and turned to head to the right, I saw Faye breath a visible sigh of relief when Majors went left. “He must be headed back to his house,” she said. 

Faye took us to the farm. When we pulled up, Jesse was standing there watching us climb out of his truck.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Where ‘ya been?” he asked his wife.

We told him all about what happened.

Rather than being sympathetic to our plight, Jesse took Art’s side. “Art and Terry were close until, in Art’s mind, Terry double crossed him. Terry was Art’s only close friend. Art’s been lonely since he stopped paling around with Terry and now that Terry’s gone, there’s no chance to make amends. The man is just feeling sorry for himself. You two just need to leave well enough alone.”

“Jesse,” Faye pleaded, “you had to see the man. He was on fire.”

“I don’t want to hear any more about it, now.  Art can be a handful but he would no sooner hurt a flea than hurt Terry, no matter how mad at him he was.”

Jesse turned to me, “I have an errand to run. Hop back in and I’ll run you into town.”

He started around the truck without waiting for an answer. I looked at Faye. She just spread her hands in defeat. I got back into the dusty Ford.

Our short ride into town was a quiet one. As far as Jesse was concerned the case was closed. I wasn’t so sure.

Did Art come out there just to run us off? Why? He wasn’t intending to fish...he didn’t have a fishing pole or any bait or tackle that I could see when we passed by that truck of his getting out of there. What’s he up to?

Chapter 21 – Trash or Treasure


Mama Rossi

Tuesday Morning, October 20th, 2014

“Hi Chloe; Dale Walters from Dale’s Curios. That dry sink is ready to go, finally. I apologize for it taking a little longer than I expected but it’s done now and you can come and pick it up any time. We’re open until 5:00 today. Thanks. We look forward to seeing you.”

In all the hubbub over Terry’s death and his funeral and such, I’d completely forgotten about the dry sink. It hadn’t even occurred to me that it was supposed to have been ready on Friday. 

I looked outside and saw that Mel’s truck was in the driveway. She must have driven Dana’s car to work... 

“Dana?” I called out from the doorway between the kitchen and the future sitting room, then waited for a response.

“Yes mama,” she answered from somewhere upstairs. I heard footsteps moving toward the top of the steps and then down until she made the turn and stood on the landing where she could see me.

“Sorry to pull you away from whatever you’re working on but, while I was running Little Lady out the guy from a shop just up the road called my cell and left me a message. He has a piece of furniture I ordered for the house ready for pickup. Can you drive Mel’s truck?”

“Yeah, sure I can drive the truck but how big a piece of furniture are we talking about here? Do we need to take muscle with us?” 

“They can help us load it there. It’s not too big but it might be heavy for you and I to unload. We might want to wait till later for that.”

Ten minutes later, we were pulling into the dusty, rutted little lot at Dale’s shop. The look on Dana’s face was completely skeptical.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” I told her. “Trust me.”

We wandered inside. The dry sink was sitting near the register area with a little, hand-lettered ‘sold’ sign on it. It looked great.

“This is what we’re here for,” I told my daughter as I ran a hand lovingly across the smooth top. It’s called a dry sink. I thought it would look really nice in the kitchen in that empty corner, under the window.”

Dale appeared from the back while Dana looked it over. She was all smiles as she finished her inspection. “It’s very nice. I think you’ve hit a home run with this one Mama. It will look perfect in that corner.”

Dale introduced himself to Dana while I silently patted myself on the back. I whipped out my bank card to pay the tab but Dana was hearing none of it. She paid for it herself after throwing on another $50 over Dingy’s original quote because she felt, as I did, that the piece and the work he put into it were worth more than what Faye had practically browbeaten out of the man.

Dana helped Dale wrestle the sink onto a dolly then, while she went out to back Mel’s truck up to the loading dock, he and I tried to maneuver it through his jam packed store to the stockroom.

“Whatever made you bring that all the way out into the shop?” I asked him, already frustrated with the effort.

His reply was sheepish, “I actually worked on it out here the night before last because I couldn’t get it back into the back with all the other projects I had to clear out late last week. The wife’s getting a little annoyed with all my mess, you see.”

I can definitely see why... To Dingy, I just nodded.

As we worked the sink through the door into the back area, Dale surprised me with his question, “Was that you and Faye I saw yesterday out the road near the turn off for Knox’s pond?”

“Yesterday? It could have been us out running around. Why do you ask?” My hackles rose but I did my best to keep them in check and to not sound too curious at the same time.

“Oh, I was just out there making a delivery...you know, out that way, and I thought it odd that you ladies were way out there too, is all.”

“I think it odd that you make deliveries and you neglected to tell me that.” I gave him a stern look.

“I wasn’t doing a uh, a shop delivery, see. It was, uh, a personal trip for a, uh friend.” He licked his lips nervously and his eyes darted about, trying to focus anywhere else but on me.

Pam appeared through another door and greeted me. With her present, Dale abruptly stopped talking and started shifting the dry sink toward the loading ramp and the waiting pickup. 

“You should have told me we have customers Dale.”

He peered back over his shoulder at his wife, his cheeks tinged red. “It’s no big deal. It’s just a pick-up...already paid for.”

On our way back to the house, Dana remarked, “You really have quite an eye Mama.”

It made me happy to hear her say that and I blushed a little but I tried to be modest, “Thank you sweetie. I try.”

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something...run it by you.”

“What’s that dear?”

“You can say no and there’ll be no hard feelings...”

“How can I say no when I don’t even know what we’re talking about?”

“I’m getting to that!” She shot me an exasperated look. “I’m just trying to figure out how to ask.”

“Do you need something Dana?”

“No mama, it’s not for me. It’s for a friend of ours. Do you remember Barb, the woman who catered some of the food for the wedding reception?”

“Yes, Mel’s old friend, right?”

“Right. Well, she’s decided to buy a house in the area and move back here to stay. She’s been moving around the country for a while but this is where she’s from.”

“And she wants my help for something?” 

“She told Mel and me that she has some furniture from a house she had before but that it’s not a fit for the style of this house. Wait; I’ll show you.”

Dana took a right on a side street a couple of short blocks up from her own house and pulled into the driveway of a home set back off the road a little ways but still plainly visible. “This will be Barb’s new place.”

“Wow! Very nice. Kind of a colonial style outside. What’s it like inside?”

Dana shrugged. “I have no idea. She’s buying it from one of the big shot oil guys around here and I hear it told he’s into the rustic look but, this was never actually his home. It may be completely empty, even.”

“What you’re telling me is Barb wants help decorating?”

“Yes. Would you be interested; once you’re done with our place, that is?”

“I do enjoy it, don’t get me wrong but...well, I feel like I should get back to your father soon. The get-away has been wonderful but he’s been left to fend for himself and then there’s my nail clients, and your brothers, and my granddaughter...”

“Mama, it’s okay. Just a thought, okay? Maybe, if you are actually interested, you could help out part time, sort of consult with her and come up every other weekend or something. She’s not in a big rush or anything.”

“That’s a thought. I would enjoy it Dana.” I was quiet for several long seconds as Dana reversed out of Barb’s driveway and headed back up the street toward the village’s main road. Realizing I should probably say something, I asked, “When does she need an answer?” 

Dana glanced at me and then back at the road. “There’s a little time. She’s waiting to close on it. It’s a private sale...just waiting for the lawyers to do their thing...could take a couple of weeks.”

“Well then, that puts us into November. Is she really going to want to decorate over the winter? That could get ugly around here.”

“Good question...I don’t know.”

“Maybe I should just talk to her. Feel her out on the whole thing.” Dana kept her eyes on the road but I could see her smirk plain as day. 

It was early so Kris hadn’t headed into work for the afternoon shift at the gas station yet. While Dana went to round her up to help us get the dry sink into the house, I gave Faye a quick call.

In a rush, I told her I only had a minute and I relayed what Dale had told me about being out making a delivery. Faye listened without comment.

When I finished and she’d still said nothing, I asked, “Do you think he might have something to do with Terry’s death after all? I mean, would he really push him in the drink, all over a deer or even over the poker stuff he told us about?”

“It’s doubtful dear. Dingy is capable of a little anger but I don’t think he’d ever be physically violent with another human being.”

“Well what could he be hiding then?”

“I’d think it’s obvious; he’s having an affair. Terry Ford wasn’t the only cheater in town, you know.”

Chapter 22 – Ah Ha Moments


Mel

Wednesday Morning, October 21st, 2014

Shane and I were sitting in my office, combing through Sheila Ford’s bank and cell phone records for anything that would show she was in Tennessee on Saturday, the 6th of September, the day Patricia Dunkirk died. 

We’d jumped through some hoops to get the kind of cell records we had that showed global positioning, quickly. It didn’t take me any time at all to find out there was a call made from her number that bounced off a tower in southern Kentucky early that Saturday that would have been near the route both Sheila and Terry would have likely taken.

Shane held up a bank statement, “They have a joint checking account and Sheila has a separate credit union account. This is the joint statement.” He laid it in front of me and pointed, “It shows a filling station purchase, probably gas given the amount, in northern Tennessee that could have been made by either of them if we’re still figuring the timing of their departures from home as being less than an hour apart.” The look on his face was more a question than a statement.

“You know as much as I do on that score. I talked to Helen Vance yesterday, the woman my mother talked to at Terry’s funeral. She wasn’t a lot of help. It seems that Sheila did come crying to her but It was probably the afternoon of Sunday, the 7th because she insists it was ‘broad daylight’ when Sheila was there and that wouldn’t have been possible given that Patricia Dunkirk was killed around 2:30 Saturday afternoon, according to the media reports from Tennessee. It’s a seven hour drive back for Sheila with no stops. So, I can’t even verify the time she got back let alone the time she might have actually reached ”  

“How much do we trust Vance not to say anything to Sheila Ford?” Shane asked.

“I don’t. That’s why I told her I was just trying to tie up some loose ends on Terry’s death, to satisfy everyone that it was an accident and that Sheila couldn’t possibly have done it. I just opened with her talking with my mom at the wake and that’s how I knew that she knew Sheila.”

“Smart. That’s why you’re the Sheriff.” Shane smiled.

“I’m beginning to think that I’m the Sheriff because I was the only one dumb enough to step up when Sheriff Carter died...”

“That’s not true and we both know it. You were always the best person for the job and now you’re the duly elected one. If only you could get someone to step up and help me out at detective...not that I mind working with you, ya’ know, but it’s wearing me out.”

I sighed. “I know Shane. I’ve talked to Treadway. He’s not interested. Some of the younger guys with potential just don’t have enough seasoning for my liking yet. Would it pain you if I looked outside; like, say, at other departments?”

“No ma’am! I’d rather have someone from somewhere else that’s got the time on the street and wants it than someone who doesn’t have the experience that will completely slow us down.”

“Gotcha. Point taken.” I dropped my head back down and continued to scan through the cell records. Nothing at all jumped out at me as out of the ordinary. There was only the one call to question out of pages of data. Nothing else for that day came from her phone outside of its home area.

I glanced through the text records...nothing. Sheila Ford apparently didn’t spend much time texting. I aloud, to no one in particular, “Does anyone of that generation ever text?” Shane didn’t pay me any mind.

“This is useless.” I tamped my stack of records into a neat little pile as my detective looked glanced up and then back down at his own stack. “The cell call is circumstantial,” I continued. “It could have bounced off that tower for any number of reasons. Without asking the filling station to pull their video – if they have it from more than a month ago – we have no way of knowing which one of them bought gas...” I dropped my chin in frustration.

“Not so fast Mel.” Shane held up the credit union statement he’d been studying.

“What? What did you find?”

“Sheila purchased something at Wal-Mart in Pigeon Forge on the 6th.”

Bingo! “But, what did she buy?” I tried to contain my excitement. We had her in the area.

“That, I don’t know but I’m going to give them a call, give them this transaction date and number and find out.”

“Yes Holly?” I let go of the intercom button.

“Shane Harding on line 2 Mel.” 

“Thanks.” I punched the button. “Shane?”

“Binoculars.”

“She bought binoculars?”

Shane shook his head, “Yep. She most certainly did. Those, and full metal jacketed .22 rounds.”

“Check and see how that search warrant is coming along for the Ford residence, will you.”

“Roger that boss.”

I hung up with Shane and buzzed Holly back. “Holly, we just caught a break in the Tennessee case. Can you get me the DA? I’m going to have to go up the chain with this one.”

Chapter 23 – A Haunting We Will Go


Mama Rossi

Late Morning, Wednesday, October 21st, 2014

Crane Family Farm

“Chloe, I just think it’s a wonderful idea. You really should do it,” Faye practically gushed at me when I relayed to her that Barb Wysocki wanted some help decorating her new home. “You’re doing so nicely with Mel and Dana’s place, after all.”

Dana grinned beside me at the kitchen table. “She really is. We’re very pleased with everything she’s done so far and, frankly, it’s such a relief to me. Mel and I agreed that I’d take the lead with the decorating but, I admit, it really isn’t my forte.”

“Well, I gave it some thought overnight and I talked to my Mario this morning. I do think I’m going to try and work out some sort of arrangement with Barb. I need to get the girls house done first though and then I need to get back and juggle a few things at home before I can tackle that.”

“We should get going on today’s outing then; drink up,” Faye said, as she waggled a finger around the table at our coffee cups. 

“You two are just going to love Sugarcreek,” Faye told us. “There’s so much there that’s handcrafted. You just can’t get that in Columbus.”

“Not in Pittsburgh either,” I replied, “not without paying a pretty penny for it, anyway.”

“Thanks for driving and for showing Mama and I the ropes, Faye. I never even heard of Sugarcreek.” 

“It’s my pleasure. You’ll love it and, honestly, I’ve really enjoyed spending time with both you and your ‘Mama’, as you call her.” 

Faye glanced over at me beside her, riding ‘shotgun’, “I’m glad you’re going to be coming around more. We’ve sure had our little adventures, haven’t we Chloe?”

“Shhh,” I told her but I couldn’t help my grimace.

Dana might not have caught the look on my face but she latched right on to Faye’s pronouncement, “Adventures? What adventures?” She leaned into the split between the front seats and looked at me with what I’d describe in my daughter as a mixture of confusion and apprehension.

“Nothing serious dear.” I flipped a backhand up over the seat. “We just seem to keep running into people that don’t seem to care that Terry Ford is dead.”

“Or,” Faye put in, “that wanted him dead.”

“Now Faye, none of them really seemed to go that far,” I chided her.

“You two don’t still think Sheila had something to do with her husband’s drowning do you? Remember what Mel said the other day. She said...”

Now Faye waved a hand in the air, “We know what she said Dana; it’s just that...that, there’s so much going on surrounding the whole thing and it just doesn’t all add up, is all. I think if Mel knew everything we know...everything we’ve heard, she’d really give his death a much closer look but she just didn’t want to hear it at all on Sunday.”

Dana was quiet for a long minute. 

“What are you thinking, dear?” I asked her.

“It’s just, Mel told you the other day what we learned in Tennessee and, well, none of it seems to tie into anything that’s happened here.”

“She told us that woman was shot with a .22,” I said. “I told her Sheila Ford has a .22 in her house. That actually ties things together pretty well if you ask me!”

“Mama, really? Do you have any idea how many people in this town...hell, in this county have a .22 in the house?”

I shrugged, “No.”

“Well I’ll tell you, it’s a lot! Mel can’t base a case on just that.”

“So you don’t think Mel will look into that or have anyone look at it at all,” Faye asked while looking in the rearview mirror at Dana.

“It’s doubtful ladies. If she looks at the rifle at the Ford place, she may as well ask to see every single .22 rifle or pistol in the county.”

We started off in Sugarcreek at Andreas Furniture then we headed over to the Amish run Troyer’s and then doubled back to Weaver’s, another Amish run establishment. Along the way we visited a couple of antique shops and a quilt shop. By the time 2:00 rolled around we were exhausted but we’d finally found a proper living room suite that Dana loved and that she and Faye agreed Mel would love too. It was scheduled to be delivered Friday. In the meantime, we picked out a couple of nice pieces and some décor for the room the girls had decided would be a sitting room, lacking any other ideas for it, but it was still a bit of a puzzle.

Gratefully, tired and hungry, we all collapsed into chairs at the Dutch Valley Restaurant. Faye looked between Dana and me, “If you ask me about anything on the menu, I’m going to tell you it’s good. I’ve never had a bad meal here and I’ve always eaten too much, so be forewarned.”

I laughed. “You’ll get no complaints from me!”

“Me either,” Dana said. Mom and dad both like to eat and I inherited that. Mel’s always getting on me about never being able to miss a meal.”

Faye swatted at Dana, “As if it matters. Look at you. You’re only just now starting to fill in a little after being laid up for so long.”

It was Dana’s turn to chuckle. “Actually, I think most of my recent gain, so to speak, is a result of our daily pancake house visits in the Smokies. Your daughter is quite the pancake fan.”

“That she is; don’t I know it!”

The server appeared to take our drink order and pass out menus. She reeled off a list of fall specials that even included drinks like mulled cider and desserts like pumpkin and hot apple pie. 

“I just love fall; it’s my favorite time of year. The food, the views, the crisp air...It’s pretty at home but I’ve really been enjoying being here today,” I sighed and shook my head a little wistfully.

“Well now that makes me think of Barb again, Chloe. When does this project start?”

“The girls said she wouldn’t be closing for a couple of weeks. That puts us into late October, early November before the place is officially hers.”

“I agree that fall is beautiful here but the winter can be brutal. Colder temperatures are just around the corner and don’t be surprised to see a little snow in mid-November or so. We’re just inside the snow belt and it seems to be attracted to all these little valleys around here.”

“If you’re wanting to get started, you’ll certainly want to plan to be around for the Fall Festival in a couple of weeks but you might want to consider leaving most of the heavy work for her for late spring.”

I hopped right on the mention of a fall festival. “When’s the festival and what’s that all about?” 

“What she really wants to know Faye,” Dana interrupted, “is, will there be food?”

Faye laughed. When she regained her composure, she said, “You bet there’ll be food and music and a haunted house and lots more.”

Dana leaned into the table excitedly, “A haunted house?”

“You bet. They do one every year and every year it gets a little bit scarier. They’re getting pretty good at it.”

“Who’s they?” I asked her.

“For the festival as a whole, the community, actually. There’s a community center in the old school building. I’ll have to take you up there.”

Faye paused and appeared to think for a minute then she continued, “The fall festival has  been around as far back as I can remember, kind of like the spring Mushroom Festival, but the haunted house has only been going about 5 years. That’s a fundraiser for the center itself. The rest of the money they take in, like for food sales and such, goes back into the community for other things. Since Morelville is an unincorporated village, sometimes the difference between getting something done and not getting what we need is the money we raise ourselves. People come from all over for the fall fest and the haunted house.”

“That haunted house idea sounds really cool,” Dana picked the conversation back up after we placed our order. “I love those and I’d love to be involved. Who do I talk to?”

“Really? I never would have thought it,” Faye replied.

“She gets it honest, Faye. Her father and brothers are huge fans too. Her dad is in the Jaycees. Back home, they do a house every year as a fund raiser. All the kids have been involved.”

“Is that so? Well then, they’re having their final planning meeting for the Fall Festival  at 6:30 tonight. Most of the main players for the haunted house end of it will be there...heck, most of the town will be there. I planned to go because I’m usually involved with the food. Why don’t you come along?”

“It’s a date!” Dana beamed.

“Make that three,” I added. I’d like to go too. If Barb wants me to get started before the snow flies, I’m probably going to be around more than I thought in the next month. I have both ‘make-up skills and cooking skills.”

“Makeup?” Faye asked.

“Gory makeup,” I told her. “You don’t think Mario puts on his own face, do you?”

Chapter 24 – Seized


Mel

Wednesday Evening, October 21st, 2014

It took most of the day but we finally got the warrant to search the Ford residence. The DA, Tyler Whitesell, ran the info I gave him up the flagpole to the Attorney General. The AG was, I hoped, coordinating with the Tennessee authorities. 

Unfortunately for the Tennessee folks, I still had the round I’d dug out of the wall in the cabin and even the shell casing I’d found. We’d do the testing of the rifle here, if we found it in Sheila’s home; the DA vowed to see to that. I didn’t want the bumbling excuse of a Sheriff’s department down there to go anywhere near the evidence Dana and I had collected.

I called Dana late in the day to tell her I’d be stuck at work a while longer and not to worry. I was hoping to sneak into Morelville with a search team without her even knowing what we were up to. It wasn’t that I expected her to blab; far from it. I just didn’t know how she’d take having to sit out something she’d been a part of from the start.

My worry had been needless; before I could even offer an excuse, Dana let me know about the Fall Festival Meeting. I knew, but Dana likely didn’t, that Sheila sat on the Community Center Board. She, if she was up to it, would be at the meeting too which gave us a prime opportunity to conduct our search while she was out of her house and most of the town was otherwise occupied.

Shane Harding and Joe Treadway rode in my county SUV with me. Two other Deputies followed in cruisers and a forensic unit from the Columbus crime lab brought up the rear. My old buddy Izzy wasn’t the tech rolling with us but I knew the one who was, Laura, and I knew she was more than competent to do the job. Still, I made a mental note to call Izzy in the morning about the Steirs case that was still pending fingerprint analysis.

We rolled into Morelville, past the gas station. Kris was on duty working her usual shift and, because she happened to be outside unlocking the propane cage when we drove through, she spied our little caravan immediately. I didn’t acknowledge her wave and I prayed that her customer, a man I didn’t recognize that was there apparently to buy propane, wouldn’t have a clue what we were about.

I pulled my truck right into the Ford driveway behind Terry’s old pickup and Sheila’s car.  The two cruisers parked out along the road, allowing the crime lab vehicle to pull in behind me. 

“Sheila Ford may be here,” I said to Harding and Treadway. “The sedan is her primary vehicle. I don’t consider her dangerous.”

We all dismounted and gathered in the driveway. I strode up the side porch steps I knew the Fords’ typically used and rapped on the door. There was no answer.

I knocked again and called out, “Sheila Ford, police. We have a warrant.” There was still no reply. 

Treadway stepped forward, “Should we ram it Sheriff?”

“It’s Morelville Joe; let me try it first.” He nodded and backed down a step so I could move out of the way and swing the door open.

Out of habit, I unlatched my holster and put my hand on the butt of my service pistol but I didn’t draw it. I reached across with my left hand and opened the screen door then, holding that open with my right hip, I tried the knob of the entry door. It opened easily.

Swinging the door into the interior of the kitchen slowly, I called out to anyone listening again, “Sheila Ford? Sheriff’s Department, we have a warrant.” Again, there was no response.

I stepped into the kitchen. Joe and Shane followed immediately behind me.  Looking back toward the door, I wasn’t surprised to see the .22 rifle right where Chloe had said it would be. I pointed that out to Shane who called the crime lab tech in. While Laura photographed that and then put gloves on so she could collect it, the three of us cleared the house. No one was there.

After calling the rest of the search team inside, I gathered them for quick instructions. “We’re not tossing this place, got it?” There were nods all around. “We’re specifically looking for any other .22 caliber weapon that might be here, binoculars and any .22 caliber rounds that you can find – Jacketed or not, box or no box. We’re also authorized to take any computer equipment or external drives found and some other things, as applicable. If you see something else that seems relevant, don’t touch it. Call me or call Harding over to review what you’ve found. Everyone got that?” I got another round of nods out of the assembled deputies and then I assigned them to rooms. 

“No round in the rifle Sheriff. It’s just a single shot,” Laura told me. 

“Thanks,” I nodded and walked out of the kitchen, thinking to myself, What’s the point of keeping a loaded gun by the door if it isn’t loaded? Where did the round that should have been in it go? 

It wasn’t long before Joe handed over a loaded .22 caliber revolver he’d found in a nightstand in the master bedroom. The crime lab tech cleared the cylinders of their unjacketed rounds, recorded them and the pistol and then bagged it all. 

Later, I was in the den with Shane as he went through Terry’s desk. Store records were piled all over it and every other available semi-flat surface. Terry’s filing system seemed to be no system at all. 

There was no computer in sight but that didn’t surprise me, even though the Ford’s ran a retail store. The computer age had passed Terry’s generation by and Sheila wasn’t much younger than Terry had been. Internet service was expensive out here in the sticks and most of the older people in the village with no children at home didn’t bother with computers or internet. Hell, the cash register at the store is from the early days of the electronic age...

Shane rifled through the papers on top of the desk and then started opening the drawers. When he pulled open the bottom of the three right side drawers he paused. 

“Did you find something?”

“Maybe; there’s a cell phone in here. He reached down with a gloved hand and pulled it out then held it out to me. 

I didn’t have gloves on so I didn’t take it from him; I just looked at it instead. “It looks like the one Terry used to use.”

“Could it be his most recent one?”

“I don’t know for sure,” I half shrugged. 

“We didn’t pull Terry’s cell records Sheriff. That might come back to bite us if he has calls during the time of death that are not originating in ending up in that area of Tennessee. We should probably take this and at least check its call history.”

“Do it. I’ll get the DA on the line but I’m sure he’ll tell me we can consider it computer equipment.”

I called Tyler and let him know what we’d found while Shane continued his search. The den closet yielded a gun safe to him that was stashed in the very back, right corner with an ammo box sitting on top and then a small Sentry brand fire proof box on top of that. 

“What do we do with all this?” His look was a little perplexed.

“We go through what we can. The fire box could be personal papers, valuables or even another pistol. The ammo box isn’t sealed in any way, let’s get the tech in here and have her go through that. I’ll need to get the gun safe either removed or opened but, given what it is, we have the right to search it.”

While Shane went to get the crime lab tech, I gloved up then pulled the fire box off the top of the stack and tried to open it. It was locked. I carried it over to the desk and set it down then went back for the ammo box. It wasn’t very heavy. Without even looking in it, I knew it couldn’t be more than half full. I toted that over to the desk too but ended up setting it on the floor while I moved some stacked paper out of the way. 

Shane reappeared with the tech in tow. “Look what we have, Sheriff.” Two sets of keys dangled from the fingers of his outstretched hand. 

“His and hers?”

“Probably boss. I grabbed them when I saw the Sentry keys on them. We can at least get into the fire box without breaking it open.”

“Let’s do that first.”

The tech stood by, camera ready, while Shane worked the lock. It popped right open. Inside was nothing but paper. I waited while Laura took a quick photograph then I scanned through the documents myself, “Marriage certificate, birth certificates, truck title...all the usual stuff. I don’t see a will or any sort of death certificate for Terry though and I don’t see any insurance documents for either of them. That’s a little odd.” I looked at the tech, “Did anyone else turn any of that sort of thing up?” 

“No Sheriff.”

Shane swung his arm around the room, “They’re probably somewhere in these stacks.” He dropped his head and shook it, “It will take days to go through all of this.”

I sidestepped several inches to a position in front of the ammo box. “First things, first.” Before I could even lift the lid though, the house phone rang. There was a receiver in the office but I didn’t bother to pick it up.

After four rings, the ringing stopped. I lifted the lid on the box and looked inside to see two boxes of shotgun shells and a handful of loose ones on the top. The tech took a picture and then I reached in to remove the boxes.

One of my deputies stuck his head around the door frame, “I’m still working the kitchen Sheriff. A woman named Molly left a message on the machine just now asking if everything was okay. She sees all of the police vehicles down here.”

Shane looked at me, “What do we do boss?”

“Molly’s the busybody Postmaster. It’s a wonder she’s not got her nose in the meeting going on tonight. Just ignore it.”

“What if she calls Ford’s cell and tips her that we’re here before we’re done?”

“Good point.” Signaling to my Deputy at the door, I told him, “Find Treadway and let him know the status of the kitchen search then get outside and keep any bystanders, including the home owner, out.”

“Roger Sheriff,” the Deputy said and then was gone.

“I should have thought of that before,” I said aloud, to no one in particular then I mentally slapped myself. Shaking my head to clear it, I put the two boxes of shotgun shells down and looked back in the ammo box. Under where the slugs had been was a box labeled for full metal jacketed .22 caliber rounds. I had the tech take a photo then I lifted that gently out, held it out for another photo then opened it. 

“Bingo!” The box not only contained what it was supposed to, it was also missing a single round. I tipped it toward Shane and then toward Laura. She bagged and tagged the whole box.

“There are some loose, unjacketed .22 rounds in here along with the loose slug shells that were on top but no more jacketed .22s,” I told Laura. “Go ahead and bag those other .22 cals too, just to be thorough.” 

Shane grinned, “Looks like we may have a case.”

“Probably. It would really make me feel a lot better to find those binoculars too.”

While Shane worked through the paperwork stacks in the den, I wandered back through the house. Treadway met me in the kitchen. 

“Nothing more upstairs Sheriff and down here, other than the den, is mostly done too.”

“Is there a basement Joe?”

“Already checked it. Just a ten by ten furnace room like most houses around here...too wet for much more.”

“Let’s head out to the garage then. We’re still looking for binoculars, at a minimum.”

Not even thinking, I stepped out the door from the kitchen into the driveway ahead of Treadway. The young deputy I’d sent outside minutes before was in place holding a half dozen residents with nothing better to do than gawk, at bay. When they saw me, they started shouting questions. 

“Go on ahead Joe; I’ll be right there.”

I walked over to the deputy and the little crowd of people just a few steps from him. “Evening folks. I dipped my head in acknowledgement.”

“What’s going on Mel?” Molly, who’d called previously and left the message, now called out loudly, even though I could reach out and touch her from where I was standing.

“Now, now. This is a police matter. No one is hurt and no one is under arrest. We’re just looking into a few things. You folks need to back up off the lawn and let my people do their jobs.

No one moved. Politely, but in my best command voice, I admonished them, “That’s not an option. All of you need to move back to no closer than the sidewalk now.” 

“We can’t see nothin’ from down there that far Sheriff,” old man Purcell whined.

“Exactly,” I replied and then urged them all back. I turned on one heel and headed for the garage.

In sharp contrast with the den, the garage was a neat and orderly. Tools hung on racks above old but scrubbed work benches along the back wall. A multi-drawer toolbox stood next to the row of work tables. Down both side walls were built in shelves that were lined with plastic tubs and totes, all neatly labeled and each with a matching lid. Fishing poles stood in a rack in one front corner and garden tools in a rack in the other.

Joe was working his way down the left side opening totes and peering inside. “Anything?” I asked him.

“What’s on the label is what’s in the tote, so far.”

I started down the right side. I found summer jackets in a tote labeled summer jackets, and rock salt in a tote labeled that way. Quickly scanning down the rows of labels, I found a couple of totes labeled ‘Hunting Clothes’. Playing on a hunch, I opened the first one. It was packed full of bright orange apparel. Opening the next, I found camouflage clothing but nothing else.

“We’re in Terry Ford’s domain Joe but I’m thinking Sheila wouldn’t have wanted him to know she’d bought the binoculars. They’re probably in a tote full of Christmas decorations or something.” Frustrated already, I snapped the lids back on the tubs and replaced them.

“Or maybe she mixed it in with other similar stuff so, if he found them, she wanted him to think he’d just forgotten he had them, Sheriff.” Joe drew my attention to the tote at his feet. 

I checked the label, ‘Hunting Gear’. Inside, among other hunting paraphernalia, were two sets of binoculars; one older in a case and one much newer in their original box.

Chapter 25 – Denouement


Mama Rossi

Wednesday Evening, October 21st, 2014

––––––––

Faye called to let us know she’d been asked to report to the Fall Festival meeting early to help set up coffee and snacks for the large group that was expected. Dana and I rode together, without her instead and arrived about 15 minutes early.

She pulled her car into the lot of the former school turned community center and parked to the left of a dark colored pick-up. Getting out on the passenger side, I only glanced at the truck at first, ensuring I didn’t hit it with my door as I opened it. 

As I made my way between the car and the truck, I glanced into the bed of the pick-up. My eye was caught by an old fashioned creel basket on the opposite side. I went around that way, reached over the side and hauled the basket up. Flipping open the lid, I peered inside and took a good look.

“Mama, what on earth are you doing?” Dana exclaimed.

“Nothing.” I returned the creel to its former position.

“You can’t just go around doing stuff like that, you know?”

Inside the community center, I immediately set about trying to corner Faye to tell her what I’d seen outside. Dana though was hell bent on interrupting me and pulling me in a different direction so all I could do was get Faye to promise to hear me out later.

After a few self-introductions to people Dana hadn’t already met in one form or fashion and some pointed questions, we were directed to the gentleman in charge of the haunted house operation. 

“Mama, this is Craig Stroud.”

“You know him?” I asked my daughter.

“You look familiar,” the man said to Dana, “but I just can’t place you.”

“We’ve never formally met. I’m Dana Rossi. I was with Mel during the, uh, incident at the Mushroom Festival back in the spring. I was in a wheelchair then.”

“Ah yes, now I remember. An unfortunate incident that, but it seems that you’re doing well.”

“I’m fine and getting better every day. May I introduce my mother, Chloe Rossi?”

He extended his hand to my mother, “Mrs. Rossi, a pleasure.”

Curious, I asked, “Whatever happened at the mushroom festival that was so unfortunate? Was someone poisoned?”

Craig lowered his voice, “In a manner of speaking, yes.” At what I was sure was my look of utter disbelief he added, “It’s not what you’re thinking. It was nothing he ate at the festival. It turned out to be murder.”

“I see,” I said, but I really didn’t and I didn’t want to.

“So, what brings you ladies out tonight? Did you hear about all of this and decide you wanted to jump in and get involved?”

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Dana told him. We took seats next to him and had a nice long chat about our haunt experiences and his needs while we waited for the formal meeting of the evening to kick off.

Faye joined us a couple of minutes before everything got started. By that time, Dana and Craig were deep in conversation and oblivious to us. Faye leaned toward me. “What did you want to tell me?” she whispered.

I looked around the now full cafeteria turned meeting hall. More than a hundred people milled about. I saw several faces that were already familiar to me in the crowd. “I can’t say much here,” I whispered back, but I found something pretty interesting outside in someone’s truck.”

“Who’s truck? What did you find?” she fired back but quietly.

I leaned in closer and whispered to her. 

Faye’s jaw dropped as the President of the Festival Committee called the meeting to order.

After about a half hour of various reports and minor ‘big picture’ discussion, the meeting broke out into functional groups with everyone congregating in the group that met their primary interest to do specific final planning. Faye tugged me to join her with the food services group while Dana split off with Craig and his haunted house crew. 

“Since you’ll be back and forth during the next couple of weeks, you’re not going to be much help to Craig’s crew with the build anyway, right?”

“That’s true, but I would still like to lend a hand with make-up and costuming. I’ll make it a point to be here for the full festival.”

Faye simply nodded and pulled me toward two tables place a little closer to the kitchen entrance and the snacks.

Each group quickly staked out a little territory in the large cafeteria, taking over a table or two. Some folks milled about too, not interested in any one specific focus but preferring to listen in for a few minutes on more than one or, I suspected, just there for the coffee and refreshments that were readily available near the food committee tables for the taking. 

In our  group, we’d been talking about set-up arrangements and scheduling needs for about ten minutes when the door from the main hallway swung open and Mel, in full uniform, one of her deputies and a man in a suit and tie strode in. My daughter-in-law scanned the room, her eyes finally coming to rest on the area where the decorating and staging committee was meeting. 

She turned and said something in a low voice to the two men then, leaving them standing where they were, she made her way over to the decorating and staging group as all eyes in the room followed her. The only sound to be heard was the one Mel’s service boot soles made as leather met tile while she walked.

Mel stopped behind the chair of Sheila Ford who looked up at her with an expression I could only describe as puzzled. “Mrs. Ford, I need to speak with you.”

“Whatever for?” Sheila asked her.

“Could you come outside with me please and I’ll explain?”

“There’s nothing you can say to me out there that you can’t say to me right here. What’s this all about? Is something wrong? What’s happened now?”

“Sheila, please, you’re not making this easy.”

“Just tell me what it is you want me to know!” Sheila Ford’s voice rose with each statement. Her tone was laced with fear.

Mel, the picture of calm, responded, “I’m sorry to have to do this like this; Sheila Ford, you’re wanted for questioning. You’re under arrest for the murder of Patricia Dunkirk and the attempted murder of your late husband, Terry Ford.”

Mel hauled Sheila up out of her chair and continued to talk, presumably letting Sheila know her rights, but I could hear nothing above the bedlam that erupted in the room at the announcement of the charges. Almost everyone was out of their seat and they were all talking at once. The staid planning meeting had turned into total chaos.

Above it all, someone started screaming then switched to wailing. It was Sheila. The room reverberated with the sound of her cries and with the chatter of others. 

Through the din, a man’s voice rang out, calling for quiet. Even Sheila grew silent as we all looked toward the door for the source. The order had come from the uniformed deputy that had entered with Mel. 

Mel’s target wasn’t hushed for long. She started right in on her, “You’re crazy Mel. You’ve gone off the deep end. I didn’t kill anybody! I don’t even know that first person you named. You can’t do this to me! Let me go! You have no reason to arrest me!” Sheila shouted on and on.

When Mel could get a word in, she tried to tell the shrieking woman, “I do have reason and the authorities in Tennessee will be extraditing you for questioning and likely arraignment on the charges within the next 24 hours, I can guarantee it.”

“Tennessee? I haven’t been to Tennessee in years! What are trying to pull here?”

I could sense Faye bristling beside me. Putting out a hand on her arm to steady her, I knew we were both recalling what Helen had told us at the funeral and Mel’s revelation on the farm on Sunday. Everything seemed so long ago now but it was all coming back very quickly.

Dingy Dale got to his feet from within the circle of the decorating and staging group. He looked across at Sheila, “I just knew you were gunning for Terry! I never believed for a minute that he drowned out there without help.”

“I didn’t murder my husband Dale!”

“No, she didn’t,” Mel said, “but she did try once; didn’t you Sheila?”

Sheila Ford dropped her head. Her reply of “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” was barely audible, even in the now nearly quiet room. Everyone seemed to be hanging on every word.

“I think you do Mrs. Ford. There is a witness that knows you went to Tennessee the day Patricia Dunkirk, of Columbus, your husband’s mistress, died. There’s other evidence to prove you were there too.”

“Did someone see me there?”

“No, they didn’t have to. You cell phone, your purchases, and your fingerprints on a bullet casing and the weapon that shot the bullet will all prove your guilt.” 

“What...how...where...”

“Terry went to Tennessee to meet up with Patricia that weekend, didn’t he Sheila?” She didn’t respond but that didn’t deter Mel. “You weren’t too far behind him were you? You just needed to stop at Walmart in Pigeon Forge and buy a few things first, right?”

Sheila’s face drained to a shade as pale as ash. 

Mel must have picked up on it. I caught her as she hid a slight smile before she pressed on. “When Terry got down there, the woman was soaking in the Jacuzzi tub in their cabin. Terry must have decided to go outside for a smoke. He stood on the front balcony of their cabin, in front of the open door to the master bedroom, completely oblivious to you lying in wait on the hill across from him with binoculars, a rifle and a plan to kill him.”

Ford swallowed hard but she said nothing.

Mel continued, “He must have moved just before your shot rang out. When he heard the shot and then Dunkirk cry out, and he realized what happened, he panicked. After finding her already dead by the time he got to her, he must have rinsed out the Jacuzzi and staged her body on the balcony, then cleaned the door handles and the tub again before leaving. He probably thought he hadn’t touched anything but the wet tub and the door handles in the cabin in the short time he was there but he missed one piece of furniture that has since yielded his fingerprints. Regardless he left.”

“What makes you so sure Terry didn’t kill her...that woman? Maybe he wanted her dead!” Sheila Ford was obviously grasping for anything she could come by for her defense.

“I’ll be honest Mrs. Ford, I had a hard time putting it all together without Terry to tell his side of the story. But the evidence doesn’t lie. You intended to kill Terry that day. That’s why you’re being charged with attempted murder too. Quite frankly, Tennessee has a better chance than Ohio of making your murder charge for Dunkirk’s death stick. It wasn’t premeditated...hell, it probably was entirely an accident hitting and killing her, but an accidental death in the commission of a capital crime is still classified as a murder both here and there.”

Mel started to lead Sheila Ford away but, before they reached the door, Dingy Dale called out, “What about Terry, Sheriff? Where’s the charges for killing him? She had to have a hand in that, if she tried it before.”

Mel handed Sheila off to the deputy and he led her out. She turned back into the room and addressed Dingy politely, “Mr. Walters, we’re still looking into the death of Mr. Ford but, all indications are right now that his drowning was just an unfortunate accident. I’m sorry.”

I cleared my throat and stood, “It was no accident at all, Sheriff,” I called out from halfway across the room. 

Faye stood up next to me, “She’s right Mel. Oh, Terry did drown but someone was there when he did and just let him die. That person is right here in this room and it isn’t Sheila Ford.”

Chaos erupted again at Faye’s pronouncement. Some people were shouting while others were looking around at their friends and neighbors wondering who might possibly have let a man die before their eyes. I watched as Mel and the man in the suit looked at each other in confusion.

Dana got up from her own group and walked over to us, fire in her eyes, “Mama, Faye; what you’re talking about is called negligent homicide. It’s a low level felony. You can’t just make an accusation like that without evidence to back it up.”

“Oh sweetie, we have evidence.”

My daughter looked at me hard then said, “I think you two better spill whatever you have to Mel, and do it now, but don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

I nudged Faye and, together, we moved a little closer to Mel. When I caught her attention again, I told her, “We have evidence Sheriff or, rather, it’s readily available for you to see for yourself.”

She nodded. “Go ahead then ladies, I’m listening.” Around her, everyone else started to settle back down to listen in again. The true purpose of the meeting was all but forgotten.

Faye and I looked at each other again then I plunged in, “There are multiple people in this room that had it in for Terry Ford for one reason or another. Some of you didn’t even bother with attending the man’s funeral, your disdain for him was so great.” I slowly walked around the room and first caught the eyes of Rich Johnson and his wife Amy in the finance committee group. I thought about saying something about them but the pained expression on Amy’s face made me think twice. Enough damage had been done there. I moved on.

Just milling around was Art Majors. I caught his eye too but he looked away quickly and went on about making himself a cup of coffee. 

I moved around to the decorating committee grouping and looked right at Dale Walters.

He was unnerved and he jumped back up demanding, “Chloe, what on earth are you looking at me for?”

“You weren’t upset when Terry died, were you Dale?”

Dale hesitated to answer for a long time but then, sighing, he opened up; “No...I...I wasn’t.”

A gasp rose in the room.

“But I didn’t kill him! I wouldn’t have let him drown! There’s no way I could ever do anything like that.”

“I didn’t say you did Dale but I do think, perhaps you have a guilty conscience. You seem to hang around a bit in the area of Chuck’s pond. Were you there the day Terry drowned? Did you see anything? Do you care to explain why you spend so much time in the area?”

“I do fish but I don’t go to that pond to do it, if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not fond of blue gill at all and Chuck’s pond is full of them. I certainly wasn’t there they day Terry was there. For that matter, I didn’t even know he was there.” He looked a little scared and kept fidgeting. Grown men shouldn’t have any reason to fidget!

I didn’t respond; I just let him talk himself into a hole to fill in the awkward silence he’d created with his pause.

“Look Chloe...Faye...hell, Sheriff...it’s not what you think. Those carvings, the carvings in my store...I tell everyone I do them but, actually, I don’t. I even have my wife believing I just go out to the woods to be alone and carve.” He turned to her and shot her a sheepish look. She pursed her lips and tried to control her emotions but her eyes shone with tears not yet ready to fall.

Dale sank back down in his chair and his shoulders slumped. “Honestly,” he said, “I trade groceries, tobacco and other items, including a little company from time to time...to an old man that lives out there alone in exchange for them. He does them.” He looked at his wife and then hung his head in shame.

I looked back at Faye. His confession wasn’t what we had suspected and I felt bad for what my prodding had wrought out of him. Almost cowed into relenting, I glanced over and saw Art smirking by the coffee station. It was time to get the truth.

Again I looked at Faye. Her confirming nod gave me the strength I needed and I pressed on. 

“Why the smirk Mr. Majors?” I called to him, mustering the firmest voice I could. Did you honestly think someone wouldn’t figure it all out?”

“What on God’s green earth are you talking about woman?” he queried me as he tried to intimidate me with his glare.

“Don’t invoke the name of the Lord in front of a lie Mr. Majors. Tell us all, how long did you stand there that day watching Terry Ford drown?” Everyone in the room gasped again but I didn’t let up on him. “How long Art? And, how many times did you go back to the scene of your crime? I know it was at least once because we were there one of those times.” I pointed a finger between Faye and myself.

All eyes were on Art as his face reddened and he sputtered for a response. 

“Come on Art, spill it. Did you push him in? Did you throw his bait in and laugh as he went after it? Did you steal that fishing reel you prized so much before or after he drowned?”

Majors lunged toward me. I backed up and then dodged but, before knew it Mel and the guy in the suit were wrestling with him. 

After several long seconds that seemed like an eternity, he stopped struggling with them, stood straight, smoothed his shirt and spat at me, “You better watch who you’re accusing of what!”

“Or what Art;” Faye questioned him, “what will happen to her?”

He spun to shoot Faye the same intense look he’d been favoring me with. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about and neither do you. Yeah, I was out there the other day. I fish out there a lot; ain’t that right Chuck?” He scanned the finance grouping looking for Chuck Knox.

Chuck shook his head and said, “This is your fight Art. Why don’t you tell us all the truth?”

“I got nothin’ to say to any of you people. I’m out of here.”

“Whoa, not so fast buddy.” Mel put a hand out to stop him and the suited man with her jumped into his path. “Let’s hear them out and hear your side.”

“There’s no ‘side’ Sheriff. They don’t have any proof of anything because I didn’t do anything! Terry drowned. Everyone knows he couldn’t swim!”

Gathering my courage, I stepped over closer to him and looked him in the eye. “All the proof anyone needs that you were present at his death is in the back of your truck, Art.”

“What do you have in your truck, Mr. Majors?” Mel asked him. 

“I...I don’t know...my fishing gear probably is all. Nothing like what she’s implying!”

“Your fishing gear?” I fired back. “Don’t you mean the creel basket that belonged to Terry Ford with the Abu Garcia fishing reel in it that you so coveted but he wouldn’t sell you? Were you so mad at Terry over the lost RV deal that, when he decided not to sell you the reel after all, you went over the edge? When you saw that reel in his basket out there that day, did it make you crazy?”

The veins in Art’s neck bulged, “That reel should have been mine all along!” he bellowed. 

I have him! Everyone in the room looked startled but Faye and Mel. Mel moved to take Majors’ arm. Her sidekick quickly recovered when she turned to him, addressed him as Shane, and asked for his cuffs.

“You’re not cuffing me! I didn’t kill him. The dumb bastard went into the water to unsnag his line. He must have got out too far and got stuck or slipped or something. I don’t know! I didn’t stick around to find out. I admit I took the creel with the reel in it and I left. He was alive when I left; I swear!”

Primed now, I went for the jugular; “Is that really what happened? You just said ‘everyone knows he couldn’t swim’. Did he actually go into the water to retrieve the bait tub you threw in or did you throw it in the direction of the deeper part of the pond while he was out there?”

“That’s the second time you’ve brought up bait! I didn’t see any bait!”

Faye spoke up, “Nobody fishes without bait Art. Everyone knows that.”

I looked at Mel and Shane but said loud enough for everyone in the room to hear, “The lid to the bait tub marked with that day’s date in black Sharpie is in the creel but there was no bait to be found out there.” In a softer voice, for only Mel and Shane to hear, I said, “The creel is in the bed of his pickup out in the lot beside Dana’s car.”

“You have the right to remain silent,” Mel recited as she cuffed him.

###

Mama Rossi

Late Wednesday Evening, October 21st, 2014

The Boar’s Head Bar

After the raucous community meeting turned fiasco, we all decided we needed a drink. Faye, Dana and I headed to the Boar’s Head. 

The place wasn’t crowded which was what we’d hoped for on a Wednesday night. Barb happened to be there and she greeted us herself. 

“Celebrating something ladies?” she asked.

Dana, smiling, answered her, “My mom and Faye just caused a little dust up at the community meeting and now they’re parched. After sitting through that whole scene, we thought maybe we could all use a little adult refreshment.” 

“Will Mel and Jesse be along?” Barb looked between Faye and me for confirmation. 

“Jesse’s probably already in bed,” Faye said, rolling her eyes.

“That’s probably a ‘no’ on Mel too. I texted her and invited her of course, but she’s the one that’s got to deal with the aftermath of the whole shooting match. She may be at the station for quite a while tonight,” Dana told Barb. Dana’s face was clearly pained at the thought of what Mel must be trying to sort through. 

“Let me get you all your drinks and then I think you better fill me in.” Barb hustled back to the bar and reappeared rather quickly.

We spent the next half hour recounting all of both stories for Barb then we passed another half hour, as a group, working out a plan for me to make it back to work at the Fall Festival - if they would still have me after the negative sensation I’d caused tonight – and to work on decorating her new home. It was all shaping up to be an interesting holiday season.

A Crane Christmas
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Chapter 1 – Newbie

Mel

Friday, November 28th, 2014

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

“Zanesville is my hometown. I’d be real happy to get back here finally; if you hire me that is, Sheriff.”

I mentally shook my head. The cop sitting in front of me didn’t lack for credentials but her confidence seemed to be a little off kilter. “Why don’t you tell me a little about your career, Mason? Your record here only covers your time with your current department.”

“Well, there isn’t a whole lot beyond that to tell, is why,” she said a little shyly. “I’m actually only 30.”

I felt my eyebrows rise involuntarily but I thought I quashed the expression quickly and masked my feelings.

Obviously a well-trained investigator, Janet Mason caught my surprised look anyway and laughed. Her chuckle erased some of the nervousness from her face and she relaxed a little. 

Sitting up just a bit straighter but pushing herself farther back in her chair at the same time, she told me, “I grew up in Zanesville. Right after high school, I went to Zane State and got an associates in criminal justice. I was only 20 by the time I finished that though and I couldn’t get a job in law enforcement in Ohio...I couldn’t even get into OPOTA, sponsored or not.”

I nodded. I knew how all of that worked from my own, firsthand experience.

“Basically, I did they only thing I could do at the time to get police work, I joined the Army. I did my four years as a Military Police Officer and got out.”

“How’d you end up in Indiana instead of back here?”

“A, uh...buddy I served with was from Indy and convinced me to apply to Hancock County; said they needed more women on the department. My mom and I weren’t on the best of terms then anyway. I wasn’t ready to move back home, right then, so I took the plunge to be completely on my own.”

“And now?” At her puzzled look, I rephrased the question, “You’re ready to come home now?”

“I’ll be honest; my mom is sick...cancer, among other things...she can’t work anymore. She’s getting where she can’t do much of anything but get out of bed some days. Other days...well, she’s almost normal. I want to be back here for as many of those ‘almost normal’ days as I can be.”

“This job isn’t a nine to five deal, you know?”

“Completely. I didn’t expect anything less and I don’t expect any special treatment. My mother’s older sister Leslie...my aunt Leslie Toth...cares for mom most of the time when she can’t do for herself. Her and her husband live right here in town too.”

“Alright then,” I shifted gears again, “let’s talk more about your career with Hancock County.”

“Right; I applied there and got picked up by them right away. They sent me straight to the academy.” 

I glanced at her paperwork, “You went right out on the road after you graduated then, I take it?”

“Actually no, I did my year as a jailer just like everyone else does...but to the day. As soon as I had three-sixty-five in, they put me on the street. My Army buddy wasn’t kidding; they needed to bring more women on board because there was a lawsuit against them for unfair hiring practices towards women.”

Wincing, I shook my head. “Bet that was fun!”

She shrugged, “It was fine. The Sheriff that was there lost in the next election. The new guy turned the whole department around.”

I just nodded, not letting on that I knew her boss and that we were on good terms. “So, that’s what, four...five years on the road?”

Nodding, she told me, “I sat for the detective exam early in my fourth year with the department. I passed and got pretty high on the list. I made detective sergeant a year later.”

“That’s fast!”

“It’s a pretty big department Sheriff, with some turnover. I mean, Hancock’s population isn’t quite as high as Muskingum County’s but, being so close to Indy; it’s pretty busy, especially with patrol and all the crap we had to deal with just rolling through trying to get to the city. People get a couple years there under their belt there and then they apply to Indy’s police department or to State.”

“So, what did you think of this one?” Holly asked me.

I held my hand out and indicated the chair Mason had vacated a few minutes prior for my assistant. “She’s the best of the lot so far. She’s got the right background, so she’s not raw. I wouldn’t be starting from scratch with her like old Sheriff Carter had to start with Harding.”

“Shane’s a good investigator, Mel.”

“He is now but he wasn’t five years ago.”

“He’s going to burn out if we don’t get someone else hired soon. His caseload is too heavy.”

“I know, I know.” I held my hands up in mock surrender. “This would have been so much easier if Joe Treadway or one of our other senior deputies were more interested in the position or,” I cocked an eyebrow at her, “even...you.”

“Oh hell no boss woman! I’m best right where I am.”

I couldn’t help but grin. I didn’t know what I’d do without Holly acting as my right hand. She’d be a good detective but, she was right, she was her best doing all of the administrative stuff that kept me in line. Instead of needling her some more, I asked, “How about you get Warren McDonnell in Hancock County, Indiana on the phone for me and let me bend his ear about Janet Mason?”

“You got it.”

###

Boo, our little Boston terrier pup, greeted me at the door. She swirled my legs in excited playfulness as I bent at the waist and tried to impede her weaving around enough to give her a scratch behind the ears.

“What’s up little girl? That’s quite a greeting, there. It’s always nice to come home to someone who’s so happy to see me,” I cooed at her.

Dana limped into the kitchen from the sitting room area.

I could tell the leg she’d taken a bullet in on a previous mission when she was a special agent with customs, was giving her fits. Adopting a light tone on purpose, I asked her, “Did you go Black Friday shopping today? What did you get me?” I looked at her hopefully. 

“No, I didn’t go and, even if I had, I wouldn’t tell you what you got.” She grinned at me and smacked my arm playfully.

“Well, if you weren’t out shopping, did you do anything else fun today?”

“Do you honestly think Black Friday shopping is fun?” She shot me a puzzled look but then continued, “Actually, my day was no fun at all. Mama, your mom, Helen and I all spent the day cleaning out the back room at the store where mom wants to put her little nail salon.”

“Oh. How’d that go?” I started removing my gun belt as she began to answer me.

Dana waggled one hand, “So-so. Mama is under the impression I’ll be helping with the store a lot. She seems to think my writing won’t lead to anything worth it in the long term.”

“You write if you want to write and don’t worry about what your mother thinks. It’s not like you need the money babe. Even after buying this house and letting her go on a furniture spending spree to decorate it, you still have almost 90% of your settlement in the bank...”

“We have it in the bank Mel; you and me. It’s our money.”

“You know what I meant.” 

She nodded at me and then stooped to scoop Boo, who was now rubbing against her legs, up.

“Anyway, so the store isn’t open yet but she’s focusing on the back?”

“They finished cleaning up, up front yesterday. She’s got suppliers lined up to start the restock up there on Monday. She’ll open it as soon as she’s got enough inventory in and the Board of Health does their thing.”

“When’s that...with the Health Department, I mean?”

“Should be Wednesday afternoon.”

“Well, you mentioned that Helen is back on board over there. If your mom uses her more, that should take some of the stress off you.”

“A little but, until my dad gets here, she’s going to try to rope me in a lot. Maybe you haven’t noticed it but Helen’s slowed a few steps. Even with my gimpy leg, I can out maneuver her!”

I chuckled because I knew she was right. “For your sake, I hope your ‘in demand’ time is short.”

“Me too!” Dana put Boo back down and asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Starved!”

She eyed me critically, “You’re not skin and bones, you know.”

I patted my belly, “this is bloat.”

“Right...”

“Are you saying I’m getting fat?” I quirked an eyebrow at her and tapped my foot like she does to me when I say something dumb.

Dana hadn’t felt up to cooking anything after the day she’d had. After assuring me that I wasn’t putting on weight, she convinced me that we should order pizza and salads from the pizza shop just up the street. 

“Where’s your mom tonight?”

“Hanging out with yours. They weren’t tired...so they said. They’re going to go to Zanesville and see what’s left to buy after all the Black Friday bedlam.” 

“So, we have the house to ourselves?” I gave her my best suggestive look.

“Baby, I’m sorry but I’m really beat, no lie.”

I switched to my lost puppy look and bounced my leg but it only got me a laugh from my wife. Even with our bantering and the commotion, Boo never looked up from watching the floor for fallen scraps.

Resigned to an evening of just relaxing at home, I steered the conversation in a different direction. “I think I finally found another detective.”

“Really? Have you offered him the position?”

“Her, and no, not yet. I got an application packet from her a couple of weeks ago but she wasn’t in town until the holiday. She’s with a department in Indiana now but she’s from Zanesville. I just interviewed her today.”

“Everything checks out?”

I nodded. “I actually know her boss; we met at a forensics conference a couple of years ago. I talked to him today. He says she’s planning to leave there whether she gets on somewhere right away or not – her mother’s sick – he’s sorry to lose her and he’d have her back in a heartbeat.”

“What’s your hesitation? I’m sensing a little...I don’t know...”

“There’s nothing wrong with her, per se. Warren, her boss now, told me she picks up investigation techniques quickly and that she was becoming an excellent investigator with a good feel for how the criminal mind works. All of her other credentials checked out too.”

“But?”

I leaned back in my chair a little and set my fork down. “But...she’s young and, interview jitters aside, she seems to lack confidence in her abilities despite all of that. Maybe there’s more going on with her than what she’s telling me.”

“Babe, I’m not going to tell you what to do but I will say that everyone’s different when they’re sitting down in front of someone who could make or break them. Jitters in an interview don’t translate into jitters on the street. And, as far as confidence, maybe she’s more introverted than you think or maybe she was just trying to be modest. Everyone’s not you.” She dropped her head back to her plate but not before I caught the mirth in her tone or her eyes.

I gave what Dana said some thought and then I told her, “I need another investigator and, I admit, she is, training and background wise, the best candidate to come along so far.”

“Better than Shane?”

“No,” I shook my head, “but nearly his equal.” I grinned.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing. It’s just that Holly and I had pretty much the same conversation earlier.”

“Mel, her boss told you she’s good. You need help. If she picks up as quickly as he said she does, she’ll come around in no time. If you feel comfortable with that, I think you should just go ahead and hire her before someone else snatches her up.”

###

“Janet?”

“Yes?”

“Sheriff Crane. I apologize for calling you so late.”

“It’s no problem at all Sheriff; how can I help you?

“By coming to work for me. I’d like to go ahead and extend you an offer.” 

“I accept.”

“Well, that was easy.” I chuckled a little uneasily. “When do you think you can start?”

“Whenever you need me. I had a lot of vacation saved up with Hancock so I was planning to be here into the New Year no matter what. I’ll just tender my resignation and cash my days in so we can get started soon.”

“I’m at home right now. I’ll have HR work up a packet for you Monday morning and I’ll have it dropped off Monday afternoon. There are several formalities and an orientation but you should be ready to be ‘boots on the ground’, so to speak, by say, Monday the 8th.”

Chapter 2 – The Ropes

Monday, December 8th, 2014

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

“This is Sergeant Holly Burke, my assistant and my right hand.”

Mason extended her hand to Holly, “We met briefly before but it’s a pleasure.” 

“Welcome aboard.”

“I’m taking her downstairs to sit with Harding,” I said to Holly.

“Don’t forget, you and I have that 9:00 meeting with the Mayor,” she reminded me. 

It was all I could do not to roll my eyes in front of the new help.

Shane shook Janet’s hand heartily. “I’m happy for the help,” he told her. Glancing at me, he continued, “The Sheriff here keeps getting pulled into stuff she shouldn’t have to handle because we’ve been a little short staffed. Now she can get back to doing...Sheriff stuff.”

This time, I did roll my eyes, “Sheriff stuff, huh? How about you go meet with the Mayor about his holiday lights campaign that he thinks the whole county should be involved in and I brief up Mason here on all the open cases?”

“I’ll pass Sheriff...with all due respect.”

“I thought so.” 

Turning back to Janet, I pointed out the desk across from Shane’s, “That’s yours. Your computer login info is in that packet there. You’re stocked up too. Everything aside from that, Shane will go over with you. This first week or so...we’ll see how it goes...I’m going to have you two work the same hours so you can work together.”

“These are most of the open case files that I’m actively working right now.” Shane handed Janet a 6 inch high stack of files. 

She leafed through them glancing at the titles and the latest filings.

“We’ll talk about some of them but, as you can see, it’s a lot of drug stuff, moonshining, etc. Typical stuff you see everywhere, huh?” he asked her.

“Yeah...well, except for the moonshining. We didn’t have much of that in central Indiana.”

She continued to look through the files. Holding up a file titled, ‘Yuletide Ewe’, she asked, “What’s this all about?”

Shane leaned across his desk, “Just between you and me, that’s some pretty funny stuff, harmless pranks mostly. Some kids, I suspect, have gone around to a couple of the big sheep farms around here and put red and green dye on a couple of the sheep they could corner long enough to do it. It’s got the dander up of the livestock farmers but, unless we catch them in the act, there isn’t much we can do.”

“That little problem will probably go away after Christmas anyway,” she responded.

“True.” Shane picked up another file. “On a more serious note, we have an open murder case that we’ve been attempting to work since it happened back in August.” He slid a thin file across the desks to her.

Janet picked it up and looked through it for a couple of minutes. “This is it? There isn’t much here.”

“Frankly, it’s probably unsolvable but we keep pulling at strings trying to find something, anything.”

“What’s the story?”

“A twenty-eight year old female reported dead in her condo via the phone in her condo. When we got to the scene we found the front door ajar and no one in the place but her. She was fully dressed except for her shoes, laid out on her bed. The coroner determined she’d been choked by an article we didn’t find at the scene. On top of that, a maid we’ve never been able to trace had finished cleaning the place, apparently just before the vic arrived at home. The place was spotless.”

“So the killer took the murder weapon?”

“We think so. Nothing in the place appeared disturbed.”

“Why can’t you find the maid?”

“She was probably an illegal. A neighbor copped to seeing a woman come in, in the morning before she left for work but she didn’t know anything else.”

“Any other witnesses?”

“Yes and no.”

Janet tipped her head and looked at Shane, a question in her eyes.

“There’s a lot to this...It’s a convoluted mess.” Shane drew in a breath and let it out slow. “Anyway, we dusted the place for prints wherever we thought we could see something. Since it was cleaned, not much there...We found two that weren’t Olivia’s. They were on the phone we were called from and they belonged to an 18-year-old kid, Nevil Harper Jr. The Sheriff, who is familiar with the boy, also recognized his voice on the 911 tapes.”

“Where does he fit?”

“Supposedly he was dating her and the father of a child she was carrying...only she wasn’t pregnant.”

Mason shook her head, “Come again?” 

“Stiers accused two different men of fathering a child. One, J. D. Roberts, died before her in unrelated circumstances and Harper is the other one. She wasn’t pregnant at all.” Shane took a sip from a coffee cup and grimaced, “That’s cold!”

“Anyway,” he continued, “after Harper called it in, he disappeared. We figured he was good for it and we tried to find him. When we did, he told us he arrived the day Olivia died with her car – he’s a mechanic – and he saw his father Nevil Sr.’s truck in front of her place. His story is that he waited a few minutes until he saw his father leave and he went in using the front door that his father had left ajar. He found Stiers in the bedroom, he says and, when he couldn’t revive her, he called 911 then bolted out the same door.”

“So he’s fingering his father?”

Shane nodded.

“Rape? Any DNA?”

“No rape. She had trace DNA under her nails. She didn’t put up much of a fight. We just got those results back from the Columbus Crime Lab late last week...finally, but, they’re inconclusive. There are markers that would seem to point to a Harper male but they can’t be nailed to Nevil Jr. and even less to Nevil Sr.”

“Someone else in the family then?”

Shane shrugged. “Possibly, but we have no justification to go digging around their family tree and zero other evidence or any witnesses.”

“So, if she didn’t put up much of a fight, she probably knew her attacker? That leaves us back with the boyfriend...or with the maid.”

“There’s one more thing; before she lay down, she took Melatonin.”

Mason flipped through the file. “Says here she was reported about 1:30 in the afternoon. Why would she even think to take a sleep aid at that time of day?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Her father, Oscar Stiers though says she took it often. She had trouble sleeping going back years according to him.”

“He live with her?”

“No; across town. He paid all of her bills.”

“The Stiers name rings a bell. I feel like I should know it.”

“Hmm, you probably should. He owns Stiers Asphalt Paving; one of the biggest road construction companies in the region.”

“Ah, that Stiers.”

Shane nodded.

“If she took Melatonin, that explains the lack of fight in her. Could it have been forced on her though?”

“Doubtful. No marks on her other than residual from the strangulation and she took the under the tongue ones to boot. It would have hit her fast. Oscar says she had an addictive personality disorder. We didn’t look into that any further when toxicology came back with nothing but the Melatonin and her usual prescribed anti-depressants.”

He paused and then continued, “Mason...”

“Call me Janet, please.”

“Okay, Janet, the crux of this seems to turn on her pregnancy or lack thereof. We’ve questioned both Harper men extensively. The boy is cooperating and we know where he lives and works. It’s in the file. He even took a polygraph and passed...even though it’s not admissible.”

“And the father?”

“He’s a tougher nut to crack. We brought him in and grilled him for hours. He refused a lawyer but it didn’t matter. He didn’t budge. Denied even being at the scene. We couldn’t hold him.”

“So no video in the complex?”

Shane shook his head no. “Not that was working that day, no.”

“No other witnesses besides junior to place senior at the scene,” Janet ticked of a finger. “It’s one man’s word against another’s and that one isn’t budging?” She ticked off a second finger.

“You got it,” Shane nodded. “Short of a full confession from Nevil Harper Sr., we have literally nothing to go on.”

“Have you thought about shaking the tree again now that the DNA is back?”

“On what grounds? We have nothing.”

Janet leaned into the desk, hand to her chin and seemed to be thinking hard.

Shane interrupted, “Oscar Steirs though about pursuing a civil case for wrongful death against Nevil Sr. in an attempt to force both men to the stand to testify. His lawyer advised him that without any evidence other than a witness with a grudge, Nevil Jr., he probably couldn’t even get the case in front of a civil jury. He says he wasn’t in it for money anyway. He wanted the murderer behind bars, not making him payments.”

“If he has the money to pursue that anyway, it’s probably the only way we’re going to get this solved,” Janet said as she slid the file back across their desks to Shane. “You don’t know until you try. He might feel compelled to defend himself. He’d at least have to appear or face charges for failure to do that.”

. 

Chapter 3 – Robbed!

Mel

Tuesday Morning, December 9th, 2014

“Sheriff, Dispatch has a sensitive on line two; Shane’s in court this morning.”

“I’ll take it Holly. Where’s Mason?”

“In the squad room, I believe. She didn’t go with Shane.”

“Good, have her come up.” 

“Will do.” 

I punched the line button on my phone, “Sheriff Crane; how can I help you?”

“Sheriff, this is Alexander Lepley out here in Falls Township.”

Alex Lepley is about 70 years old and as sweet and as charming as they come from the moneyed set. “Yes, Mr. Lepley; is there something wrong?”

“Well first of all, there’s no need for you to call me ‘Mr. Lepley’. Why, I’ve known you since you were in diapers.”

All the more reason for me to call you that... “My apologies.”

“Second, I believe we were robbed.”

I was taken aback. “Come again, sir?”

“We were out of state for a couple of weeks. We had Thanksgiving with our son and his family and then we spent a week in Arizona. We got in late last night and we went straight to bed. When we got up this morning, I noticed a few guns from my collection were missing.”

Tilda McGhee, the Lepley’s long time housekeeper, let us in and led us to the sitting room. There, both Alex and Laurie Lepley were sitting. Laurie was sipping from a fine china tea cup and looking more than a little anxious. 

Without preamble, she started right in, “We just can’t have this. We just can’t have people traipsing in here and taking our things like they own them. It’s unnerving I tell you; for me and for poor Tilda. I can’t stay here if this is how it’s going to be...We should have never left the countryside...I’ve always said that.”

Alex Lepley caught his wife’s eye and raised a hand to stop her spew of nervous chatter. “Let’s let the Sheriff here figure this all out, shall we?” 

He waved his hand indicating two side chairs, “Ladies, please be seated.” Turning to look at McGhee, who remained just inside the doorway, he told her, “Please bring some tea for them and for yourself and then join us.”

“Oh, no thank you; I’m fine,” I told her. When Janet politely declined as well, the seventy plus year old woman primly seated herself at the opposite end of the sofa where Laurie was also seated. 

Janet flipped open her notebook as I addressed the three of them. “Mr. Lepley...Alex...why don’t you fill us in?”

“There’s not a whole lot to tell, from our end, frankly.” He rubbed his chin, quiet for a moment while he framed his thoughts. “We left the Monday before Thanksgiving, er...in the morning on the...” He looked toward his wife.

“The 24th,” she supplied.

“Yes,” he continued, “and we flew out to Texas to spend the holiday with Alex Junior and his family. We left there last Sunday evening and we spent a week in Arizona. We got in late last night, as I told you on the phone.”

“What did you do last night?” I asked him.

“Why nothing. It was quite late...after 11:00; well past bedtime for folks our age, you know.” He cracked a half smile at that.

“We even left the bags down here in the hallway,” Laurie added. “There was nothing that couldn’t wait till morning in them.”

He nodded. “When I woke this morning, I went straight to the kitchen. I like a little coffee...just a cup in the morning, you see, while I take the paper. Once I set that to brewing, I went outside and retrieved the paper and then I got my coffee and took my cup and the paper to my den. That’s when I noticed that guns were missing from my display cabinet.”

“What exactly is missing?”

“There are three pieces I’ve identified as not in their usual places so far: a Winchester rifle my grandfather gave to me when I was a boy, an early Colt pistol I bought at auction in the 1970’s and an antique Derringer that was given to me that I had in a special box that was built just for it.”

All collectible and all worth a small fortune, I’m sure... “And nothing else?”

“Not so far Melissa,” he said.  “The safe isn’t touched. We looked around the house but Laurie’s jewelry...what we don’t keep in the safe...all of it seems to be accounted for.”

“We’ll need to see the den and the places where you kept the guns.” 

“I can show you now, if you like.” He started to rise from his chair.

“Just a few more questions first, okay?” When he nodded, I continued, “Let’s back up just a little bit.” Both Lepley’s were focused on me.

“You were gone for two weeks, correct?” Both of them and Tilda also nodded in affirmation. “Was anyone staying in the house during that time?”

“No,” Laurie answered. 

I looked at Tilda, “I assume you no longer ‘live in’ then?”

Janet raised a questioning eyebrow at me but remained quiet, listening and watching.

“No Sheriff; not in years, but certainly not since they gave up trying to keep up with the farm and built this house,” she told me.

The ‘house’ she was referring to was a mini-mansion in its own right but I said nothing, allowing her to continue. 

“I come in three days a week now, Monday’s, Tuesday’s and Thursday’s, depending on what the Missus needs.”

“So,” Mason asked, “I take it you haven’t been in the past two weeks then, until today?”

“On the contrary,” Alex put in, “We’ve had Tilda come while we were gone, just as always.”

The housekeeper nodded. 

“So you were here on the 24th, when the Lepleys’ left?” I asked her.

“Yes...but later in the day. My great granddaughter had a program at school that morning. I went to that and then I came here.”

“Did you notice the guns missing at that time, or at all?”

Tilda’s voice shook a little as she answered, “I don’t go in there every day I’m here. While they were gone, I was really just looking in on the place and trying to stay ahead of the dust before their return.”

“So,” Mason questioned, “I take it, you were never in the den?”

The housekeeper looked back and forth between the Lepley’s.

“Tilda,” Laurie implored, “if you know something, please tell them. You’re certainly not in any trouble with us.” Her trust and affection for the housekeeper was obvious in her tone.

“I didn’t actually go in there until yesterday. Since I knew they’d be home, last night, and the room was clean when they left, I just wanted to make sure nothing needed dusted before their return.”

“Did you notice anything amiss?” I probed gently.

She nodded, “The rifle wasn’t where it usually is in the case. There was an empty spot there. I...I...,”she stalled.

“Go on.”

She looked at Alex, “I assumed he must have taken it with him or shipped it ahead...for his son. I honestly didn’t give it much thought...I’m so sorry...” Her lower lip trembled.

“Now there, it’s not your fault,” Alex tried to comfort her. “You didn’t know.”

Mason asked, “Do you keep the cabinet locked?”

“Yes, of course,” came the swift reply. “And, to answer your next question, it’s still locked and it doesn’t appear to have been tampered with.”

“Where do you keep the key?” I asked him.

“There’s a set of keys in the safe. I had the only other key with me.”

“One last thing before we take a look at the den; is there an alarm system here?”

“Yes Laurie replied. It should have been armed the entire time we were away, except when Tilda was here.”

Tilda confirmed that with a nod and said, “I have the code, right here.” She tapped her forehead. “I never leave without resetting it.”

“We know you don’t dear,” Laurie told her.

“No reports of it being tripped, while you were away?” I asked.

“No one called from the service, if that’s what you’re asking,” Alex said.

“Let’s go take a look at the den,” I said to Janet Mason. “While we’re doing that, if one of you would be so kind as to call the alarm company and find out if there were any false alarms or any other...anomalies...we should be concerned about.” I was concerned that Tilda had left the alarm unset at least once but I was trying to dig for that information politely.

###

“That place was just like the one in your open murder case,” Janet said, as we were driving back to the station.

“The Stiers case? How so?”

“Spotless. Not a fingerprint anywhere.”

“Mmm, true that. The perp must have worn gloves...or Tilda cleaned the prints away.” I looked over at her and then focused back on the road while I asked, “What’s your take on the report from the alarm company?” I glanced at her quickly again.

“Well, all of the times they said it was disarmed and then rearmed later we can account for as the comings and goings of the housekeeper except for the one; that nine minutes in the middle of the night the Friday after Thanksgiving between disarming and rearming that no one can explain. That has to be when the burglary happened.”

Chapter 4 – ‘Napped!

Mel

Wednesday morning, December 10th, 2014

“You’ve got to be kidding me...”

“Sorry Sheriff, I wish I was. The case is dragging out. They wanted him back in court today for cross. I can send patrol out to take reports, if you want?” Holly asked me.

“No; don’t do that. Mason and I will handle these calls...nothing like baptism by fire. Have her meet me by my SUV.”

###

“We have not one, but two reports of missing, high end dogs to follow up on,” I told my new detective.

“Dogs? We handle that?”

“When it’s suspected theft, yes.”

Janet eyed me but pursed her lips and didn’t say anything.

“We need to take these reports and let the dog warden – his name’s Chet Hearn – know what’s going on in case he finds the animals or gets tipped off about anything but we’re not going to devote a lot of time to this. There’s just too much on our plates right now, as it is.”

“So,” she asked, “Who’s up first?”

“It’s actually a guy I graduated high school with, Harley Holgate. According to the call in, his black lab Ranger has been taken.”

“A lab? Since when is a lab a high end dog?”

“Ranger is a duck dog...one of the best around. Harley and Ranger as a team are pretty formidable hunters. There’s a lot of other hunters that would love to get their hands on a well-trained duck dog. They’d either use him themselves or he’d go for top dollar on the black market.”

“I let him out to do his thing yesterday morning, ya know,” Harley was telling us, “and, while he was doing that, I went to the woodshed to grab another armload for the house. He didn’t follow me back in but, I didn’t think nothin’ of it. He gets to roamin’, chasing rabbits...what have you. He always comes back when he finally gets cold or hungry.”

“How long before you started looking for him?” I questioned.

“An hour and a half...two hours, tops. That’s not like him, not to come back by then, I mean.” He shrugged, “At first I was mad, but as the day went on and on and I couldn’t find him anywhere, I got worried he might be hurt somewhere.”

“And now?” Mason asked.

“Somebody’s got him. He’d of turned up by now and I’ve looked everywhere I can look.”

I checked the address for the second call. “We got another one up here in North Zanesville, Denise and Denton Goldsmith.”

“Do you know them?”

“Nope, not these two. Holly said their Vizsla is missing.”

“What the hell kind of dog is that?” 

“Beats me...I never heard of it.”

“A Visla,” Denise Goldsmith informed us haughtily, “is a Hungarian Pointer – a hunting dog. More importantly, Chase is my children’s pet. He’s worth several thousand dollars and I want him back A.S.A.P.”

I winced inwardly at her tone but I kept my cool. “When did you last see Chase Mrs. Goldsmith?”

“Personally, I don’t deal much with the dog. He’s quite fast and he gets away from me. Denton handles the finer details of running him in and out.”

That’s not what I asked... “When did Denton last see the dog?”

“He walked him yesterday morning before he left for work, he said. I left earlier...I dropped the children off at their schools and then I had Pilates.”

“And the dog was gone when you returned?”

“I don’t recall. I was in a rush. I had a luncheon scheduled, you see, so I changed and I left.”

“When did you...or anyone in the household...notice Chase was missing, ma’am?” Mason asked the overbearing woman. 

Denise Denton looked Janet over and then turned her attention back to me. “I’m certainly glad you’re taking this seriously and you’ve come out yourself Sheriff. It wouldn’t do to send just anyone. Don’t you call a robbery of this magnitude grand theft or some such thing?”

Trying to be patient, I told her, “It’s a little different when it concerns a dog, ma’am but, yes, we do take it very seriously. We need to know when you realized Chase was gone?”

She sighed, “I never did...not, that is, until Denton said something. He was late from work, as usual, and took his dinner in the kitchen about 6:00.”

I didn’t consider that to be very late but I didn’t interrupt her now that she was finally supplying useful information.

“He normally runs with Chase before he eats but last night he said he was tired and that he’d take him out after. That’s when he asked where Chase was. He said he found it odd that he didn’t greet him at the door when he came in.”

“Anyway,” she finished, “He and the kids looked all over for him, they said, but they couldn’t find him in the house or anywhere around the neighborhood.”

“You didn’t help with the search?” I questioned her.

“Someone had to stay here...in case he came back, after all.”

Chapter 5 – Stop, Thief

Thursday, December 11th, 2014

Shane was finally done giving testimony in a murder case we’d had on the books since early in the Summer but, with all of his open cases, I didn’t bother to pull him in when we got another burglary call in a high class north neighborhood. I just collected Mason and we picked back up where we left off on Tuesday.

I steered my county SUV past the gated guard house to a development off of Newark Road and I watched for the Marshburn household address dispatch had collected.

Janet looked around as we proceeded down the single lane past mansions set wide apart but with little but some rolling acreage between them. Trees and other vegetation were few and far between but the land wasn’t set up as horse pasture either. 

Shaking her head, she said, “I really have been gone a while. I didn’t even know these homes existed. It’s like a whole separate world right here, but just steps away from reality.”

“Most of these are the homes of what the French would call the ‘nouveau riche’...local up and comers that aren’t from old money.”

Finding the correct home, I turned into the long drive. 

“The Marshburn’s live here. He’s the President of one of the local banks, if I recall correctly and a bit older. They’re likely one of the exceptions to most of the younger, new money crowd that built along here.” 

William Marshburn answered the door himself and ushered us inside. 

“Mr. Marshburn,” I introduced myself like he didn’t know me, “I’m Sheriff Crane and this is Detective Mason.”

“I wish I could say I was pleased to meet you,” he said to Janet, “but,” he spread his hands, “under the circumstances...”

When he didn’t finish his thought, I responded, “Why don’t you take us right to the root of the problem?”

“Follow me then. There are two crime scenes as I’d suppose you call them: my study and my wife’s dressing area.” He led us into a first floor room that was obviously his study. It was a well-appointed space filled with floor to ceiling book shelves that were, in turn, filled with books. The floor in here, like the rest of the house I’d glimpsed so far, was hardwood too, but a dark green area rug in here made the space seem more cozy and less formal. 

“This is very nice Mr. Marshburn.” Dana could lose herself for days in here...

“Thank you. Over there,” he pointed, “is my gun case. All of my long arms are there, all three of them, as you can see.” He emphasized the word ‘three’ with what I detected as humor but he didn’t elaborate. “But, if you step around the desk there and look closely at the lock on the storage drawer below, you’ll see it’s been tampered with. My all stainless, match SIG P220 is missing from it.”

I did as he asked and knelt before the cabinet to take a look at the lock. It seemed to be untouched.

“You’ll see scratch marks on the surface of the lock there where someone has obviously jimmied it.”

Peering at it closely, I didn’t see anything that couldn’t have been made by missing just slightly with the key that was meant for the lock but I wasn’t about to argue with the man. It was apparent that he took great pride in his surroundings and in his belongings.

I had Mason get down beside me and photograph it anyway and then I asked, “Is the drawer unlocked Mr. Marshburn?”

“Yes. When I found it unlocked, I didn’t relock it.” 

I donned gloves but Mason was already wearing hers. Gently, I eased the draw out from the edges rather than from the thin pull handle. “That handle,” I told my detective, “probably won’t yield much in the way of prints but we’ll want to dust it.”

The drawer now open, we both looked inside. It contained a box of shells, a cleaning kit in a tooled leather case and nothing more. More than half the space was empty. 

“Your 220 sir, was it in a case?” Janet asked him.

“Actually, a handmade wood presentation box with a leather tooled cover. The pistol was gift from a major client and it was meant to display as well as shoot but...well, the grandchildren, you see.”

“When was the last time you had it out?”

“Why, just a couple of weeks ago. I’ve shot it here and there, at the range, so I like to give it a good cleaning right afterward and then again every few months or so because that carbon collects so badly otherwise.”

“A colleague and his wife were over for dinner last night and he’s an enthusiast. I wanted to bring it out to show him and, of course, that’s when I realized it was missing.”  

“Do you have any idea when it might have been removed?”

He shook his head no. 

“Any household staff that had access to that cabinet?”

Again, he shook his head. “My wife takes care of everything herself. She’s at the market now or she’d be here. She...ah...she doesn’t know I actually called this in. She worries quite a bit about these sorts of things.”

“Are there any family members who have access to the house or to the cabinet?”

“Our daughter lives in Mansfield with her family. She has a key, I believe, but I doubt she has the current alarm code. We change it every so often for security, you know.” He waved a cautioning finger at me.

“Have you and your wife been away from home recently overnight?”

“Only for Thanksgiving. We visited with my brother in Cleveland and we stayed overnight with him. That’s a long trip to make all in a day at our age.”

“Would your alarm system been armed during that time?”

“Absolutely young woman, absolutely.” 

“And no one stayed here to keep an eye on the place while you were gone?”

He shook his head no.

“Were there any reports from the alarm company while you were away?” Mason put in.

He looked her way and shrugged, “Brinks? No, not at all.”

“I see,” I told him. I was perplexed but then I remembered something else, “Sir, not to rush you, but you said there were two areas that were a concern?”

“That’s right. This way please.” He led us out of his study and back toward the front of the house where he mounted the bottom stair in the staircase before stopping briefly. 

Over his shoulder he said, “Over the weekend, my wife was dressing for a get together with friends and she couldn’t find a diamond brooch I’d given her a few years ago. She’s not much of a jewelry wearer you see, but she admired the pin on a visit to New York so I purchased it for her as a surprise. We assumed she’d just misplaced it but now I’m not so sure.”

William Marshburn led us to his wife’s dressing area in the master suite upstairs. We again found not a thing out of place and no evidence that anyone besides the two of them had recently been there. The small jewelry box in the dressing room stood silently on a side table as a testament to the fact that what he said about his wife’s lack of interest in jewelry was true. 

“It’s quite a puzzle, isn’t it Sheriff?” he asked me.

“That it is sir.” 

While Mason photographed the room, the box and the area surrounding it and dusted for prints, I pulled him aside and questioned him more about his trip to Cleveland.

“We left early Thursday morning and we arrived at my brother’s home in Shaker Heights just before noontime,” he told me. “We didn’t leave to come back until after lunch on Friday. We get to see them so little and it’s always a nice visit.”

“That period appears to be the only real opportunity anyone would have had to enter your home and take your pistol and the brooch. If it’s alright with you, I’d like to have you give the Brinks service center a call to check with them for any unusual activity during the time you were away.”

“Of course, of course.”

###

In contrast to William Marshburn, Lacey Oberle was a real piece of work. She and her husband Michael occupied a slightly smaller home a quarter of a mile further along from the Marshburn’s place but you would have thought it was the grand estate of a royal duchess the way she acted.

Lacey had her children’s nanny greet us at the door and show us to her ‘rooms’. We were ushered into a small sitting area, upstairs, just off the master bedroom. The mistress of the house, as the barley twenty year old nanny called her, was posed behind a small desk, little more than a table actually, set diagonally in the furthest corner from the door. She half rose when we entered, Mason behind me, but promptly sat back down when she spied us.

“Sheriff Crane ma’am and this is Detective Mason,” I introduced the two of us for the second time in an hour.

“I called for you hours ago. What took you so long to get here?” 

“I apologize Mrs. Oberle; I wasn’t aware of that but I’ll look into it. We were at a call in the area when we received a radio call to come here.” I just prayed Mason had the good sense to maintain a blank face. “I understand a burglary may have taken place?”

“May have, Sergeant?”

“It’s Sheriff ma’am.” I was doing my best to control my tone with her but my irritation with her pretentiousness was already seeping out. Still, I plowed ahead, “Can you detail for us what’s been taken?”

She plucked a piece of paper off the desk and held it out to me. I stepped a little closer to the desk to take it. Glancing through it, I realized she’d listed five pieces of jewelry and described them all very briefly.

“Where were these kept?”

“Why, in my jewelry case, of course.”

“Can you show us that please?”

She eyed the two of us and then made to get up from the little desk, “Very well. Follow me please,” but, before moving, she made it a point to stop and look at my black uniform boots and Janet Mason’s shoes. “Be careful of the carpets. I’ve just had them cleaned for the holidays.”

Who cleans their upstairs bedroom carpet for Christmas? I thought to myself. Different strokes, I guess.

She walked us into the master bedroom and pointed to one of those combo jewelry and lingerie cabinets on legs that you always see advertised at Christmas and Valentine’s Day.

“Is that where it always is ma’am?” Mason questioned her.

She shot Janet a look but answered, simply, “Yes.”

The cabinet was placed by a dressing table that appeared to be a mirror image of the table Lacey Oberle had been sitting behind in the tiny sitting room. Only a few things adorned the surface of the table.

“Has anything else been disturbed in the room Mrs. Oberle, besides your jewelry case?”

She looked about as if she was looking around for the first time. Finally, she answered, “No; I don’t believe so.”

“Anything of Mr. Oberle's missing?” Mason asked her.

“No, I don't believe so.”

“When did you notice these pieces were missing?” I held up her list.

“Why, just this morning. I’d had plans to meet Michael in Columbus for lunch but now I’ve put that on hold to deal with this.”

“Michael?” I asked.

“My husband; he’s a torts lawyer at the Moody, Pierce, Rallingsford firm. Perhaps you’ve heard of it? Before I could respond, she rambled on, “He just made junior partner.”

I controlled a shudder. Moody, Pierce was a firm that specialized in the criminal defense of anyone who could afford their high-end fees. I’d run into their mouthpieces more than a few times in court. They’d made my job more than a little tough over the years.

“When was the last time you were in that cabinet?” Mason asked her, taking notes.

Lacey Oberle appeared to think for a minute but her answer was less than helpful, “I’m in and out of it just about every day. There are always events and gatherings to attend, after all.”

“So,” I probed, “these five pieces were present and accounted for yesterday?”

“Well...no...not necessarily. I wouldn’t say that...”

“When was the last time you can remember seeing any of them?”

She looked upward as if contemplating her response and then told us, “We had the junior associates holiday party on Saturday. They always have that a couple of weeks before Christmas.” Her tone, to me, sounded grudging as she continued, “The full partners get a big party where they get their bonuses between Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Michael’s bonus will come with his last paycheck for the year but it won’t be much this year since he just made junior partner...only a few grand after Uncle Sam’s cut.”

“You were in your jewelry case before the party on Saturday, then?”

She nodded.

“Was the house empty Saturday night while you and your husband attended the party?” Janet asked her.

Again, she nodded. “Yes; the children stayed with their grandparents...my parents. We stayed in Columbus.”

“And your nanny?” 

“Alicia? Oh...Alicia doesn’t actually live in if that’s what you were thinking. She wouldn’t have been here.” 

Janet questioned her a little more, “Was that the only night recently that your home has been empty?”

“I believe so, yes.”

“Is someone usually here during the day?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded, “The children aren’t in school yet. Alicia and they are usually here. I’m...in and out.”

While Janet took photographs of the area and dusted for prints, I proceeded through all of the rest of the usual questions with Lacey Oberle. I was surprised to hear they had no home alarm system. Lacey told me she thought their mini-mansion was relatively safe by nature of it being in a gated community.

Mason and I stopped and parked just behind the little guard shack on the way out of the community. The guard, who must have been reading, jumped up from his chair inside when he realized we weren’t going to just drive right by once he raised the gate. 

He started to approach me as I dismounted and stepped up to the shack but I was faster and he didn’t get any further than the doorway. 

“A couple of questions, Kyle?” I asked him as I stood directly in front of him and read off his name tag.

“Yes; how can I help you?”

“Is this gate manned 24/7?”

The young, unarmed guard shook his head no.

“When is it manned?”

“There’s two shifts ma’am...Sheriff,” he told me as he looked at my name badge. “Six to two and two to ten o’clock. Between 10:00 PM and 6:00 AM anyone that wants in and out has to use a key card.”

“How do you deal with service people and visitors during the hours this is manned?”

“All visitors sign in and out in our log.”

“Do they actually sign or do you write down what they tell you?”

His look turned classically sheepish, “We, ah, just write them down.”

“Do you take ID’s or plate numbers?”

“Um, no; actually just the name of the person or the business and the time.”

“Can I look at your log for this past Saturday?”

“I...I don’t know if I should show you that.” He drew himself up a little straighter but he was just a rail of a boy turned man and not the least bit intimidating. 

“We’re here today because there have been some burglaries in the area. I’d like to take a look and see if anything stands out to me. If you won’t show me now, I’ll go get a warrant.”

When his color visibly blanched, I pressed my advantage. “I promise I’ll just take a quick look.”

He was still hesitant but then he gave in and stepped backwards back into the little guard house. Picking up the log book from where it lay, He handed it to me open to the current date. I read aloud, “County Sheriff SUV, 9:28 AM.” He didn’t even bother to stop us when we drove in, just raised the gate... That was the last entry. “No one else has entered or left since we got here?”

“Just residents, Sheriff and we don’t note them coming and going.”

I flipped the pages backward to Saturday and scanned the day’s entries. There were more than two dozen including individuals, a catering company, a florist and a limo service. “Looks like it was a busy day,” I told him.

Kyle looked at the log as I traced my finger down the page. “Nope, not really, not for a Saturday,” he said, tapping the date at the top of the page. “Anything that day ‘stand out’ for you?”

I half shrugged, “Not at first glance.” After checking a few more pages, I handed the book back to him and stepped back out of the shack. 

I looked to the left and right of the entry drive at the white, split rail fence. Pointing at it, I asked, “Does that go all of the way around the development?”

“No ma’am. It’s just for show up here. There’s only one road, in and out though. You’re standing on it.”

So much for security; Dana would have a field day with this place...

Back in the SUV and rolling, I quizzed Mason, “What do you make of Lacey Oberle?”

“To be honest Sheriff, I’m not entirely sure she was telling the truth.”

I mulled that over for a minute before asking, “Why do you say that?” I knew what I thought but I wanted to see where her head was.

“William Marshburn was really attached to the things that were taken but, more than that, he was able to describe them...describe them with emotion and, when we asked for it, he had the particulars...the serial number for the SIG, the receipt for the brooch and he even scrounged up a picture of his wife where she was wearing it. He genuinely wants those things back.”

“And Lacey?”

“If her stuff was even taken...and I’m not saying it wasn’t, I got the feeling that she was just going through the motions so she could file an insurance claim. I mean, maybe they need money.”

“Do you think they’re living a little above their means?”

“I think it’s possible but then, who am I to judge? I did find it odd that he had a valuable looking signet ring sitting in a tray on his dresser that wasn't taken.”

Hmm, I thought the same thing...

Chapter 6 – Prized Pooch

Friday Morning, December 12th, 2014

“Duchess is an agility grand champion and very obedient, the hallmark of the breed. She wouldn’t have just wandered off!” 

I took a deep breath and waited while John Savage vented most of his anger.

He pulled a picture off his mantel and handed it to me. “That’s Duchess there on the left,” he said. “She’s a Lowchen.”

After studying the photo, I concluded that ‘Lowchen’ must be French for ‘mop’ because that’s what I felt like I was looking at but I didn’t dare express that opinion to the obviously agitated Savage. Instead, I passed the photo along to Janet to take a look at. 

Savage wasn’t finished. He railed on about how someone must have breached the security of his home and snatched the dog the mere moment his back was turned. 

I’d had enough and raised a hand to stop him mid-sentence, “Mr. Savage, I understand that Duchess is a very well trained, very valuable dog and with, I’m sure, a lot of accolades to her credit but, in my experience, most dogs aren’t stolen directly from their homes. They wander off while you’re out with them and your attention is drawn away for a minute and they get themselves into trouble or someone takes them then. Dog napping, if that’s in fact what happened here, tends to be a crime of opportunity.”

Savage fell silent.

I waited a few beats and then, after seeing his expression soften, I asked him, “So, what really happened Mr. Savage?”

The snooty dog owner used his index finger to gently push his horn rimmed glass back to the bridge of his nose. He sighed dramatically and then confessed, “I might have accidentally left the kitchen door open during dinner last night. We had sea bass and it smelled a little fishy in here. If that’s what happened, Duchess must have gotten out then.”

“When did you realize she was gone?” Janet asked him.

Savage tapped a finger to his lips, “Let me think...Oh, probably about 7:15 or so. We had Tab and Stephan in from Columbus for dinner. They left just after 7:00 to get back since poor Stephan had to work today. I went to the kitchen to start clearing then. Her day bed is in there next to her feeding stand. She wasn’t there like I assumed she would be and...and the door was still ajar. I remember it being very chilly in the kitchen.”

Janet asked him, “Can you point me to the kitchen?”

He beckoned her to follow and pointed into a room just off the dining room that I could see to an area that I couldn’t see from my vantage point. Janet disappeared in the direction he pointed, presumably to have a look outside.

I picked up where I left off with him, “So, what did you do once you realized she was gone?”

“Well, we searched the house and yard of course and checked with the neighbors but it was too dark then to see much of anything. I just hoped someone had found her and took her inside but she’s still not here and I’m beginning to worry.”

Janet came back into the room. “The yard isn’t fenced at all. She could have gotten pretty far, pretty easily, I’m afraid.”

That assessment tied it all up for me. “I’ll write up and report and we’ll notify the dog warden and ask him and the local groomers and so forth keep an eye out for Duchess.”

“That’s all? You’re not going search for her? She has a show right after the 1st of the year! We have work to do! I just can’t believe you’re not going to look for her...I’m...I’m speechless.”

He’s hardly that! I quickly got my feelings in check and tried to sound both calm and authoritative. “Mr. Savage, we’ll notify everyone that might know something, as I said, and patrol will certainly watch, especially in this area, for your dog. I’ll step them up in this area. That’s all I can do, for now. You can help us out by posting signs about Duchess and checking around the area with more of your neighbors and such too.”

Savage pursed his lips and nodded grimly.

“He’s the type that gives ‘queens’ their name,” Janet said to me, as she clicked her seat belt into place.

I shot her a look.

“What? I’m just saying...”

I interrupted her, “In this department we treat everyone the same, period.”

She nodded but she started straight ahead and seemed to sulk a little. After a minute or so of silence, she said, “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean anything derogatory or demeaning...not really, just making an observation, privately, to you because, well, I knew you’d understand what I meant.” She flicked her eyes at me and then back at the road in front of my county SUV.

“Look, Mason,” I was being formal with her on purpose, “I got your little joke, okay? Here’s the thing, long before you got here, it’s been a row to hoe in this county being a female Sheriff to begin with and being out on top of that. I’ve gained respect because I’ve given it. I watch everything I say and I expect my staff to do the same.”

I may have been mistaken, but I could have sworn I caught a grin from her before she turned her head away and muttered, “Got it Sheriff.”

Chapter 7 – Hoity-Toity 

Friday Afternoon, December 12th, 2014

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

––––––––

“Brinks returned your call while you were out Sheriff,” Holly informed me.

“And?”

“Their mouthpiece says they saw the middle of the night disarm and rearm at the Marshburn residence but they didn’t even bother to make special note of it let alone question it. They assumed it was someone letting a dog in and out or someone coming home very late from a night out.”

“They don’t know their customers very well then, do they? The Marshburn’s don’t have a dog and they’re hardly of an age to be out and about at that time of night.”

“They didn’t let their service know they’d be away boss lady?”

I blew out a heavy breath, “They are of an age where they forget things like that.”

Mason and I continued into my office.

When we were seated, I began thinking out loud to her, “At first, I though the Lepley burglary might be an isolated thing. Now, with the Marshburn burglary following a very similar pattern and the Oberle one too, if we don’t discount that one out of turn, I’m not so sure.”

“Similar items taken in all three,” Mason replied, nodding, “and all three in some of, to me, the wealthier neighborhoods in town...I mean, I know I’ve been out of the loop for several years, but that’s my take. My mother would call those areas ‘hoity toity’, please pardon the expression.” 

I nodded in confirmation. “Yes, you and your mother are on the money, so to speak, there.”

Janet cracked a slight smile. “So, you’re thinking either that they’re all related or that we’re maybe dealing with a crime ring of some sort?”

“Yes and no,” I told her. “The problem with that sort of theory is that they’re in two different areas and with different alarm companies for the two that have alarms. To really know for sure, we...you, I should say, need to work on figuring out what if any connection there is between these victims. What might link them all together as targets, besides the obvious?”

“Roger Sheriff. I’ll start digging a little deeper.”

She grew quiet but she didn’t get up to leave. Just when I was about to ask her if there was anything else, she started to hem and haw at something.

“Mason, what is it? If this is about earlier, it’s okay. Just watch it from here on, deal?”

“Oh, no, it’s not that Sheriff. I, uh...just so you know, I got wind of a little extra duty that was available and, after my move and all...I could use the cash. Mom’s staying with her sister tonight so I’m going to pull it...if that’s okay?”

“What sort of extra duty?”

“Actually, something that might help us if I keep my eyes and ears open and my trap shut, for once.”

I grinned at that but I didn't respond and let her continue.

“There’s a holiday party tonight at the Zanesville Mayor’s house in one of those upper class enclaves over near the Eagle Sticks Golf Club. Deputy Treadway told me about it. They asked for a lot of plainclothes security.”

“That’s tonight?”

Janet nodded.

“Lord, where on earth does the time go?” I was exasperated. “I’m supposed to be there as an invited guest. I detest those sorts of things but appearing at them seems to be all a part of my job...at least you’ll be getting paid for it.”

Janet breathed out a sigh that I could only take as relief. “So you’re all right with me pulling that sort of duty?”

“Of course, as long as it doesn’t interfere with your normal work. In this case, I think you’re right; we might be able to pick up some useful information. Not only that, a lot of Zanesville society, if there is such a thing, will be there tonight. Their homes will be empty. I’m thinking we need to have a few unmarked’s in and around the area too, just keeping an eye on things.” It’s times like this when I wish I had about 12 more deputies...

###

Dana, bless her, hadn’t forgotten about the party at all. When I finally got home, she had my nicest half formal, half feminine looking suit waiting for me and she was midway through getting dressed herself. 

“Whew baby!” I exclaimed, eying her in the slit formal gown she’d just wiggled into and was letting fall over her hips. “How about we stay in tonight and I take you back out of that dress?” I reached for her and tried to tug her to me.

She swatted me away. “Not on your life, Melissa Crane. I know you hate going to these things but I need a night out and we’re going.”

“We could go anywhere...”

“We could, but I want to go somewhere where people are going to walk by me with food and drinks and I can just take them; somewhere where no one’s talking about stores, and grocery orders and lighting fixtures and on and on.”

I could hear the frustration in my wife’s voice. “Have you been able to do any writing at all this week?” Because, I know how much that calms you down... 

“Who’s had time? Besides, what the hell would I even write about? Everything lately revolves around this store. It doesn’t do anything for the creative juices at all.”

“Are you regretting your parents deciding to move here and buy it?”

“No, no, not at all. Nothing like that. I just didn’t expect to be doing so much, is all. I don’t know how to explain it...”

“Wasn’t the health department inspection today?”

“They were here Wednesday. They pointed out a couple of things that had to be corrected within 10 days but it wasn’t major stuff. They said they’d go ahead and send Mama’s certificate. She’ll be haunting the post office. Once she gets that, all hell will break loose. She wants to do a grand re-opening.

Putting down the hanger that still held my slacks, I moved to her again and took her in my arms. This time she let me. “Hopefully, for your sake, it won’t be like this too much longer.” I remembered saying something similar to her earlier in the week.

###

“If I do say so myself, we look damn good,” I whispered to Dana, as I extended my arm to help her up out of the passenger side of her car. I caught a flash of her right leg through the slit of her dress as she levered herself up on that leg and brought the injured left one out to meet it. 

So sure of herself less than an hour before, now she blushed self-consciously. I reassured her, “Don’t worry babe, I’ve got you.”

“I really shouldn’t wear heels but...this dress...”

Giving her my most brilliant smile, I responded, “I said, I’ve got you.”

After handing the keys off to a young man from the valet service the mayor had apparently hired for the evening, I strolled with Dana to the door, her arm tucked firmly into mine.

We weren’t ten feet into the vestibule and still arm in arm when I spotted Janet moving past the entrance to the Mayor’s living room, just ahead of us. She saw us too and paused and then did a double take as her eyes shifted from me to Dana. She quickly looked away and continued in the direction she’d been heading.

“Did you know her?” Dana asked me.

Bending so my lips were near her ear, I said, “That’s Janet Mason, my new detective.”

Dana gave me the eye as if to question the use of such discretion. 

“We sort of have a case we’re working,” I whispered in response, “and something might just turn up here tonight in conversation.”

My wife simply nodded, ever the investigative professional, even in her forced retirement. 

Some things you just don’t lose, I thought.

Janet Mason

###

It was cold out, but I needed a little air. I joined the smokers on the Mayor’s terrace and stood as far apart from them as I could, gulping in the chill of the late fall evening. It was almost cold enough to snow, but not quite. 

My back against the railing, I gazed through the French doors, back into the home. The party was in full swing. I tried to catch a glimpse of my boss and the lady on her arm in the royal blue gown, but they weren’t in my line of sight.

Seeing Mel arrive with a beautiful woman had startled me, I hated to admit, even just to myself. I knew Mel Crane was gay before I accepted the position with the department. It was one of the factors that swayed me toward her department; that and being offered a detective position. I called the Assistant Chief and turned down an offer for a patrol position with the Zanesville PD minutes after Mel called me and made her offer. 

Part of my decision was the opportunity to continue in investigations and part of  it was that I wanted to be somewhere where I didn’t feel like I needed to explain myself all the time; where I didn’t have to defend myself against a constant barrage of male testosterone and crudity. I felt bad that earlier today, I’d done the very thing myself that I was rebelling against. That ate at me and Mel’s pointing it out and her rebuke still stung.

Shivering in my taupe pantsuit, the only semi-formal wear I owned besides my department issued blues, I levered myself back to fully upright and resolved to go back inside to warmth and to try to mingle a little more. I had two jobs to do; one the mayor knew about and one that he didn’t.

About a half hour had passed, when I happened to be standing with a small knot of people who were chatting about city development. Mel and her date wandered nearby and she greeted one of the men with our group as Aiden and struck up a side conversation with him. 

Attempting to eavesdrop, I heard her introduce the woman with her as Dana, her wife. A pang of unexpected jealousy shot through me so fast, I could feel the heat rising in my neck. I swallowed hard and attempted to stuff the urge to react further back down then I tried to focus on the conversation still continuing with the others around me. I’d almost succeeded in turning them out when, over the man’s shoulder, Mel caught my eye and tipped her head slightly to her right. The man she’d called Aiden was talking to Dana and didn’t catch her subtle gesture.

I excused myself to go and freshen up my drink – tonic water with a dash of cola for color – that I was sipping from a highball glass and met Mel, alone, steps from the bar. As she offered me her hand by way of greeting, she raised her left hand slightly with the glass she herself was holding. It was the first time I’d bothered to notice her wedding band. Another pang shot through me. Some investigator I am!

Mel, seemingly oblivious to my agitation, steered us a few steps left of the bar, to a quiet corner where we wouldn’t be overheard.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

Trying to focus on the job at hand, I told her honestly, “So, so. I’ve met a few people that are big wheels around the county but, so far, no one’s mentioned anything significant or useful...it’s all polite small talk.”

Mel grimaced, “That’s the way these things usually are. Look, I don’t want to blow your cover. Do the security job you’re here to do but please also continue to keep your eyes and ears open and listen to what people are talking about as discreetly as you can, when you can. You never know what little piece of information will turn our case around.” 

Chapter 8 - Disaster

Mel

I watched as Mason headed toward the bar again, not long after our chat. I hope she has enough sense to not actually be drinking on duty...  A local politician cornered me and, by the time I could extricate myself from that conversation and go to the bar for a drink refill too, she’d disappeared.  

While I was waiting for my diet cola, two women positioned themselves behind me to wait. Slightly inebriated, one was a little loud as she complimented the other on her dress. 

“That’s to die for!” she exclaimed.

“Oh, this?” came the response. “You haven’t seen anything yet. Are you going to the party at the Club tomorrow night?”

“You’re kidding right? We wouldn’t miss it!”

“Well just you wait to see what I’ve got in store for that one!”

The server brought my drink and, as I moved away, I looked back at the two women. Real socialites those two...but, they gave me a good lead. 

I knew the party for the Zanesville Country Club members would be quite the swanky affair that would be heavily attended by all of the local movers and shakers who were still in town at this time of year. Entire upper class enclaves would be devoid of their residents and prime picking for our burglar. 

As I worked my way back to Dana, I was thinking about what I could organize on a Saturday night for the community around the club without making our overtime situation even more dire than it already was.  

I was pleased to see that Dana was still speaking with Aiden Quinn and that his father, Aiden Sr., had joined them. The Quinn’s were a Morelville founding family and wealthy but people well grounded in reality and certainly worth it for her to get to know better. I was almost close enough to greet the senior Quinn myself when Joe Treadway appeared out of nowhere and stopped me in my tracks.

“We got a call boss; there’s been a shooting.”

I gave him my full attention.

“Someone tried to break into another home in this area. The housekeeper was there. They shot her and bolted. One patrol car is already headed to the scene.”

“Any idea whose house?” 

“Dispatch says the name is Powers, David Powers.” 

“They’re here Joe; I've seen them. I’ll go find them. You grab another deputy and see if you can round up Janet Mason; she’s here somewhere too. That's it for now though; we can’t leave the Mayor without security. Meet me outside in two.”

Treadway nodded and moved away as quickly as he’d appeared. 

Dana and the Quinns were watching me intently. “You heard?” I asked them.

Both Quinn men nodded and my wife put a hand on my arm, saying, “Be careful Mel.”

“I don’t know that I’ll be back here...I can call Kris or dad to come and get you.”

“Don’t be silly,” Aiden Sr. put in. “We’ll see this lovely woman home.”

###

Lorene Jarvis, the Power’s live in housekeeper was dead by the time we arrived on the scene a few minutes later. She’d taken a bullet just below the left shoulder. My patrol deputy, who'd beat the ambulance to the scene by seconds, was the first to find her, already expired.

“Poor woman,” I said to Janet. “She must have heard someone at the door and she came up front to answer it. It’s a wonder she was even able to make it to the phone and call us.” Mason just nodded. “Someone didn't realize she'd be here.” Again there was no response from my newest detective.

We moved out of the front sitting room where Lorene lay, not far from the room’s phone, back toward the entry hall and the bloody mess there. 

“Sheriff, the Powers’ are outside. They want to come in,” my deputy Garcia told me as he approached from the back part of the house where we were staging everything.

“Sorry, no can do. This went from an attempted burglary and a shooting to a murder investigation. The coroner is on the way and we’re going to be on scene a little while.” 

“That’s not all.” He hesitated to speak again but I was patient with him. Finally he spat it out, “Zanesville PD is here too, claiming jurisdiction.”

“Well, technically it is their beat but I think once I chat with whoever’s taking lead on their team, they’ll gladly pass it off.”

“What should I tell them?”

“PD or the Powers?”

“Um...well, both.”

I looked Garcia up and down. He was young; only a year or so removed from his year as a jailer. “Please tell the Powers’ that I’ll be out to speak with them in just a couple of minutes and please, whatever you have to do, don’t let them come into this house. Tell PD to send their lead in. I’ll deal with that now.”

“Should I go with him Sheriff?” Mason asked me in a tone that seemed quite detached. 

Inwardly I thought, maybe this is how she handles violent crimes. To her, I said, “No. I need you here. We’ll have to do the evidence collection ourselves. It will take hours to get someone from the Columbus crime lab out here on a Friday night. Even if PD were to take this, they’d be in the same boat.”

I paused and then thought of something else, “What you can do is get a hold of Shane and get him out here. It’s been you and me so far but now we’re going to need all hands on deck.”

“Garcia,” I called out to him as he retreated back down the hall. When he turned back to me, I told him, “No press. None. It can't get out yet that there's been a fatality.”

Chapter 9 – Stakeout!

Saturday December 13th, 2014

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

It was a long night and Saturday was looking to be an even longer day. We'd spent the late evening and into the early morning hours canvassing the Powers’ neighborhood looking for any witnesses to anything. 

Unfortunately for Lorene Jarvis, the Powers' lived in the far northern reaches of a high class enclave. They were isolated from their nearest neighbors by a few acres of wooded land. Nobody saw a thing.

Now I was camped out in the conference room with Shane and Janet. We were replaying a video of the Powers’ front door over and over at the slowest possible speed, praying to catch some little detail that would blow the case open for us. All we could see from the static of the footage though was a lone, black clad figure who approached the porch and took out the overhead outside light, probably with a shot from a silenced pistol. The video feed we could get didn’t have sound. Frankly, I felt like we were lucky to get anything at all the way things had been going.

“It's a white male, probably about six feet tall,” Shane said.

“Great,” I replied, “we've narrowed it down to only a couple of thousand guys in the county.” I didn't even want to think about the possibility that the perp wasn't local.

“What now?” Mason asked.

I scrubbed a hand down the side of my face. “I thought, by keeping the housekeeper's death out of the press, this guy might take a shot tonight when the biggest party of the year kicks off at the country club but now...I don't know. My gut tells me he's gonna' lay low.”

Shane stood and stretched. “Respectfully, I disagree. We know how these guys think. They're not like you and me. If I've learned anything from you in the last couple of years it's that when the get stopped in their tracks in one place, they strike back even harder in another. It's all about the chase...all about the thrills.” He remained standing but leaned against the map wall we sometimes used as a pin board.

Staring right through him, I gave serious thought to what he'd said. Deep down, I knew he was right. “Okay,” I said finally, “we'll set up surveillance around the far east and southeast sides of the club grounds, where most of the residences are, and we'll step up visible patrols right around the club too. Anyone would expect that from us anyway. Let's just hope he thinks our focus is there and we'll see if we can scare anything up.”

Harding and Mason nodded in unison.

“For now,” I told them, “both of you go home and get some rest.”

### 

Police unmarked cars still look like police cars and, in the rich developments around the country club, I knew my pickup truck would look just as out of place as any unmarked. Self-consciously, I borrowed my mother-in-laws Lincoln after telling her I needed a high class looking ride for a boring political function I couldn’t get out of. Only Dana knew the real deal. 

I put on another nice suit and implored Janet, Shane and Joe Treadway to dress up a little too. We’d make up the two surveillance teams for the evening. If we were going to be hanging out in the country club area, we all needed to look the part.

“You really should smile more. You have dimples and your whole face just lights up,” Janet told me.

I eyeballed her from the driver’s seat suspiciously. “I’m the Sheriff. I can’t go ‘round smiling all the time.”

She flipped a backhand at me and laughed. 

She’s certainly had an attitude change since last night...I tried to turn the subject away from me. “How’s your mom been doing?”

Janet waggled a hand into the space between us in the car. “She’s all right, I guess. She has days that are pretty bad. Right now though, she says she’s feeling fine after the last round of chemo.”

“That’s good to hear. So she’s all right alone at home tonight?”

“Oh, she’s still with her sister. When I told her I was working again tonight, she decided to stay with Aunt Leslie another day.”

I nodded and expected things would fall silent again between us as we watched and waited. I was wrong.

“You know, I really hate staying in that big old house alone. I mean, who knows when we’ll be done tonight, right? Probably when that party ends and all those folks head home. Then I’ve got to go back there and, it’s just so quiet and lonely...”

“Your mom isn’t gone that much is she?”

“It’s...it’s not that, so much. It’s a different kind of lonely. I’ve been single for a while now.” She chuckled softly. 

Oh boy...where are we going with this?

After drawing in a long breath and then expelling it quickly, she reached into her hair from underneath and drew her fingers down through the strands to the ends which she grasped softly and played through her fingers and then she moved to repeat the motion. 

I looked away, out the windshield, trying to see from our vantage point far back in the driveway of a deserted – at least for the evening – home, if any sort of vehicle was coming along the road or if anybody was moving about at all. There was nothing. The night was a still as it could be. 

“I had a girlfriend my last year in the Army. We were pretty serious, Gevona and me. We still had ‘Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell’ then though so we couldn’t be out. She was an MP too. Gevona was the one that convinced me to get out and move to Indiana. She was from Indy and she had the scoop on Hancock County. We both got hired.”

When I didn’t offer any response to any of her rambling, she apparently took it as a sign of my interest and she continued. As she combed through her hair again and again, she told me, “We were good for a year or so, all wrapped up in each other and then she started talking about getting on Indy’s department. She wanted bigger and better but I was happy with Hancock. Before you know it, we were splitsville and she took a job with Indy.” 

She made a clicking sound with her tongue. “Anyway, I dated a little bit after that but then I threw myself into the job and gave up on all those beautiful butches running around out there for a while.”

Janet’s eyes were on me, I could feel them. I knew what she was doing and I didn’t dare look her way. No encouragement was going to come from me. 

I called the whole deal off at 1:30. By then, between patrol and surveillance, we’d witnessed many of the party goers return to their homes and absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. I’d also had enough of the endless flirting from Mason. I didn't know what sort of games they played out there in the bigger cities, but I'm happily married and I wanted to stay that way and Mason was my employee. She'd be a damn good detective too if I could convince her to get her head out of her ass and drop the crap.

###

I tried to be quiet but Boo heard me coming in. She came flying into the kitchen from the direction of our bedroom and bounced all around when she realized it was me. 

“Shhh!” I told her in a stage whisper. “You’re going to wake your mommy up.”

“Mommy is still awake,” Dana called out from the bedroom.”

I wandered in there, Boo nipping at my heels, to find Dana propped up on a stack of pillows, reading. “Baby,” I said, “It's after 2:00. Please tell me you're doing book research or something and not up, worried?”

She set her tablet aside and patted the bed next to her. I slipped off my suit coat and lay down beside her. Boo immediately hopped up and took her usual place near the foot of the bed, between our feet.  

“So how did it go?”

I shook my head. “Dull and boring, boring and dull.”

“Well that's good right? No one hurt tonight and all...”

“Yes; you're right, that's good but we're back to square one. I really hoped we'd catch a break tonight. We need to nail this guy.”

“You're sure it's only one person?” 

“I flicked my left shoulder and shook my head slightly. “That's just it, we don't even know that much.” I flopped over on my back. Dana reached a hand out to rub across my stomach. Boo took that as a sign that she should be rubbed too and she drug herself up toward between our hips and rolled over, belly up for some attention of her own.

I picked my wife's hand up and moved it over to Boo who was writhing in wanton anticipation. “I'm going to get out of these clothes and take a quick shower. Maybe you'll still be awake when I get out?” I asked hopefully.

I could wait. The puppy was a different story.

Chapter 10 – Family Time

Sunday Morning, December, 14th, 2014

The Crane Family Farm

“Please tell me you're not working today?” Dana stuck her bottom lip out in a mock pout.

“Not on your life! Not if I can help it; that's for sure.” I pulled her in close and nibbled on the lip she'd curled just moments before.

Boo, who'd been relegated to her actual dog bed on the floor for the night – the one she almost never used – now looked up at us and whined.

“Oh, I suppose you think you need to go outside right this very minute?” I asked, leaning back and looking over my shoulder at her. At the word 'outside' she bounded up and circled by the open bedroom door. 

I looked back at my wife, her lip starting to curl again. Hold that thought,” I told her as I tapped my finger lightly against it. “I'll be right back.”

“I'll take her.” She started to rise but I put my hand back out to stop her.

“No, no; you stay right there all nice and toasty warm. I'll be back before you know it.”

Outside, it was shaping up to be a pretty nice day for mid-December. The air was cool but not cold and the sun was peeking through the bare tree branches as it rose in the eastern sky. I was comfortable in the light jacket I'd grabbed while I waited for Boo who seemed to feel the need to sniff the entire yard to find a place to do her thing.

Finally settling over a patch of grass that was a little higher than the rest, she took care of business and then scampered for the door. As I climbed the steps behind her and swung the kitchen door open, I told her, “I'm going to get you fed and then your mama and I have an appointment to keep.”

“Only if it's an appointment at the farm,” Dana said from half way across the room, as she waved the phone handset in the air. 

I could feel my face fall. “No...”

“Oh yes, it's ‘Family Fun Day’. Your dad phoned it in.”

Groaning, I repeated the phrase my twin sister, her kids and I had used so many times in the past, “There's nothing fun about Family Fun Day!”

###

Sunday afternoon, December 14th, 2014

Crane Family Farm

Mom and dad had commissioned their Amish carpenter friend John Gingrich to tear down their old barn and haul away the wood and tin. Since the weather had been fairly mild for an Ohio December, John, using nothing more than hand tools and his trusty draft horse, had been able to get the job done fairly quickly, before the first snow flew. 

Dad, never one to waste a nice day, decided that Sunday afternoon Family Fun Day festivities didn't have to stop when the leaves were down after all as had always been the cutoff point in the past. He saw a sunny December day with a temperature in the mid-forties as a prime opportunity to clear the land where the barn had been of the scattered bits and pieces of debris left over. 

Dana, given her somewhat limited mobility, took up a position that was becoming familiar to her with my mom and her mama: cooking up a storm for a big family dinner while all of the rest of us, including Dana’s dad who'd made it in for the weekend, worked ourselves silly clearing the ground. We all knew it would just need cleared again and then leveled in preparation for the new barn, come spring but that didn’t faze dad in the least.

“Dinner! Dinner! Come and get it!” mom called down to us in the field from the front porch. “Get on in here and wash up, the lot of you.”

Beth and Cole, my niece and nephew who, at 13 and 15, are far younger than the rest of us, dropped what they were doing immediately and sprinted from the pasture to the house. My twin Kris and I followed her kids a little more slowly, stiff from a few straight hours of stooping, picking and scooping.

When we reached the porch, I looked back to find that my dad, Kris’s husband Lance and my father-in-law all still standing in the spot where the barn had been, staring at a piece of re-bar as if, by their very wills, they could get it uprooted from where it stood and out of their way. Kris looked back to see what had my attention. 

“Come on guys,” she yelled, “Leave that for now. Mom's gonna be mad.”

We hustled into the house ourselves rather than face her wrath. The delicious smell that hit my nose as we entered the kitchen made my stomach leap, my hunger growing instantly. “What on earth are we having?” I asked grasping my wife around the waist and looking over her shoulder at the dish she was dipping a knife into on the counter.

“It's the famous Rossi lasagna, of course.”

“Oh boy...you know I love that. But, um...”

“But what?” Mama Rossi asked as she passed by me and swatted my shoulder.

“Well it's Sunday and we always...”

She didn't bother to let me finish. “Jesse always has to have chicken on Sunday out here at the farm. I know that baby doll,” Chloe said. “I've been around long enough and I've got it covered, literally.” She picked the lid up off a covered crock sitting on the stove.

I peered inside, but, looking at the steaming sauce and cheese, I was at a total loss. 

“That's chicken Parmigiana in there, silly,” my wife took pity on me and clued me in while her mama smiled smugly. 

“You two are amazing.” I gathered them both in for a quick squeeze.

“Hey, don't leave me out of that,” my own mother jumped in briefly too. “Now scoot. Go wash up and get back out here and get a plate before those men get in here and eat everything in sight.”

“So sorry, my apologies...I've got to take this,” Marco said to us all as he checked his buzzing cell. “Chloe?” He got his wife's attention, “it’s Ross.” He pushed his chair away from the dinner table and headed for the front porch and better reception with Chloe trailing right behind him. 

Around the table, we were all silent except for my nervous spouse, “That's good, right?” she asked to no one in particular. “I mean, when an agent calls you on Sunday after a couple of scheduled showings, it must be good...”

“I think so, babe” I told her as I dropped a hand and patted her leg. She fell silent and kept a watchful eye on the two figures on the porch.

“We did it!” Marco said as he burst back through the door. He moved straight to Dana and grasped his daughter's shoulders. “We did it kiddo! Not one, but two offers today, one all cash for more than the asking price.”

“Mama, dad, that's great!” Dana jumped up from her seat and hugged them both in turn. 

“Everybody be on the lookout for houses,” Chloe told us all as she pointed a finger around the table. “The Rossi's now need a place to move to in Morelville!”

“I think this calls for cake,” my own mother said as she too jumped up from her seat. She and Chloe had become fast friends. She was as happy as anyone that their plans were moving right along.

My duty cell rang as we lounged around the sitting room, enjoying the Christmas tree and downing cake and coffee over top of bellies already full of homemade Italian food. “Now it's my turn, it's Shane.”

“Oh that lovely young man, you have to invite him to Christmas, Melissa,” mom begged.

My reception was okay in the house so I just waved her off, stepped into the next room and took his call right there. 

“Hey Shane, please tell me you're not calling with something I have to run out to right now.”

“Well, I don't know Sheriff; it's just that we got another one of those sheep painting incidents. Dispatch was going to send patrol out but this guy's irate. He says these are 'heritage sheep'...some kind of long wool deals. What do you want me to do?”

“Is Treadway in?”

“No, he's off today.”

Drat! “Okay, I'm sorry but you'll have to go take his statement. Let him know I'll follow up personally in the morning.” I smiled back through the doorway at Dana, who was listening in, as I said that last bit.

“Okay Sheriff.”

“I'm sorry Shane.” I hung up the phone and walked back into the sitting room, my head hung  too.

“What is it babe?” Dana asked.

With everyone else looking on, waiting to hear my response, I briefly sketched for them what was happening as I resumed my seat. I caught my mother and mother-in-law shooting looks at each other. “Oh no, no,” I cautioned them, “don't you two even think about it! This is all kids playing harmless pranks. It doesn't require the Faye and Chloe investigative team to get involved.”

“We're thinking no such thing dear,” mom said unconvincingly. Chloe picked a spot on the floor to stare at while she tried to hide her grin. Mom went on, “And Melissa, I didn't hear you invite Shane for Christmas.”

“He's my employee mom and he has a mother in town.”

“But it's Christmas...”

I blew a breath out and tried to hold my tongue. The holidays were a big deal to my mom and her absolute favorite time of the year.  I didn't want to upset her. My dad, always a man of few words but observant to a tee, saw right through me.

“So what else is going on? This isn't just about painted sheep. You've been on edge all week.”

I couldn't lie to him, even by omission. “It's just rough right now dad. Our caseload is really heavy...there have been some robberies and some other stuff.”

“That murder, you mean,” my twin threw in.

“How did you know about that?”

Kris looked at me through a tight squint. “I'm talking about that Stiers' woman that was seeing J.D. and that Harper boy too. Who are you talking about?”

Trying to gloss over my slip, I went on, “We still have older cases working through the courts, the robberies, the Stiers case, now sheep...there's been dog-nappings...it's just never ending.”

Dad shook his head and clucked his tongue. “What’s happening in this county, happening in this country for that matter?” Everything’s going straight to hell!”

I was taken aback by the severity in the way he said it. 

Before any of us could say anything, he continued, “I’ll tell you what’s going on; drugs, that’s what! All this killing and robbing and stealing, it’s all about drugs! It's so sad to see that kind of thing coming to this county now. They can keep that crap in the city; we don’t want it out here!”

I had no words. I didn’t even know where to go with that. I mean, dad was right in some respects and wrong in others; I'd been battling drugs and the problems they caused my entire career with the department, but his rant really had nothing to do with my current backlog of unsolved cases. I was grateful when Dana changed the subject.

“Hey, sorry to change the subject,” she said as if she’d read my mind, “but I just thought of something.” She looked first at her mama and then at my mom. “We've never really talked about who's doing what and where for Christmas.”

Oh, here we go! Mom will be all over this... She didn't disappoint. She forgot all about my problems and was off and running.

“Well now, how about that?” she asked but it was rhetorical. She didn't give anyone else a chance to speak. “We certainly have our traditions here that, since Beth and Cole were small, revolve around church on Christmas Eve with a little close family gathering out here after and then an all day party Christmas day where you never know who'll walk through the door. I imagine we'll do much the same this year. The kids are both participating in the Christmas Eve service and my brother Brian and his family will be here Christmas Day. They aren't going to her mom's this year.”

Lance cleared his throat and spoke up for the first time in over an hour, “My family likes to do a big Christmas Eve get-together after church. It's been our tradition for years now and,” he looked at my sister, “since this is the first Christmas with Kris and the kids, I was hoping we could spend a little time with them.”

“Church here is at 7:00,” Kris told him. “It will be over a little after 8:00, I imagine.”

Lance grinned. “That should work fine. It's just...I don't know how many more years their health will be strong enough to pull it off. I'm really worried about dad; his heart problems this past year have us all scared.”

I eyeballed my own father. He’d been on shaky ground recently too and he’s a good ten years or so younger than Lance’s dad.

“It sounds like it's all going to work out just fine for you two to spend a little time with everyone,” Chloe nodded approvingly nipping in the bud anything my own mother was trying to concoct to derail what sounded like a fair trade off to me.

“Well what about you and Marco and the boys,” I gratefully asked her in response. What will you be doing? Would you want to come here?”

“That's a good question,” Marco said.

Chloe shook her head, “We usually do Christmas Eve too, like Lance's family, but the house is practically empty since it's been staged to sell and we told the boys we probably wouldn't do anything this year. Vince and his wife are actually talking about going skiing since he's got some time off over the holidays. We'd like to join you here, if that's okay?” Marco nodded his agreement with the idea. 

“Of course it's okay,” dad answered for everyone.

Mom added, “The more the merrier!”

Somehow, I got the eerie sense she might come to regret that.

Chapter 11 – Second Impressions

Janet

Tuesday, December 16th, 2014

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

There were no new burglaries over the weekend. To top it off, just as with the previous robberies, we didn't get a single useable fingerprint from the Powers' crime scene. The Coroner had let us know too that we shouldn't expect anything useful from his detailed autopsy of Lorene Jarvis. Her killer didn't seem to have touched her.

Thumbing through the four files we had now, I looked over each report. I shook my head at the sheer lack of a single useful clue. “These have to be related,” I said out loud to the empty squad room. “They have to be...but how?”

Frustrated, I pushed the stack of files to my left and folded my hands on the desktop while I continued to wrack my brain.

Across from me, Shane's desk sat empty except for a few files he'd left out in a little stack when he stepped out for a dentist appointment. After staring at them for a good minute, I half raised myself and reached across the desks to tug them toward me. 

The top one was the 'Yuletide Ewe' file. I slid it off the stack and didn't even bother to look at it. Next was the file Mel had been keeping on the dog napping cases. Shane and I had spent part of the morning calling kennels and groomers and such, trying to get some sort of a lead there.

Mel had made it a point to remind me that, in the county, the Amish are responsible for a lot of the dog breeding and they don’t have phones, per se. She said I needed to get out and talk to those people. I set that file aside too. I had no desire to go farm to farm talking to Amish men who wouldn't really give a woman the time of day. 

I want to get out there and really shake something big up...show Mel that she picked the right woman for the job. 

The third file caught my attention. It was the one on the Stiers case. I opened it and paged through it slowly, reading it more thoroughly than I had the day Shane first showed it to me.

It's all right here in black and white. I tapped the pages. We know who the killer is...we just have to get him to talk.

I wrote the Harper's address down and then replaced Shane's files as he'd left them. 

It's time to go shake a tree!

###

“Ma'am,” I dipped my head in greeting, “I'm Detective Mason with the Muskingum County Sheriff's Office.”

“Elizabeth Harper,” she said, ignoring my outstretched hand. “How can I help you Detective?” She stayed framed in the doorway but I noticed her lip tremor slightly as she asked.

“I'm just following up on an old case. I was wondering if Nevil were around that I might chat with him for a minute?” I was vague on purpose.

“Junior or Senior? My husband isn't here right now and...Nevil Jr., I...I rarely see him anymore...we rarely see him.” Her nervousness was becoming even more obvious. 

“Oh, something wrong there?”

She looked away from me in the classic textbook maneuver of someone about to lie. “There's been some sort of rift between him and his father...I don't know what all about but they've barely spoken in months. Junior only comes around when he knows for sure his paw won't be here.”

“Any idea when your husband will be home?”

“No, sorry.” She looked away again, “He's at the livestock auctions. He could be gone all day.” 

Since I couldn't get past his wife to talk to Nevil Harper Sr., I decided to pay Nevil Jr. a quick visit at the Toyota dealership where he worked. 

When I introduced myself this time, the boy took my hand confidently. He told his manager he was going to take ten and then lead me into the employee break room to chat. Just 19, he had the air of confidence of a man with nothing to hide.

As we took seats, I said to him, “Look, I know you're working so I'm going to get right down to it.”

He nodded his consent.

“I took over your girlfriend's case. You have my condolences on your loss.”

Looking surprised, he thanked me.

“I've got all the files but I'd like to hear your story directly from you.”

“Sure, detective. No problem.” He proceeded to take a couple of minutes to tell me the same story Shane had relayed before, almost verbatim. 

I interjected a few questions here and there but he didn't waver. He also didn't offer up any more information about his father other than to say that he saw him at the scene. 

“Are you and your father on speaking terms?”

“No ma'am. I have nothing to say to him.”

“You're convinced he killed her?”

“Yes.” 

“There isn't anything else you can tell me about that day when you found Olivia?” 

This time, the boy shook his head no.

Hoping to get him to say more, I played my ace. “Nevil,” I leaned across the little break table and spoke low, “the DNA evidence is finally back and it doesn’t look good.”

His eyes flared briefly. “Good how, ma'am.”

“It doesn't look good for you.”

“Me?” he almost shouted. Lowering his voice, he pleaded, “I didn't kill her, I swear. I loved her.”

“The DNA says different.”

“DNA from what...she wasn't...wasn't...?” He couldn't finish the sentence and his eyes started to tear up.

“No; she wasn't raped, if that's what you're asking. She did try to fight off her attacker. That's where we got DNA.”

“It has to be my dad's!” He wasn't trying to hold his voice down anymore. 

His manager stuck his head into the room and asked if everything was okay. Nevil Jr. waved him away.

“Ma'am, wouldn't my DNA be sort of like my dad's?” he quizzed me. “They must not have read it right...they couldn't have.”

I just shrugged and let him simmer.

“He's not going to get away with this anymore! I'm not going to jail for something he did. I'm going to go and talk to him today; that's what I'm going to do. I'll get him to admit to you all what he’s done! You'll see!”

I took my leave smiling inwardly. I lit a fire and fanned the flames, now I'm going to watch it burn and be there to put it out.

I watched the garage discreetly from my unmarked for the rest of the afternoon. When Nevil Jr. left, I followed him. Instead of going to his boss’s house, where I knew he was staying, he drove out to his family’s farm with me tailing behind.

I pulled off the road at the crest of a hill just up from the farm and watched as Junior parked, got quickly out of his car and headed toward the biggest barn, his fists balled. He never even looked my way, so intent was he on confronting his father.

I didn't have a viable vantage point to see anymore so I turned around and headed back down the road a little way then pulled off. I hoped to see the younger Harper going back by. 

Only ten minutes went by before he sped back by me. I could see him gripping the steering wheel, his anger evident even in the slight glimpse I got of his face. Satisfied with the havoc I'd wrought, I headed back to the station.

Chapter 12 – And Again...

Mel

Late Wednesday Afternoon, December 17th, 2014

Janet poked her head around my door frame. “A word Sheriff?”

“What's up?”

“I just got a call...anonymous...he refused to give his name, but he had what seemed like pretty credible information about a suspicious vehicle in a wealthy suburb.”

She took a seat in my only visitor chair. I still hadn't bothered with updating my office or moving into old Sheriff Carter's office now that I'd actually become the duly elected Sheriff of the county. I didn't have the time or the patience for that and the county really didn't have the budget anyway.

Mason continued, “The guy said he's one of the 'hired hands' at the Joseph Samuels estate.”

I let out a low whistle. “That's a horse farm northwest, up near Dillon Lake.”

“This is probably bunk then, a crackpot calling.” Janet looked frustrated.

“Why do you say that?”

“The guy was telling me that he'd heard about a couple of robberies and, because the Samuels are away in Europe right now, they were all being a little more vigilant. He said he'd seen a florist van cruising the area that shouldn’t have been around, like it was casing the houses in the area. If the Samuels place is a big farm, that doesn't make any sense.”

“Actually, it does. There's a development way up there that Samuels is on the back side of. He owns all of the acreage surrounding the development. His neighbors aren't real close together but they're not acres apart either. I think he originally owned all of the land and sold some of it off so he could raise a little cash for the expansion of his stables.”

Mason gave me a look, “Is there anybody in this county you don't know?”

“Sure, lots of people. As it happens, Joseph is big into pulling ponies, among many other horsey things, and so's my dad. We've been out to his place a time or two. What was the hand able to tell you about this florist van? Did he get a plate number?”

“No. He said he wasn't close enough. He said it was wrapped in a flower wrap like you see commercial vans. What he thought was odd was that there was no company name really visible at all and no phone number or website that he could see, just the FTD and Cookie Bouquet symbols.”

“Yeah, he's got something there.” Bingo! I did my best to control my excitement. “Janet, a real florist would have that stuff plastered all over the vehicle. They want their name and contact info out there.Finally,” I said, “we get a break!”

“Do you really think so Sheriff?”

“Listen to me; it’s the perfect cover. Florists run around in these areas like where these robberies have been happening all of the time, especially at this time of year with the holidays and parties and whatnot.”

“Yes, but at 1-2:00 in the morning?”

“That's when he said he saw it?”

“No, I'm just saying that our hits seem to have been late at night.”

“Well, there’s that...maybe they’re using a different vehicle for the burglary jobs but the florist van is a good cover when they’re casing neighborhoods.”

“So what do we do?”

###

In theory, staking out the temporarily empty Samuels' home seemed like a great idea. In practice, I was now regretting the decision. It wasn't bone chilling cold out, but it certainly wasn't warm and there was a steady breeze making things worse. I was well bundled but still cold and I didn't dare run the car and the heater much in fear of giving our hiding place away. I only ran things long enough to keep the windows clear but the constant wind was helping to keep the cold from settling on them from outside.

Then there was the other problem; the occupant of the passenger seat. Given my late day decision to do the stakeout, it was either bring Mason along again or pull someone from patrol.  I really needed the deputies that were scheduled for patrol on the road tonight anyway since we were running a little thin so Mason it had to be.

So far, she'd been quiet – probably only to keep the window fog down inside – and well behaved but, I looked at the clock on the dash, – 10:32 – the night was still quite young.

###

Janet

Mmm, Mmm, Mmm. That's one fine looking woman sitting over there! And smart too...

I gotta figure out what makes her tick, what turns her on... I need to impress the hell out of her; get her to see what she's missing. I hope this business with Nevil Harper blows sky high! I'm gonna be all over that...then she'll see.

We waited and watched until nearly 2:00 but there was no suspicious activity in the area at all...nothing. After 11:00 or so, nobody was out and about and moving anywhere.

“I guess we should call it,” Mel said aloud after several long minutes of silence between us. “I wonder if it’s just too cold for anyone to bother?”

“Wish I could answer that for you Sheriff. I guess we just have to keep trying. Maybe tomorrow night?”

Mel sighed and I turned to inspect her face more closely in the darkness of the car. “It's frustrating isn't it?” I asked her.

“It's not that...not really. This is all a part of the job.” She turned the key and the engine sprang to life. Adjusting the heater knobs to start heat flowing, she continued, “I don't know how you're working it out with your mom. Personally, the late nights in these far flung northern parts of the county that are an hour’s drive home for me over back country roads and the early mornings back at my desk are starting to wear on me a little and...well, I know Dana's getting annoyed too.” 

I was surprised at her revelation and had to hold back a smile. “Actually,” I told her, “so Shane and I are staggered a bit, he's been coming in early and I've been coming in, in the late morning, these last couple of days. I've been able to help mom in the morning and then, tonight, I gave her, her night pills and got her settled in for the night before I reported back to the station.”

These hours aren't affecting me at all. It's too bad about Dana...not! I couldn't help but smirk a little.

Chapter 13 – What’s Up?

Dana

Thursday Afternoon, December 18th, 2014

Morelville, Ohio

Mama's health department certification finally came in. We were both at the store, giving it the once over one more time before her Saturday grand re-opening. 

Helen came up from the back. “We're all set Chloe,” she told my mother. “It's not fully stocked now, just so you know, since we called in after he was on the road for the day, but he gave us what he could. He'll resume his old dairy deliveries here on Monday's and Thursday's like before, he said, unless you want to change it.”

“Helen, thank you! You're a doll!” Mama hugged her. “I'm so glad you agreed to help out...for however long you're willing to help.”

I turned from my task toward them to see Helen eying me. “It'll be a while,” she said. “I won't leave and leave you in a bind.”

Rolling my eyes, I turned away and looked out the front window. “Hey, check it out, it's snowing!”

Mama moved up beside me. “Why I'll just bet this little village looks adorable covered in snow.”

“Oh, it's cute all right,” Helen called to us, “until you're stuck out there somewhere. I hope you have a 4 wheel drive vehicle to get in here in Chloe, if you're going to keep staying out there at the Crane farm for a while.”

“That isn't really a problem, Helen,” I told her. “Mamma can always stay right here in the village with Mel and me until her and my dad find a place.”

“Speaking of Mel,” Helen said to me, “I might as well ask you directly; how's she doing? I mean, is everything okay with her?” Her tone was odd, practically accusatory. 

I was confused and I'm sure it showed in my face, “She's fine...certainly overworked but fine, thank you for asking.” I just wasn't sure what she was driving at.

“Oh, dear, I'm sure it's nothing, it's just that people see things, people talk...they've seen her over in Zanesville out and about in the evenings with some woman. If you say everything's okay, then I'm sure everything's okay.”

Her tone is anything but sure; in fact, it's downright smug.

My mama, bless her, was having none of it. “Now Helen, I like you but don't you be taking advantage of my good nature and spreading rumors about my family or about anyone's for heaven’s sake. My daughter-in-law is the model of decorum. She's doing her job and nothing more, no matter what you see or anybody else sees or hears.”

“But, I haven't said a word to anyone; I was just telling you what I heard.”

“You know darn well you were digging for information and trying to stir up a little trouble. I've been around the block a lot of times too.”

Helen's face reddened. “Maybe you don't need me here so much after all since it seems like you know everything.” Helen threw down the towel she was holding and, turning on her heel, she headed toward the back of the store. “I'll just get my things and be gone,” she tossed over her shoulder. 

I recovered from my shock and prodded my mother, “Mama, go after I her! I'm not worried about what people say...they talk about Mel and me no matter what anyway. You need Helen's help.”

“No Dana sweetie, I really don't. I've got this...we've got this!”

That's exactly what I'm afraid of...

###

Mama wouldn't leave me alone for even a minute after Helen stormed out. She even went home with me after she locked up for the day and talked shop some more for the next hour. She was nervous about the opening but, more than that, I think she could sense that I really had been struck by what Helen had said.

I wasn't suspicious of Mel so much. No, I knew how much she loved me. She was, however, spending an awful lot of time in close quarters with Janet and I just wasn't sure how much I could trust the woman. I mean, I didn't even know her. Mel hadn't even introduced us, she'd simply pointed the beautiful blonde out at the Mayor's party and, after spying us at the same time, the woman avoided us like the plague.

###

Boo heard Mel's truck before it even turned into the driveway. She ran into the kitchen and took up her usual position at the door. Mel was barely inside before she was all over her.

My wife bent down and picked her up and proceeded to talk directly to her, “Well hello to you too!  You always give me such and amazing welcome home greeting.” 

I grimaced from my seat in the next room at her words. She says that almost every time she comes home...

My wife proceeded to cuddle and love on my dog as I watched. Spying me in the family room finally, she came toward me still carrying the dog. She put Boo down, bent down and kissed me on the cheek and, without even speaking to me, collapsed into the opposite chair. Boo jumped right up in her lap and rolled over to be scratched and Mel obliged her. I'd had enough.

“Melissa Crane, put the dog down!” 

My tone started her and she nearly dropped my dog as she jumped up.

“Dana, why, what's wrong?”

“Do you love me or the dog?”

“What? Where is that coming from?” She moved toward my chair.

“The dog gets non-stop attention; I get a quick buss on the cheek.”

“Babe, I'm sorry...she just attacks when I come through the door...I...what's going on?”

I took a deep breath and then took the plunge, “Is there something going on between you and your new detective?”

“What? Why would you think that?” She stopped a couple of feet from me and she was yelling now. 

“People are talking, Mel.”

“About me and Mason?”

I nodded. I was having trouble speaking.

“Dana, baby, when I say I'm working, I'm working; I swear.” She came fully to me then and knelt beside my chair.

Her eyes searched mine for several long seconds then she told me, “I'm sad that you don't trust me...that...that you would believe something like that without even asking me first.” She hung her head then and rested her forehead on my armrest.

I was at a loss. I felt bad for accusing her of anything and for not having faith in her. Reaching out to her in my disgust with myself, I stroked her hair gently. “Mel, honey...I...I don't know why I let the gossip get to me. I should have thicker skin...I'm just...I'm so sorry.”

She picked up her head and looked me in the eye and reminded me, “You worked undercover a lot, yourself, babe. You know how this stuff goes. Janet’s new. I want to make sure she’s doing things the way I want them done and not the way she might want to do them. I've had to make some corrections here and there over the last week or so. Yeah, I've spent a lot of time with her, all completely above board and professional.”

I could feel the tears forming at the corners of my eyes. I shouldn't have doubted her.

Before I could say anything else, Mel was climbing to her feet. She pulled me up out of the chair and right into a hug. Then, gently pressing her lips to my ear, she told me, “I love you Dana. It’s you and only you.” 

Taking comfort in her strong embrace, I thought to myself, I'll never doubt you again. That woman though, I don't trust her. I just don't...

Chapter 14 – Boo to You

Dana

Friday, December 19th, 2014

Morelville, Ohio

I was trying, unsuccessfully, to break Boo of needing to go outside the minute Mel walked out the door in the morning which was usually just after 6:00 AM. She’d lie at the foot of our bed and mope while Mel was getting dressed for work and then, as soon as she was gone, she’d want to go out and roam the yard.

It was cold and it was still dark and even a little foggy but here we were, yet again, outside. “You have a fur coat; of course you don’t mind that it’s chilly out here,” I said to her. She didn’t even bother to look back at me. Instead, she scampered into the back yard and then went on a diagonal bee line toward the barn behind Kris’s house next door.

“Boo! Get back here! You stay away from those cats!” I called to her. She ignored me. We’d been overrun by stray cats in the village over the summer and now, the ones that hadn’t been prey for wolves and other people’s crazed dogs, were looking for warm places to ride out the cold days of winter. The old barn my sister-in-law had on her property was proving popular for them and Boo had tangled with a couple of Toms there that were bigger and stronger than she was.

“Boo!” I lost sight of her and so I trudged toward the barn, pulling my coat tight around me to ward off the chill.

When I reached the old wood structure, I peered inside the big bay opening. Damn! I know better than to come out without a flashlight...I couldn’t see a thing. “Boo! Come Boo, come!” I saw a flash of white but I was sure it was a cat and not my dog.

“I can’t hear her,” I said out loud to the cats and to the light wind playing through the nearby trees outside. I would have thought I’d have been able to hear her nosing around. She certainly wasn’t quiet like a cat. 

Guess I better go get a light...

Back in the house, I quickly stripped off my pajama bottoms and put jeans on so I'd be a little warmer and then I grabbed a flashlight and headed back outside. I’d hoped Boo would wander back while I was inside but no such luck. 

Back down to the barn I went and all around it. When it was obvious she wasn’t there, I worked my way up around Kris’s house. The lights were on because the kids were up getting ready for school, so I knocked.

Beth answered and told me, “We heard you out there calling Boo. We haven’t seen her Aunt Dana but we’ll come and help you look.”

“No, no. I don’t want you and Cole to be late for school. You know how that inconveniences your mom when you guys miss the bus and she has to drive you up there.” Out here in the middle of nowhere, the school bus came well before 7:00 AM. 

Kris herself walked into the kitchen in sweats and picked up her shoes from the mat beside the door. “You guys get up to the bus stop,” she told Cole and Beth. “Holler if you see Boo on the way or while you’re up there. I’ll help Dana look.”

Kris and I headed out. It was still somewhat dark making a small, mostly black puppy hard to see, so it was slow going. We walked all over town and we called and we called for Boo but we never found her. 

Disheartened, I headed home to warm up and pray that she wasn’t hurt and would make her own way home. As soon as it was daylight, I vowed to try again.

###

Boo still wasn’t home when it was finally light around 8:00 AM. I went back out, this time with the car, and drove and stopped to get out and look and call and then I’d get back in and drive a little further and stop and look and call some more. No Boo. 

I saw my mother’s Lincoln pulling up at the store as I was about to head home so I stopped there instead. The instant my mother saw me, she knew something wasn’t right.

“Dana, what’s wrong?” she asked me.

“Boo ran off this morning and I haven’t been able to find her since. I’ve been all over town.”

“This morning? How long ago?”

“Just after six.”

“Baby that was more than two hours ago. She could be half way through that Blue Rock forest by now.”

I rubbed my temples, “I really hope not. I hope someone got a hold of her and took her inside for a bit to warm up or something. Most people in town have seen me out walking her and everyone in town’s had to hear me out here calling for her by now.”

“Listen, I’ve got a couple of last minute things to do inside before the opening tomorrow. Go on home and wait for her there. Hopefully she’ll find her way back or someone will bring her back. If not, once I’m done here, I’ll go out with you and help you look again.”

###

It was after 11:00 when Mama was finally able to get away. We started out on the main road at the far end of the village and worked our way back toward the town center, checking down all the little side streets and alley ways as we went. Soon, we'd passed my house and then the store in the very center of town and we began working the streets were the homes were a little closer together. 

I stopped and talked to everyone I saw that was out and about and Mama did the same as we worked opposite sides of the street. No one had seen her but most promised to keep an eye out. 

I was working the left side of the main road into town. As I passed the store on the opposite side, I came up on 2nd Street running off to my left. Mama didn't have a corresponding street to go down on the right. I waved her on to continue on the main road and I turned down 2nd. 

After calling out a few times, Rhonda Ellis, one of Faye's close friends came out on her porch a few houses up on the opposite side and beckoned me over.

Mentally, I crossed my fingers as I approached her.

“Are you looking for your dog dear?”

“Yes Mrs. Ellis; my Boston Terrier.”

“That's the little black and white dog I see you walking sometimes, right?”

I nodded. “Have you seen her.” 

“I think so but, what time is it?”

“It's after 11:30.”

“Oh child, this won't be much help then.”

“Why's that?”

“It was maybe a little after after ten when she went through here. I'd come outside to grab the paper; that man from Zanesville that delivers them out here these days was late or I probably wouldn't have seen her at all. As it is, I'm sorry to tell you this, but I think someone might have taken her...can't be sure but maybe so.”

“Wha...Who...Who do you think took her?”

I saw a florist van just up the street there. When it stopped, Boo ran toward it. Anyway, I walked down to the end of the driveway to pick up my paper. I looked at the headlines for a minute maybe and then started walking back. The sound of a van door sliding closed got me to look that way again.” She pointed up the road.

“Right after that, the van pulled away. I didn’t see the dog anywhere after it left.”

“Where exactly did you see the van?” I asked her.

“Why, just a few houses up, just past Ginny Brown’s old place.” The other woman pointed in that direction. “Never saw anybody get out of the van though but then, I was really only focused on getting my paper. I'm sorry. I probably should have tried to catch your dog.”

“It's not your fault. She's fast and she can be a handful.”

I looked up the street toward the house Rhonda indicated. Tipping my head toward it, I asked her“Do you suppose anyone’s there right now?”

The other woman looked toward the house again, herself and shrugged. “Doesn’t look like they’re home. They both work in Zanesville on weekdays.” 

“What florist was it? A Zanesville place?”

“Sorry,” Rhonda shook her head. “I couldn't tell you.”

I thanked Rhonda and then called Mama and told her what I’d heard. Once she joined me, we went together to the house on the other side of the old Brown place.

Mama shivered visibly as we passed the Brown house and shot me a look. “I hope she’s not in there,” she said.

“No, I don’t think so. That’s still all sealed up after Mel’s investigation into Ginny’s death.” Dana looked around, “I just can’t believe Boo would have wandered this far all on her own.”

“If you walk her through this area, she was probably drawn back here by a scent she picked up or something...Ginny had all of those cats, remember?”

Dana tilted her head and looked at her mother. “The cats have been gone for weeks. They were removed right after Ginny died. On the other hand, I do a loop with her a lot of the time that takes me past here, down the alley up there and right back to the house. Most of the time though, we go up the other side of the street. The last couple of days, she’s tugged me across.”

Mama nodded knowingly, “She was on the scent of something sweetie.”

At the next house, I mounted the front porch steps and knocked on the front door. I waited a few moments and then knocked again but still, no one answered. 

“No one’s home and there are no flowers up here on the porch anywhere.”

“I think we should check with the other neighbors around here...see if anyone else got flowers or accepted them for these folks.” 

Chapter 15 – Done ‘Fer

Mel

Friday Afternoon December 19th, 2014

Harper Family Farm, Morelville, Ohio

“Sheriff Crane.”

“Mel, it's me.”

“What's wrong? You sound upset.”

“Boo's missing.”

“Are you sure?”'

“We've been searching for her on and off since you left this morning. I don't know what to do.”

I was silent. I was on my way to an emergency call, I wasn't alone in the vehicle and I didn't have the first clue how to respond to her in her obviously upset state.

“Are you there, Mel?”

“Yes, I'm sorry. I'm en-route to a call. I'm not sure what I'll be getting into when I get there. I'll try and get there and help as soon as I can.”

“Okay...I guess.”

“I'm so sorry.”

I was in my county SUV. Shane was riding shotgun and Janet was in the back seat. We were headed to the Harper farm.

Noah Harper, Nevil Jr.’s 15 year old younger brother, called 911 when he found his father, Nevil Sr., swinging from the rafters in their barn in a homemade noose. 

A million thoughts were running through my mind as we raced to the Harper's. Shane, meanwhile was thinking his out loud. 

“Did he leave a note? A confession maybe?”

“Dispatch didn't say. I gathered the boy that called it in didn't say much except that his father was dead.” 

“Suicide...man...” Shane shook his head. “I just can't believe it. It sure makes him look guilty for the Stiers case, doesn't it?”

I just shrugged. At this point, I wasn't going to speculate. We could find out anything when we got to the Harper farm.

Shane half turned in his seat and looked back at Janet, “Maybe it was the guilt that did him in, huh?”

Janet didn't respond verbally but she must have shrugged or something because Shane turned back around, seemingly satisfied with her response. 

Once we were on site, a clearly distraught Elizabeth Harper came outside to meet us. She led us over to the main equipment pole barn but she stopped short of the door and all but broke down. I called for Noah who was hovering on the farmhouse porch straight across from us and he came to her. 

When she was out of sight and earshot, I told Mason and Harding, “Just photos of the scene for now. The Coroner's been notified and he should be en-route.”

Shane nodded and moved forward into the unlit barn carefully. 

I looked back at Janet, standing a step or so behind me, “Slide that door open just a little more, will you? We need a bit more light.” 

Wordlessly, she turned to do as I'd asked. After she'd moved the door maybe a foot more than the man width wide the slider had been open, I told her, “Stop. I don’t know what all they can see from the porch and the front windows but the Harper kids are homeschooled. Noah’s sisters are probably inside.” They don’t need to need to see what Noah’s already seen and we’re about to.

I turned back around and looked up. Now it was clear that the form I'd seen hanging from above as I'd entered the barn was a man and there was no question for me that the man was Nevil Harper Sr.

The barn was his equipment barn; I'd been in it before, early in the Olivia Stiers murder case. There were work benches set around the perimeter, save one, leaving plenty of room to pull equipment in and park it or work on it but still have a work surface close at hand.

In the middle of the barn was a lone work bench that probably measured about 6 feet square that stood waist high. Harper was suspended from the cross beam of a steel roof truss above it. An aluminum folding ladder he'd probably placed on top of the work surface and then kicked away, lay leaning against the edge of the work top, upside down, on the cement floor.

Shane took multiple pictures of Harper, of the workbench and of the ladder. While he worked, I walked back to the door and found the light switch. Dusting for prints isn't necessary this time. It's plain what happened here.

###

Elizabeth Harper sat on the sofa in the front room of the house and continued to sob. Her three younger children sat quietly around her. The boy Noah, who'd found his father, remained stoic while one of his younger sisters sat expressionless, staring at the simple Christmas tree placed under the front window and the other one let tears roll down her face even though she remained silent.

I tried to separate them and talk to Elizabeth privately but the children, even after some coaxing by a seemingly reluctant Janet, wouldn't leave her side. 

Shane came in and called out, “Sheriff, a word?”

I cautioned Janet to keep an eye on the whole group and then I stepped into the front hallway of the old, center hall design farm house. 

He whispered, “They've cut him down. Kreske puts the time of death at about 10:00 or a little later.”

“I haven't gotten very far in here yet. Noah did say he found him when he went out to call him in for lunch so that matches up. I looked down the hallway behind me. It opened to the family dining room at the far end and I could see that their uneaten lunch was still on the table. 

“Do they need you out there now?” I asked him, “Because I could sure use you in here.”

“No boss. They're almost ready to transport. What's going on?” 

“We need to separate out Elizabeth Harper and interview her but the kids aren't cooperating and...”

“And Mason's holding back,” Shane finished my sentence for me.

I nodded. “I'll dig into that problem later. Let's go. I'll take her, you see if you can get Noah by himself and get his statement and Mason can babysit the two girls.”

We went back into the living room where there was still complete silence except for the now decreasing sounds of Elizabeth Harper's crying. 

“Mrs. Harper,” I began, “I'm very sorry for your loss and I apologize for having to do this but I need to get a statement from you.”

She started to look up at me but, turned toward the entry way to the room when the sound of boots clattered across the porch and the front door swung open. Seconds later, Nevil Harper Jr. stepped into the room. Mixed emotions played out across his young face.

“You came!” Mama Harper stood.

“As soon as I heard.”

“I called him mama,” Noah told her.

Nevil Jr. looked at the two of them and then scanned around the rest of the room but he paused in his inspection when his eyes landed on Mason. “I suppose you’re here to arrest me?” he asked.

“You?” his mother and I both asked at the same time.

“Why do you think we’re here to arrest you?” I asked him back.

Jr. pointed at Janet, “She told me the other day that the DNA was back for Olivia and that it...it...I think her words were that it didn’t look very good for me.”

Elizabeth Harper wailed loudly and sank back onto the sofa.

I shot a look at Janet but stayed silent and let him continue while Noah left his seat to kneel beside his mother to try and comfort her.

“I didn’t do it. I swear I didn’t. I came out here that same day to talk to my father and we fought over it. He told me he’d take care of it but I was not welcome back here and he made me leave...now this. This is how he takes care of it?” He was yelling now. “He’s a coward, that’s what he is!”

The only sound in the room then was the sound of Elizabeth Harper sobbing. 

My mind was racing. I looked from Jr. to Janet and then back again. His chest was heaving as if he were physically exerting himself. Mason meanwhile was ashen and looked to be on the verge of passing out. 

“Nevil, you’re starting to hyperventilate,” I told him. “Sit down and try to slow your breathing down.” Shane went to him and spoke to him soothingly, trying to calm him and help him get his breathing under control.

I moved over to my misguided detective and steered her backwards into the chair that had been vacated by Noah and I pushed her head down. It was pointless to try and get anything out of her for the moment so I turned my attention back to Nevil Jr.

Once he seemed calmer, I asked him in a low tone that I hoped sounded non-threatening, “What else did your father say to you that day son? Anything else you can remember?”

“I did it, I did it. He was covering for me. Leave Junior alone,” Mama Harper choked out.

“What?” This time, Shane and I asked the question in unison. Mason raised her head up and looked curiously at Elizabeth Harper.

“I killed that girl.”

“Mama! Don’t say that! Don’t defend him!” Nevil said excitedly, as he spun, still in his seat, toward her. 

“I’m not defending him...he was protecting me.”

Jr. started to get up. I put out a hand and motioned him back down. The two youngest children both were crying now. 

“Noah,” I said, I need you to do me a favor. I need to talk to your mother and your brother. Would you please take your sisters to the kitchen and sit with them? Get them some water.”

Wordlessly he got up and did as I had asked. He beckoned to the girls and they followed him, unquestioning but still crying.

Once the younger children were out of the room, I took out my notebook and addressed Elizabeth Harper, “Tell me what happened that Saturday, ma’am.”

She started out slowly with, “I was upset about this woman...this 28 or something year old woman...trying to...trying to pin fathering her child on my 19 year old son. I didn’t even know at the time that he’d been seeing this woman.” She looked at Jr. and shook her head. 

Eyes downcast, she continued, “When I found out who she was for sure, I asked around and found out where she lived. I went over there to see her late that Saturday morning. When I got there, there was a cleaning woman there. She was...she was leaving, carrying her supplies out to her car.”

“I asked the woman if I had the right place. She didn’t seem to want to tell me. Then I remembered Junior saying, in one of the few conversations we'd had about her, that Olivia had lost her mother when she was young and it was just her and her dad. I told the cleaning woman that I was an old friend of her deceased mother’s and she sort of stepped aside to let me in but she told me Olivia wasn’t feeling well and she’d gone to lie down.”

“It took some doing but I convinced her that I’d just be a minute and that Olivia would be happy to see me. I got the feeling she wanted to hang around there but Olivia called out to the woman in Spanish and she went to her room briefly then came back and told me I could go in. She was out the door and closing it before I even got to Olivia’s room.”

“What did Olivia say to her,” I asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t speak Spanish.”

“Go on.”

“Did you get the cleaning woman’s name?” Shane interrupted.

Harper shook her head no. “Anyway,” she continued, “when I got to Olivia’s room she really was lying down. She was dressed except for her shoes. They were right there by the bed and...and a scarf she’d apparently been wearing was tossed at the end of the bed but, otherwise, the room was spotless.”

A scarf...

“That woman...Olivia...she seemed to be in a daze. I think she was on something. I tried to talk with her about Nevil Jr. and the baby but the girl just told me to go away and leave her alone. Once she realized who I was, she didn't want to talk to me. She was so out of it, I thought, being pregnant she shouldn't be taking drugs...”

Mama Harper stopped talking and looked at the three of us as if she was looking for confirmation of her opinion. When none was forthcoming, she began speaking again.

“I got mad. I flat out asked asked her how many men she’d been sleeping with and did she really love my son. I got nothing out of her but a blank stare. I demanded to know who the father  really was. Nothing...she just flipped a hand at me. Finally I asked her why she was ruining my son’s life.”

“Mother!” Nevil Junior cried out.

Elizabeth Harper didn't look at her son, she just stared straight ahead as she said, “The girl just demanded to be left alone.”

I was waiting for her to continue but she didn't and Shane, pen poised over his own notepad, prompted her, “Tell us what happened then Mrs. Harper.”

“I...I was angry; angry about what she was doing to Junior, angry that she seemed like she was high with a baby in her belly...I lost control. I...I grabbed the scarf on her bed, jammed it under her head and then...then I pulled it tight around her neck.”

She fell silent then and just stared straight ahead.

“Did she fight Elizabeth?” I was using the familiar to keep her talking.

She nodded. “Yeah, a little...she did a little. She was so out of it.” A tear slid down Elizabeth Harper's cheek. 

“And then?” 

When I realized what I’d done, I raced out of there. I still had that scarf in my hand...It was so slippery, I couldn't even get the door closed right...I just...just wanted to get out of there. I came straight back here.”

“Mama...no!” Nevil Jr. cried out. He was half way out of his seat, moving toward her. Shane took hold of him and pulled him back. 

“No baby, let me finish.”

“No mama, I won't. Don't you say another word. Father did this!”

“No Junior, he didn't. I did.”

“When I got home,” she went on, “Nevil was here. I told him what happened Sheriff. He told me not to leave the house and not to call anybody and he left. I didn’t know where he was going. About an hour later, maybe longer, he came back. He told me he checked on the girl and she was...she was dead. He told me he left her as she was and he didn’t touch her. I said I was going to turn myself in.”

“Why didn't you?” Mason asked, finally finding her voice. 

“He forbid it. He said I'd go to jail and that wouldn't work, that children needed their mother and he told me we were never to speak of it again. He said, if anyone came around asking about her, he would handle it.”

“I’ve been walking through hell every day since that day. I lost my son and my husband and I took another life...It was made all the worse when Junior came back here once and told me that you told him she wasn’t even pregnant.”

I shook my head no, “The coroner found no evidence of pregnancy.”

“My husband and I have hardly spoken since that day. Tuesday, after dinner, he told me Junior had been here.” She eyed her son. “He said Junior told him there was DNA evidence found that matched him. Look, I don’t know a lot about that stuff, but if you have DNA evidence that matches him, it only matches because he’s my son. It came from me! I’m to blame, not my son...take me...” She started to sob again.

I placed Elizabeth Harper under arrest. 

Once the real reality of the situation set in for Nevil Jr., he refused to let us separate his younger siblings out to friends and family.

“I'll take care of my brother and my sisters,” he said. “Right here. This is where they belong.”

“I can’t let you do that. Not yet. Not with...” I tipped my head toward the door in the direction of the barn. “There's the matter of wrapping up this investigation too.”

The boy nodded his understanding.

“Is there someone we can call where you can all go, just for a little while, until we get this all sorted out?”

###

“What the hell were you thinking?” I was livid and I was letting it fly. I'd never been so mad in my life. I didn't even bother to wait for an answer.

“We got a solved case today but an innocent man died in the process and four kids are now without either parent or a home and at Christmas time to boot! I don't know where you learned that lying and manipulation were ways to do police work but that's not the way we do things here! Not ever! I can't have this!”

I was standing in the narrow space between my Government Issue desk and my visitors’ chair which was occupied by a clearly very scared Janet Mason. “You better come clean with everything you've done right now; right this minute, or there's going to be hell to pay,” I warned her.

Mason took a deep breath. “I'm so sorry Sheriff...”

“Sorry? You're sorry? That doesn't cut it Mason. A man is dead because of some stupid grandstanding move you pulled. Sorry is just the tip of the iceberg!”

“There's no excuse Sheriff...I...I know that. In all honesty, I wasn't getting anywhere with the burglary case...cases. I thought I needed a big win to impress you...show you what I could do. It was dumb...way beyond dumb.”

“You bet your ass it was dumb!”

Mason reached into her coat pocket and took out her wallet. She removed her badge and held it up to me. I'm resigning. I won't be a disgrace to this department. You deserve better.”

At that she broke down. Still holding the badge, she sank back into the chair and sobbed for several seconds while I just stood there, looking down at her, still mad beyond measure and not feeling the least bit sorry for her. 

Through her blubbering, she started to speak again. It wasn't very intelligible at first but then I realized she was telling me that she'd actually been trying to impress me on a more personal level too.

At that revelation, I took the badge she was still holding and placed it on the edge of the desk then I rounded it to my chair to put some distance between us.

“I've never been a home wrecker...stayed far away from that,” she was saying. “My partners have always complained that I was too focused on my work and not on them. I always told them I had to be...it's so hard to be a femme and a lesbian in a ‘man’s’ profession...”

“Look, the only home you're wrecking is this station house. I knew what you were doing that night on the stakeout. I don't play those games. I'm married. You're my employee, period!”

“You're not going to make me resign?” Her voice held a tiny edge of hope.

“Frankly, I don’t know what to do with you.” I dropped my head and shook it but then I looked directly back at Mason, glaring. “Your record, your police record, up until now, has been exemplary...here, at your former department...everywhere.” I half groaned. “I should fire you.” I shook my head, “At a minimum, I should suspend you without pay. I don’t want to do any of that. I don’t want to let you go and I don’t want you to resign.”

“I’ll do whatever you think is best...”

“You’re damn right you will!” I stood then and leaned over the desk, putting my hands down to brace myself. “Damn it Mason, you’re a good investigator when you get your head out of your ass! Stuff like this can’t happen ever again. This is it. Everybody gets one mistake. This was yours. Got it?”

“Got it!” she’d been holding her breath during that tirade. It all came out in a burst.

“Get your stuff and clear out of here for a few days. I need to figure out what I’m going to do and that means talking with the DA and probably even with the Harpers and with Olivia Stiers' father.”

She stood. “Okay...I understand.” Her voice was small, like that of a cowed schoolgirl. 

I waved her toward the door as I started to take my seat again. She turned to leave and took a step toward the door.

Looking back over her shoulder at me, she said, “And, Sheriff?”

I looked across my desk at her, watching her closely. I nodded just slightly, letting her know she could speak.

“I’m sorry about the...well about everything but...you know what I’m talking about.”

I just nodded again.

She left my office without another backward glance. I caught the words “Thank you” as she passed through my door.

Merry Christmas to me...

Chapter 16 – Hannah in the House

Dana

7:45 AM, Saturday, December 20th, 2014

Morelville, Ohio

I was sitting on the little bench at the front of the store, just under the windows. I was feeling down in the dumps, missing Boo terribly, but I had promised Mama I'd be here to help for the opening so here I was.

For her part, Mama was flitting about, doing this and that, a nervous wreck in the last few minutes before the door opened to customers. Dad was in and doing his best to try and calm her but, in the end, he joined me on the bench because she told him he was just getting in the way of her pacing. 

A sound outside drew my attention. Turning slightly, I saw an Adornetto’s catering truck parking at the curb. Once it stopped, a man came around from the driver's side and tried the front door. I got up to unlock it. 

“Can I help you?”

“I have a delivery for you. I knocked at the back 'cause that's where I figured you wanted it...”

Mama came scooting up the aisle. “Yes, yes come right on in! Coming to the front is fine; it all goes right up here anyway. I'm so glad you could make it down here on such short notice.” 

“No problem ma'am. We do this all the time.” He excused himself, “Let me grab my help and start getting the stuff inside.”

“Adornetto's, mama?” I questioned when he was out of earshot. “What are we doing; serving the customers lunch later?”

Hands on her hips she told me, “It can be a real pain to visit Zanesville all the time so I'm trying to bring a little of the best stuff you can get there, to Morelville. They're going to work with me to provide breads and other fresh baked goods. Hopefully, it will do really well for both of us.”

The driver came back in carrying three stacked trays of bread and rolls but, to my surprise, Hannah Yoder followed him in with a tray of her own of baked goodies on the sweeter side. Seeing her instantly brightened my mood.

“Hannah! What a surprise.” I waited until she put the tray down on the counter and then I pulled her into a hug.

“When I heard where this order was going, I had to come,” she smiled.

“It’s good to see you.”

Mama beamed at the two of us. “You’re just what she needed to cheer her up,” she told Hannah.

“Cheer you up? What’s wrong?”

“She’s heartbroken, Hannah,” Mama replied for me. “Boo ran away yesterday.”

“The Boston Terrier you got her from my pa?” They were talking around me like I wasn’t even there.

I jumped in, “Mama, you better show your guy where to put all that stuff.” The driver was standing at the counter waiting patiently. 

To Hannah I said, “Yes, Boo is the one she got from your family. I spent all day yesterday looking for her. My sister-in-law helped and Mama helped and lots of the neighbors said they’d keep an eye out but I’m afraid she’s actually been taken.”

“She could have wandered into the woods around here and be lost Dana. I’d keep looking. What makes you think someone took her down here? One of the things I like about this town is how tight knit it is...kind of like a big Amish family is.” She sounded a little wistful. 

“Ah, you’re missing home a bit, aren’t you? Do you get back down this way to see your family at all...is that allowed?” I didn’t know how to phrase it so I just came right out with it.

“I see them from time to time. In fact, I was there last Saturday. My mama is still having a hard time with it but she’s let me show her some of the things I ‘ve been learning in culinary school. My pa is always happy when I’m there and so are my brothers and sisters.”

“Have you told them everything yet?”

“They accept my decision to leave the order, even Mama. Her problem is just me not being there.”

“And?”

Hannah looked sheepish, “No, I haven’t told them the rest yet. Maybe in time. I don’t think they’d understand.”

“You might be surprised.”

“We’ll see about that. You didn’t answer my question,” she pointed out. “Why do you think someone took your dog?”

I explained to Hannah about the florist van that Rhonda had seen and about Boo being near it.

“That is one thing I miss from home, caring for the dogs and pa’s kennels. I still love dogs...” Her face took on a faraway look.  

“Reminiscing?” I asked her.

“No, remembering. That means something different, right?”

“It depends, what were you remembering?”

“Something that might be helpful to you if Pa’s memory is as good as it used to be. There was a guy out there last week when I was there that was trying to get Pa to buy older dogs from him. My pa refused. I don’t think he trusted what the man was telling him.”

“Did you see any dogs that he had?”

Hannah shook her head no. 

The driver came back in with the rest of his load. She apologized to him for not helping but he waved her off saying he knew why she’d tagged along on her day off anyway.

“If it’s okay with both of you,” she said looking between me and the driver, “I’ll just stay here...that is, if you don’t mind running me back into town later?” she directed that last bit at me.

“No problem,” I told her. 

The driver said his goodbyes and was off. He was no sooner out the door than people started coming in, anxious to see what Mama and dad had done with the place. 

I helped as needed for the first hour or so while Hannah sat on the bench and enjoyed the show but Mama was in her element and dad was catching on quick and enjoying meeting his new neighbors.

After begging off until it was time to relieve them for lunch, Hannah and I headed out to see her pa.

###

Silas Yoder was happy to see his daughter; that was plain. His face fell though when she told him why we were there.

“I remember your mother,” he told me. “She comes in from time to time, usually with Mrs. Crane.”

“Yes, that’s her. It was me she bought the dog for.”

“And now it’s gone missing, you say?” He pushed his wide brimmed hat back a bit revealing his curly hair. 

“Yes and I believe a florist or someone pretending to be a florist took her.” 

“Ah, the false florist.”

“Pardon sir?”

“That’s why Hannah brought you to me, right?”

We both nodded.

“There was a man here who wanted to sell me dogs for resale. I wouldn’t deal with him because he wasn’t an honest man. He was driving a flower van that was full of dogs. I could hear them barking.”

I was excited. Finally, we’re on the right track!

“What can you remember about him Pa?” Hannah asked him.

Silas Yoder bent down below his desk and brought out a waste basket only half full with paper trash. After digging through the little container for a minute, he pulled out an order pad form with just a first name, Wayne, and a phone number written on it and handed it to me.

“Didn’t need that,” he said. “I wouldn’t do what he was asking for and I don’t have a phone.”

Chapter 17 – Two and Two

Dana

Saturday Afternoon, December 20th, 2014

Morelville, Ohio

“Damn it! This is hopeless.” I shut down my laptop in disgust.

I wasn’t sure what else I could do. Even if I’d have had a license plate number for the van, I no longer had any way personally of tracing it to its owner. 

I'd spent a half hour trying different ways of searching the telephone number Silas had for Wayne and the name 'Wayne' but all that was revealed to me was that the number was for a cell phone. Without paying a fee to an online company, I couldn't get the full name of the person or business it was assigned to and there was no guarantee, with anything that I could find, that if I did pay a fee, I'd actually get the information I needed. 

“Makes me wish I was back at Customs,” I said to the wall. My only other options were to call the number or enlist some official help. I tossed out the idea of calling. I was likely to go off on whoever answered and ruin all chances of catching the guy and maybe getting my dog back...if he even still has her.

Given everything that had happened, Mel was working yet another Saturday. I decided to just go and pay her a visit at the station. I knew she'd at least be able to get somewhere with the phone number and it wouldn't take up a whole lot of her time. She did say something last week at the farm about dog-napping going on in...

###

Mel

Late Saturday afternoon, December 20th, 2014

Muskingum County Sheriff's Department

“Can it possibly be the same people?” I was thinking out loud now.

“Can who be?”

“Listen, have Holly let you into the conference room. I’ll be right back.”

I practically jogged down to the squad room looking for Shane. Lucky for me, he was sitting at his desk. “You aren't going to believe what you're going to hear in a couple of minutes,” I told him.

“Good news? I could sure use some of that Sheriff.” He tossed down the file he was holding. 

“Helpful news; let's put it that way.” I turned to Janet's desk and then back to him, “Help me out here, will ya? We need to find her files on the burglaries and her stuff on the dog-nappings.”

We dug through the stack of stuff Janet had left on her desk for Shane to find when I put her on leave only the day before.  

Once we had all the files, Shane and I headed to the conference room. I pulled Holly in too. While Dana outlined everything she knew for them, I started pinning locations of burglaries, the attempted burglary that resulted in the murder of Lorene Jarvis and all of the known dog-nappings to the wall map of the county laid out by streets.

“If it's the same guys, that's just incredible,” Shane was saying. 

“Okay everybody, take a look at what we've got here. The red pins are all burglaries. The black one is the murder of Jarvis and all of the blue pins are missing dogs.”

“Everything is to the north and northwest of town,” Holly said.

I nodded, “And some pretty nice neighborhoods to boot. If we throw in the siting by the hand from the Samuels farm too,” I pushed a green pin in, “Coming to Morelville and taking Dana’s dog is the only outlier. These guys are working an area that's less than 10 square miles.”

“So, we have a name and phone number; have you run it?” Shane asked.

“Not yet. Holly, would you run it please?”

Holly stepped out to check it out while the other three of us stared at the board. I was looking for something...anything to jump out at me.

“We're good with the name 'Wayne',” Holly said. “Verizon has it assigned to a “Wayne Emery.”

“The dumb shit gave the Amish guy his real name?” Shane said, incredulous. 

Dana laughed, “If you can't trust an Amish guy, who can you trust?”

“The name doesn’t ring a bell to me,” I said. “Any of you familiar with him?” Shane and Holly both shook their heads.

“Verizon gave me an address. It's a rental property just off of Route 60, south of Dresden.” Holly got up and walked over to the map to try and pinpoint it. “It would be about here,” she said.

I looked at the map. “That's an easy drive to all of these places,” I swept my hand over all the pins except the one in Morelville, “but far enough away that, once he's out of his target area, nobody would be the wiser.”

Shane said, “The question is, how's he getting the info to be so effective in that area knowing when people are out, disarming alarms, all that?”

“Maybe this guy works or worked previously doing something in the North Zanesville area if he’s living up that way?” Holly asked, more than stated. “He had to have some way of getting to know these houses and the comings and goings of the homeowners.”

Shane shrugged. “Could be. If he’s our guy, it sure makes sense why all the burglaries are concentrated on the north side...I mean, there are nice areas south of town too, is all, but everything we’re looking at is focused up there.” He waved his hand at the wall map.

“Yes but,” I told them, “he's hitting when they're out for a long evening or away for days. That's not 'normal' comings and goings, as you put it. That's him casing and knowing people are gone which leads me to, how's he bypassing different alarm systems?”

Dana cleared her throat, “If I could put my two cents in,” she paused and waited until I nodded before continuing, “on a different tack entirely, how likely is it that this is one guy, this Wayne guy, working alone? Think about it, casing places like you said, driving, gaining entry, picking through stuff and carting it out, fencing it or doing whatever they’re doing with it...that’s a lot.”

We all nodded. “You’re right,” I told her, “but he’s all we’ve got to work with right now. We’ll have to watch him and see if there’s someone else he’s working with.”

“He’d almost have to be, Sheriff,” Holly put in. “Dana's right. I mean, just think about trying to coral a dog, load it into a vehicle unseen and then controlling it while you drive if it’s not crated. There has to be at least two people.”

Dana looked around at the group of us, “But why take my dog? That’s the part that doesn’t fit.” 

“This Emery guy may have cased your neighborhood when he was hitting up the Amish breeder. That would be my guess,” Shane supplied.

“I don't think so, Shane,” I told him. “The terrier is a purebred but this guy has been taking big money dogs and show dogs. She doesn't fit either of those two groups. Nope, my guess is that he or he and his crew probably took it to shove it in my face. They think they’re so transparent, they can move about and do whatever they want. They watched for an opportunity to do something to me or to my family and, when they got it, they took it.”

Holly laughed.

I shot her a look and she put her hands up in mock defense. 

“Hold the phone Mel! What these guys don’t know is by hitting you where they think it hurts, they broke our case wide open. We went from nothing to something here.”

“Shane may be right Mel. I mean, Boo’s never run away before now. She’s always stayed in the yard unless I was walking her on a leash. But the Amish breeder is just a mile out of the village.”

“Either way, I say it’s time to stick it to them boss,” Shane said. All three sets of eyes watched me.

They’re right! “Shane, get a move on to put eyes on Emery’s place. Use whoever you need. Holly, start working on the warrants we’ll need.”

“What about Mason, Sheriff?” Shane asked me.

“What about her?”

“She’s been working this with you...I thought maybe...”

I shook myself. “I know, I know. She’s temporarily suspended but we really could use her eyes and ears and her hands too, especially with the warrants; if she’s sticking around, she really does need to learn our processes but...” I trailed off, lost in thought.

Holly, who’d only gotten as far as the door, interrupted my train of thought, “But what, Mel?”

“But, we need to nail these guys before they strike again with robberies. We don’t have time to coddle her. There will be lots of people leaving town all this weekend and by mid-week next week when the schools all let out and lots more holiday parties cranking up too. We may already be too late to stop anything they do tonight.”

Dana reached out and touched my wrist from her seat to my right. Gently, she told me, “Mel that’s all the more reason to bring her back. You need all of your trained investigators. She is trained. Who knows how many people you’re really dealing with?”

I looked back at Holly, “Okay, Have HR get a hold of her and have her come in here; plain clothes, weapon, ASAP.”

“On it Sheriff.”

Shane and Holly both left the room. Dana sat back in her chair and dropped her head, her chin almost touching her chest.

“What’s wrong babe? You're not worried...about Mason coming back, are you?”

“I wouldn't have suggested it if I was worried about it. I trust you. It's just...I know they won’t have Boo anymore. She’s probably long gone. It’s already been almost 36 hours.”

“We won’t know until we get in there. We’ll do our best to get in quick, I promise.” 

Dana was quiet, thinking for several long seconds. After letting out a heavy breath, she told me, “I’d like to go...when you go. I want to be there.”

“Hon, you know I can’t do that. These people are dangerous. They’ve already killed someone who got in their way. I don’t know what we’re going to be walking into there.”

“I’ll wait in the vehicle; I don’t care! I have to be there.”

I stared at her for several long seconds while I tried to form the words in my mind to tell her no. My brain knew what I should say but my heart wouldn’t let the words come out of my mouth. Instead, I nodded at her. 

“Okay.”

Chapter 18 – Making a Case

Sunday, December 20th, 2014

Shane spent Saturday night on a stakeout, watching Emery's house in the modest suburb where he lived. He had his work cut out for him. Wayne Emery wasn't crashing a party; he was having one. People came and went at his home for hours, well into the night.

I spent the night in the squad bay getting updates from him and from patrol. As reported by Shane, he had to lay low for a half hour just after midnight when the Dresden PD showed up at the scene after receiving a disturbing the peace call. That, said Shane, barely slowed things down.

He finally reported that the last of the party goers it seemed, were stumbling to their cars well after 3:00 AM on Sunday morning.  Emery wasn't going anywhere at that hour. I ordered Shane home to get some shuteye and, after calling Dana and letting her know I was on the way, I cruised home to grab a little sleep myself.

###

“It's December 21st, do you think he's called it quits for the holidays?” Mason asked me when we all convened in the conference room early on Sunday afternoon including a bleary eyed but ready for anything Shane.

“I hope so but my gut tells me no. There's too much out there that's tempting for him with so many houses being empty over Christmas.”

Looking around at the handful of people gathered in the conference room, I said, “Last night was a boon to us, in hindsight.” I smiled at my number one detective, “Shane, between you and patrol, great work getting a couple of dozen plate numbers. That was no kiddie party, no family gathering. His associates are a rough lot. Some of these people could well be working with him including a well-known local criminal, George Pearson. Pearson's actually living very close to Emery right now too.”

Shane brushed off the praise and groaned at the same time. He was very familiar with Pearson. “Who's on watch right now, boss?” 

“Treadway came in today. Said his wife's family is already in for the holiday...” Everybody was in on the joke but Mason and they all laughed but her. Joe Treadway is a rock on the department but we all knew his wife ruled the roost at home. 

“We'll rotate him off in another hour with fresh eyes. Maybe Emery will even be out of bed by then. Meanwhile, we're watching a couple of other bad apples that were hanging out with our man last night, including the apartment complex where Pearson lives.”

###

There were no signs of life at the Emery residence until after 3:00. By then Gates was watching the house and Joe had gone home to his wife and in-laws. Shane was in the squad bay showing Janet the ropes with search warrants.

Holly, who'd again come in on her day off, and I were sitting in the little command center in the building when the call came in just before 3:30 that the garage door was going up on Wayne’s house and that a compact car was pulling out, color black, make unknown at the time, given the distance.

Gates began following the driver who he reported he believed was Emery, discreetly. He watched as, a few minutes later, Emery picked up another man standing in a parking lot at the apartment complex that was Pearson's last known living address. By then, no one was watching the apartments because they'd been called out on a routine patrol call so Gates continued to follow the men.

He radioed that he had to drive past a place and double back when the two men took the little car to a fenced in storage unit complex and entered it. He watched as the automatic gate closed behind them. 

He couldn't see the car in the not so big complex when he got turned around and went back by it. Finding a small strip mall just up the street, he pulled in and found a spot where he'd have a good view of the entry and exit of the storage facility. He was surprised to see, not the car exiting, but a florist van that hadn't been visible when he'd driven in either direction past the facility.

“Got them!” I crowed to Holly. “They're keeping the van out of sight in one of those units. I wonder what else he has in there...” 

She interrupted, “Let's just see where he goes and what he does.” 

Her words were cautious but they didn't dampen my enthusiasm one bit. “If he's got stuff in there or in the van to fence, we've got him. If he's got dog kennels in that van, we've got him. If he's got the gun he killed Jarvis with in either one, we've got him.”

“You're not seriously thinking about nailing him in the van are you? We need to hit his house with him in it and we need to hit that storage unit too. All of those things he’s taken could be anywhere, if he still has them.”

I got Gates some surveillance help and then I got Shane on the phone. “Get another warrant in the pipeline for this storage facility,” I said and then reeled off the address to him.

Next up, I got the DA on the phone. Fortunately for me, he was home on a December Sunday afternoon just a few days before Christmas.

###

“I lost him when I had to hang back a ways on Dresden Road Sheriff but I just found him again. He’s in a little subdivision on Darcie Drive. I had to circle off. It’s tight here,” Gates said. 

“Meaning, he doesn’t have any place to hide,” I said to Shane and Janet who were now listening in.”

Shane jumped on the computer workstation next to me and pulled up Gates location. “Pretty modest sub-division boss.”

“I’ve got a partial visual. Somebody is out of the van and walking around behind a house,” Gates reported.

Moving quickly, I got an unmarked to take up a position where he could see the south exit to the subdivision. Unless the florist van looped around, that was probably the way he’d exit. Gates could wave off. He’d been following long enough.

A few minutes went by with no radio traffic. Suddenly Gates was back on the air reporting that a man was headed back toward the front of the house again and it looked like he had a small dog with him.

“Wave off deputy. Once I give you the all clear, go back to the front of that house and get the address and check for signs of forced entry. A unit will pick him back up on Dresden.”

“Roger.”

###

“Two dogs taken and dropped at Emery’s house, the van returned to the storage locker and then both Emery and the man we’ve now confirmed is Pearson are back at Emery’s residence,” I told the group assembled in the squad bay. “Good work today people. We’re watching the home tonight, and we’re hitting them before dawn tomorrow unless those two venture out tonight for a burglary job.”

Shane rolled his eyes, “That’s anyone’s guess. I wish we could figure out how the hell they’re targeting these people and breaching security at their places.”

You and me both Shane... 

“Everyone go home and get some rest. Those of you on a hit team be back here at 0600. We roll at 0630.”

Chapter 19 – Go Time

5:20 AM Monday Morning, December 22nd, 2014

Muskingum County, Ohio

It was a cold morning but it didn’t matter. I was too keyed up to care. I glanced over at Dana as we arrived at the station. She’d been quiet for most of the ride in.

I shook my head as we pulled into the lot and I spied Holly’s pickup. “Holly beat us here. I’m going to be paying her a hell of a lot of overtime this month.”

Dana smiled at that but didn’t respond. 

I took her hand before we got out of my own truck and looked her in the eyes, “Have faith babe. We’re going to find her.”

She squeezed my hand and gave me a tight-lipped smile then dismounted and opened the rear passenger door. Grabbing her vest off the back seat, the first words she’d said in more than 15 minutes tumbled out, “I never thought I’d be wearing this again.”

I was in full uniform so I already had my own vest on. To me, it was like a second skin. 

Once we were inside the station, we headed upstairs to my office first instead of down to the squad bay. Holly stood from behind her desk when we walked in. 

“Good morning ladies!”

“Your cheerfulness does not become you,” I told her jokingly.

She ignored me, “Dana, it’s always nice to see you. I take it you’re joining in on today’s little adventure?”

“Yes, as an observer and against Mel’s better judgment, but yes.”

“If you want my opinion Mel – and you’re going to get it if you want it or not – your wife here is more qualified for this stuff than half the people we have in the department...more than half even.”

I smiled. I knew Holly was right. “Look, I’m not saying she’s not but this is not something that’s going to be a regular occurrence. She’s a civilian now.”

“For your own sake,” Dana replied, “I hope what we’re about to do period isn’t a ‘regular occurrence’.”

She’s got that right! Switching gears, I asked, “Anything overnight that I should know about? I got regular field reports, including the fact that Pearson never left Emery's house, but no one called me from dispatch to say a victim arrived home after being gone and found out they’d been robbed.”

“Nothing Mel. Maybe they had specific targets to hit and they've hit them and now we're just dealing with dog-napping.”

“Somehow, I can't make myself believe that. I gotta wonder how many unreported burglaries by them there are floating around out there. They were so specific in the items taken for one thing – things people might not miss right away and, two, some people are snow birds. They leave after Thanksgiving and don't come back to Ohio until after the spring thaw. We might have these guys locked up and still be taking reports from their heists for months.”

Holly half shrugged a shoulder. “Guess you'll know at least a little more today boss lady.”

“You're not going in with them?” Dana asked her.

“Oh no, my job is to man the fort here.”

“I can't convince Sergeant Burke here to go back to the street. I even offered her the detective slot but she wouldn't budge.”

“Somebody has to keep you straight Mel,” Holly said.

“Please don't,” was Dana's quick rejoinder. 

I couldn't help but laugh.

By 5:45 the squad bay was filling up with deputies for both shift change and those that would be hitting Emery's house and the storage facility.

Shane was present and strapping up, something he'd rarely done since he'd become a detective. 

“Are you ready for this Harding?” I asked him, concerned for him. 

“Ready Sheriff.”

Shane looked at Dana and grinned, “Tagging along are you?” 

“Yup, just for the ride.”

“Well, hopefully it'll be a quiet one and we can get you in there to see Mel in action...not that you probably haven't seen plenty of action in your career.”

Dana started to respond to Shane but, when she saw the look on his face change, she paused and turned to look behind her where he was looking. I half turned too and found Mason coming into the room, her eyes fixed on Dana. She looked more curious than anything but I'd thought of something when we'd been talking to Holly and I wasn’t taking any chances with Janet.

When she reached us, I addressed her immediately. “Good morning Mason.” At her answering nod I told her, “I'll ask you the same thing I just asked Shane, are you ready for this? Any concerns?”

“Yes Sheriff, I'm ready,” she answered but I caught the movement of her eyes as they flitted quickly to Dana and then back again. 

“I don't believe you've met Dana Rossi,” I indicated my wife but used her maiden name on purpose. “She's a retired federal agent who specialized in investigations and she has extensive background in security. She'll be riding along with us today. She may be able to help us figure out how these guys are getting around these alarm systems.”

Fortunately, I was the only one who noticed Dana's raised eyebrow look at me but she quickly masked her surprise. A few moments later, when Shane and Janet were otherwise distracted, I moved up beside her and whispered, “Work with me on this. I really do think you might be able to help.”

Dana's slight nod indicated she was on board.

At 5:55, everyone was in place including the crime lab techs from Columbus so I started my briefing. 

“We're hitting a private residence just south of Dresden today in relation to an ongoing burglary and murder investigation. Those of you who have been on watch in the area know the one. We expect the owner, Wayne Emery to be there and, all indications are that another suspect we've been watching, George Pearson, is also in the home this morning. We're unaware of any other human occupants at this time but that doesn't mean there won't be others there. There are likely to be dogs on the premises.”

“These men are known to be armed and they will shoot to kill. We also know they can disarm security systems in the blink of an eye.” I looked at Dana as I said that and she gave a slight nod again. For a split second, I could see fire in her eyes. “What we don't know, is what kind of security we may be up against to breach the place. We've had eyes on it for the last couple of days but we were following Emery the only time he left it. We need to be conscious of electronic monitoring, dogs, a gun toting owner...the whole 9 yards.”

I took a deep breath. “Here's how it's going to go down: There will be two teams. Team one will be the house team. Treadway, Willis, Harding, Mason and I will all be the breach and clearing team. Once I give the all clear, two of the crime lab techs and Ms. Rossi will enter to help process the scene. Chet Hearn, the Dog Warden, has also been put on alert to be on standby and within minutes of South Dresden no later than 6:30 this morning. He won't be given the address to report to until we've taken custody of the homeowner and his overnight guest so he doesn't show up too early and spoil the surprise.” 

Everyone in the group chuckled softly.

“Team two will be Gates, who's watching the house right now but who will roll when we report we're in position, Deputy Shellhorn and another crime lab tech.  Shellhorn, you and the tech will go directly to the storage facility from here and hit it as soon as you get there. Gates will join you within a couple of minutes. The sites are less than a mile apart.” 

I handed Shellhorn a piece of paper and an envelope, “That's the gate code you need and your search warrant in case the management shows up. The crime lab tech will ride with you. Make sure you have bolt cutters to get the lock off the unit and be careful. We don't know if it's booby trapped or not. Tow knows they need to do a pick-up of a ¾ ton van that we know is in the unit after 7:00 AM.”

I looked at the three crime lab techs, “Which of you is the vehicle specialist?” A young woman raised her hand in the air. “You're with Shellhorn here.” She nodded his way. Addressing her specifically, I told her, “You'll have a little time to process at the scene before the van gets picked up but it's going back to Columbus with you so if you want to ride with the tow truck back, that's up to you. I'll probably have your buddies here,” I pointed at the two male techs, “at the house a little longer.”

“That'll be fine Sheriff,” she said.

“Okay everybody remember, be safe and watch each other’s back. Grab your gear and let's mount up.”

Dana and I were in my county SUV leading the way to the jump off point just half a block east of Emery’s home. Shane, Janet and the other two members of the breach team were right behind us in the only tactical van the county had. The two crime scene techs were following them in the small SUV they’d driven from Columbus. 

I only had about 10 minutes to brief Dana at such an early hour on a holiday week. There was no traffic around at all. We'd reach our jump off point quickly. “I'm sorry about what I sprung on you back there.”

“It's okay Mel but you better fill me in.”

“That's what I'm about to do.” I spent the next few minutes talking with her about the burglaries and about the disarmed alarms.

“What about with the dogs?”

“What do you mean?”

“Boo was taken when she was loose but were any of the other dogs taken from inside their homes?”'

“I guess I hadn't thought of that. We know for sure that two of the others weren't. The owner left a door open in one and, in the other, the dog wandered off while he was outside, which isn't unusual for him, he just never came back.”

“Were there others?”

“At least one that we know of. They have no idea how he was snatched. The female owner didn't even miss him all day until her husband got home from work and asked where he was. I can't really answer for certain how their dog was taken.”

“Hmm. Okay then. The way I see it Mel, these two cases may or may not be related. This guy might be strictly a dog-napper, cruising neighborhoods, looking for dogs to take while the owners are away or the dogs are loose.”

“God, I hope your wrong...” I paused, a thought crossing my mind. I stared through the windshield, thinking.

“Mel? What? What is it?” Dana prodded me.

“These guys are doing both jobs; I'm sure of it.”

“Wanna tell me how?”

I grinned. “The guard in the gate shack where the second and third reported burglaries happened recorded a florist van going in and out on the day in question.”

Once we were at the jump off point, the parking lot of a small store, I dismounted from my vehicle and Dana slid into the driver's seat. “I'll radio the all clear. Hopefully, it will come within 5 minutes of us pulling out of here. You stay put until I radio. When it's time to join us you're going to turn right out of here, take the very next right and you'll see us about half a block down.”

Dana nodded. “Be careful,” she told me.

I went back to the two techs and told them, “You don't move from this spot until she moves,” I said, pointing at my SUV. “Got it?”

“Roger Sheriff the driver told me.”

I climbed in the van with the breach team. Here we go!

Chapter 20 – Boo?

Mel

6:20 AM Monday Morning, December 22nd, 2014

Somewhere South of Dresden, Ohio

It was still very dark. The sun wasn't due up for more than an hour when I radioed Gates we were rolling.

We left the parking lot, turned the corner and passed a handful of houses as we moved down the quiet street. 

“Gates just passed us,” Willis, who was driving, reported. 

I had him put the van right in Emery's driveway, effectively blocking anything from exiting the garage.

We hit the ground quickly. Willis, Harding and I moved directly to the front and Treadway and Mason worked as backup to watch the flanks and rear. 

There were no lights on in the small, older salt box style home. There was barely a front porch and no discernible security camera that I could see. My men went at the door hard with a ram. It was wood, not steel and it cracked loudly with the force of their second blow. We're in!

We pushed directly into the small living room of the little house. A man in boxer shorts rose from the sofa in the dark room and raised a pistol but I, gun already drawn, placed a shot in his firing shoulder that knocked him back to where he'd been sleeping moments before. 

Willis and Harding, rifles raised, moved into the hallway that ran left from the far side of the living room and cleared the first room quickly and moved on to the second. There they found Emery, still in his bed in a state of panic, trying to push a loaded clip backwards into a 9mm pistol. 

They quickly subdued him while I checked the next two doors in the hallway – a bathroom and a closet.

Mason came into view as I closed the closet door.

“Treadway's cuffing the guy up front.”

“Let's check the kitchen, garage and look for a basement.” Something isn't right...

We moved out as Willis and Harding drug Emery out of his bed and into the living room, no easy feat as he screamed that he'd done nothing and kicked at my men.

Going through the living and rounding the corner into a small eating el, I heard the screech of tires outside. Dana to the rescue! She must have heard my shot... Just then it occurred to me what wasn't right about the scene; there were no dogs around and none barking from areas we hadn't yet been in.

Not waiting for Dana, Mason and I pushed through the filthy but otherwise empty kitchen and found a door that led to stairs that went down to a tiny basement. It took less than 10 seconds to discern that there was the usual furnace and water heating equipment down there in about a 10x10 area and a small crawl space with a few scattered boxes.

Back upstairs, the guys had turned the lights on. The two men were seated, cuffed in their jockey shorts on the sofa. Treadway was applying a compression bandage to the shoulder wound I'd given Pearson. Dana and the two techs were looking on. Looking at Dana, I spread my hands then I moved to the garage door off the eating el and peered into the space that was so packed with stuff, there was just enough room for Emery's compact car. There were no dogs in the garage either.

Marching back into the living room I looked straight at Wayne Emery and demanded, “Where are the dogs?”

“What dogs? Ain't no dogs here...any dumb ass can see that!”

“The two of you were observed taking two dogs yesterday. You brought them here. They didn't leave here. Where are they?” 

“You're a crazy bitch. Can't believe you come bustin' in here over dogs we ain't even got.”

“Process this scene,” I said to my deputies and the two techs. “I want everything collected; drugs, money, jewelry, guns, dog food...everything.”

At my mention of jewelry and guns, Wayne Emery began to twitch involuntarily. The look in his eyes told me all I needed to know. 

A half hour later the team had turned up a few guns including one of the missing ones we identified by serial number and some propane fired melting equipment showing residue of having been used recently. I had it all bagged and tagged. With the gun find, I knew we had him but I couldn't help feeling let down that there wasn't more here.

“Sheriff, come look at this,” one of the techs called out from the garage. I found him peering into a small duffle bag in the trunk of Emery's car. “What do you make of this stuff?” he asked. The bag contained a professional lock picking set and several small pieces of unusual looking electronics equipment. I picked one up with a gloved hand and whistled as I examined it.

Dana, who was going through boxes stacked haphazardly in the eating ell where all the melting equipment had been set up, poked her head out into the garage and, seeing what I was holding, came right over to me.

“What do you make of that?” I asked, handing it to her.

She turned it about in her hand and then dug into the bag, rooted around and pulled out three other pieces. After closing the trunk, she gingerly put the pieces down on the lid and lined them up. Those first two go together, more or less. They're to jam signals like for camera feeds and, if you know what you're doing, even for infra-red devices.”

“Like lasers?” I asked. 

“Some older ones but more like for electronic eyes...motion sensors.” She picked up the third piece she'd laid out. “This works sort of like black light works after you've sprayed luminol. It will pick up fingerprints off a keypad.” 

“So they were using it to see which keys were being pushed on the alarm systems after they picked a lock and gained entry? Wouldn't the system register the attempt if they pushed them in the wrong order?”

Dana nodded. “That,” she said, “is where I think this fourth piece comes into play. They use the first and the second one to jam, pick the lock, use the third one to figure out the keys used on the pad and then program the forth piece with the keys and it somehow breaks the combo. I've seen something like it before but only once, when I was at Quantico for some training while I was with customs...after my days in high end security.”

“Quantico? Are you telling me this is government equipment?”

Dana looked thoughtful. She took several long seconds to frame her response. Finally she said, “all of this is 'commercially' available – I use that term loosely – to anyone that has the money to buy it. It isn't cheap...it's far from cheap.”

“How much are we talking, ballpark?” 

“This little item right here,” Dana held up the code breaking piece, “I'd say upwards of ten grand.”

I just stared at her. The tech who was still standing with us did too. 

Where in the hell did these two losers get the money to buy equipment like this?

###

Dana 
After identifying the electronics for Mel, I had to get out of that little hovel of a house and take a breather. 

Wayne Emery was a bachelor and it showed. The place was a mess. It looked like all he ever did there was party and melt down the jewelry he stole. There were mostly empty boxes everywhere too. It looked like he'd been going around stealing packages off of people's porches and selling off the contents. 

The only thing we didn't find was dogs or any evidence of dogs...

When I got outside I found the dog warden's vehicle sitting at the end of the driveway. Might as well go and tell him his services aren't needed. 

He got out of his truck and met me half way. 

“Chet Hearn,” he said, extending his hand. 

“I'm Dana, part of the, um, crime scene team.” 

Until he looked at me funny, I'd forgotten I still had my vest on with 'CBP' emblazoned across it. 

“You can probably take off Mr. Hearn. There aren't any dogs here.”

“Really now?” He looked suspicious.

I nodded and pointed toward the house. “Be my guest if you want to take a look but there are none inside. We were sure they brought two here yesterday and they haven't left the house but...nothing.”

“That's funny because I'm getting a GPS tracking signal from somewhere near here.”

“For one of the dogs?”

“Yes for one of the dogs. A show dog that was reported by the Sheriff last week. Either the collar is somewhere around, minus the dog, or the dog is fairly close by.” 

He walked down to his truck and came back with his phone. “Look,” he said, pointing at the screen. “I've been getting a faint signal ever since I arrived on site. It wasn't hard to find you guys even though nobody called me. I followed some dame in the Sheriff's truck there that peeled out of a store lot and zoomed over here.”

“That 'dame' was me,” I told the man. 

He didn't appear the slightest bit sheepish. “This may be something; it may be nothing,” he continued. “If they took the collar off and it’s just laying around here somewhere, this is worthless.”

“Let's go then.” I lead Hearn into the house.

He stopped me as soon as we got inside the door. “It's weaker inside, see?”

I looked at his phone and saw that he was right. “Let's go on through to the backyard. There isn't much to see there but it's light out now so we can probably get pretty close to that collar.”

Mel caught my eye as we were passing through to go out the kitchen door at the back of the house. “One of the dogs that's been taken had a GPS collar,” I informed her. 

She nodded to me then called out, “Mason, go with them.” Janet Mason fell in behind us.

We went out the back door and into the yard. Emery lived in an older subdivision that was made up of small houses but, typical of semi-rural communities in the 1950's and '60s, his lot was deep. 

The front half of the back lot had been somewhat cared for over the summer months. The grass was now the dead brown of late fall but it was mowed short. As we trudged through, trying to determine if the signal was getting stronger, the grass got higher and turned completely to weed where there weren't trees on the furthest reaches of the lot.

Wayne Emery's property backed up to woods and there, at the tree line, we got the strongest signal we'd had. Hearn switched on a Google Earth function and zoomed out a little bit to see what was around. Through the trees several hundred yards were farm fields and then farm houses beyond. The signal was really strong.

Hearn moved fifty yards into the trees and started casting about, looking at the ground. He stepped several paces to his right as we watched, bent and retrieved a collar. “Got it,” he cried.

“Just great,” I muttered to Janet. “A collar but no dogs.”

“Bet if we drive around over there, we're going to find our dog,” Hearn said as he trudged toward us and pointed through the trees. “Somebody walked one through here and removed this while they were at it.”

Janet and I followed the warden's truck in Mel's SUV with me driving since I still had the keys. We left the little sub-division and entered the rural area. After passing a couple of houses, we paused near a barren field then started up again and turned right down the next access road headed toward the back side of the wooded area between Emery's place and the farms on this side.

“Where in the hell is he going?” Janet asked into the silence between us.

“Damned if I know.” 

She looked at me and grinned.

“What?” I asked her.

“At least you're not as god awful formal as the Sheriff.”

“Being nice is a part of Mel's job. It was never a part of mine.” I smiled back letting the other woman know it was a truth and not a dig at her.

Hearn stopped in front of us, got out of his truck and walked back to my window. “Ladies, my grandpa used to bring me hunting up this way when I was a boy. I remembered on the way around to this side; there's an old cabin back through those trees. It used to belong to a friend of pap's who's long since passed on. Don't know who it belongs to these days or even if it's still there but I'm betting it is and that's where the dogs are.”

Mason radioed Mel with our location and then turned to me, “You should probably wait here.”

“Nope, I'm good to go,” I told her and, to prove it, I swung open the driver's side door, stuck my leg straight out and un-holstered my trusty old back-up weapon. We dismounted and followed Hearn down an old, ill-used path through the trees.

“If anyone was bringing dogs back here, they were definitely coming and going from Emery's side,” Janet whispered.

We were being quiet but, apparently, not quiet enough. Once we'd gone about 130 yards or so, dogs started barking...several dogs. Chet Hearn turned and gave us an 'I told you so' look.

I took charge from there, ordering the unarmed man behind us. Guns at the ready and split about 20 paces apart with Hearn following several steps behind me, we came through a thicket and upon a small cabin.

Inside the cabin the barking became intense because outside the cabin, on the rickety front porch, a man stood, arms raised, begging “Don't shoot, don't shoot!”

###

“Who else is inside?” Janet quizzed the man on the porch.

“No one Miss, I swear. It's just me, come to feed the dogs.”

“What's your name?” she asked him.

“Am I in some kind of trouble?” he wanted to know. “I just come to feed the dogs in the morning and clean up here a little before I go to work.”

“Your name please?” Janet moved forward and mounted the little porch.

The man refused to say anything else. When she got nothing else out of him, she cuffed him, read him his rights and frisked him. Finding his wallet, she checked his ID.

“Louis Sylvester,” she called out. 

“Doesn't mean anything to me,” I told her.

Inside, in kennels, we found eleven dogs. There were multiple empty kennels too. Boo wasn't in any of them. I was distraught. I don't remember a thing after that.

###

Mel

I showed up at the cabin with one of the crime lab techs to photograph all the dogs for evidence. 

Dana cornered me demanding to know where Boo was. Taking pity on her, I went to Sylvester who Mason had cuffed and put in the back of my SUV until patrol arrived, to try and reason with him. 

“Mr. Sylvester, we know this isn't all of the dogs that have been taken. If you cooperate with us, this will go a whole lot easier for you.”

At first, he was defiant and just kept repeating that he needed to get to work but, when I persisted, he finally decided he better start talking.

“This is just extra, pick up work for me. All I do is feed and care for the dogs for Wayne. He lives a few doors up from me and my family.”

“Where does Wayne get the dogs?”

“I don't know where they come from and I stay out of it. Wayne pays me good. I got kids to feed.”

“The dogs in there, is that all of them?”

Sylvester looked away from me. “Yes,” was all he said.

“Have there been others?”

Still not looking back, he said, “They come and they go. I told you, I stay out of it.”

He looked at me been then cast his eyes to the floor of the vehicle. He looked up as I asked, What about a Boston Terrier; a little black and white dog? Has there been one of those?”

His eyes shifted left and then back. “No.”

He's lying... 

Chapter 21 – Joy

Tuesday morning, December 23rd, 2014

“Here's the thing; the two yahoos down there in the lockup don't have a pot to piss in between them. They're stealing high end jewelry and firearms from well protected estates using equipment there's no way they could afford to buy and they're wandering around, taking high end dogs that they don't know a thing about and then trying to figure out how to sell them off without appearing suspicious. They didn't come up with all of this stuff up on their own.”

I had Harding and Mason both in the conference room along with the DA and I was on a roll. “Somebody bankrolled these two initially, has been feeding them targets, and is benefiting from their heists. We need to break them down today, figure out who that person or those people are, and we need to do it before they're arraigned.”

The DA said, “The bad news is, they'll be arraigned this afternoon and they have legal representation. You'll be lucky to get another word out of them before their bail is set. Everyone wants out of the courthouse no later than 4:00 today. It will be a ghost town over there tomorrow and through the holidays.”

I blew out a breath in disgust. “I thought we’d have more time.”

“How'd they get legal aid over here so fast?” Shane asked him.

“They didn't. They have a high dollar mouthpiece from Moody, Pierce out of Columbus.”

I did a double take. “Moody, Pierce, Rallingsford, eh?” I thought about that for several seconds.  “Let me guess, is their lawyer, Michael Oberle?”

The DA looked at his notes and then nodded, “How'd you know?”

“Lucky guess. Do me a favor and do what you can to delay their release. If you have to, tell the judge in open court that there’s a conflict of interest. Those two will be long gone overnight if we let them walk out of here today.”

“I can’t just go in there and declare something like that Mel without something to back it up! You’ve got to give me something.”

“Lacey Oberle, one of their victims, is their attorney’s wife.”

“Accident or coincidence?” He asked me.

“Neither.”

“How stupid do these people think we are?”

###

Tuesday Afternoon, November 23rd, 2014

Morelville, Ohio 

“No terrier pups Silas?”

“No, no. It's too soon to breed her again. Much too soon.”

I was torn. I walked around the little kennel building looking at the other dogs available. Given the time of year, there wasn't much. There were a couple of lab pups not yet weaned but the note on their pen said they were spoken for anyway. 

Moving on, I watched a pen full of basset hound puppies. They were curious little guys and adorable but I just didn't get the right feeling from them. I continued to the last pen in the kennel. There I found two weaned pugs.

“Silas, could I hold a pug please?”

“Which?” he asked, walking over to me. “There's a male and a female.”

“Female, I think.”

Silas entered the pen and picked up one of the two dogs that immediately began nipping at his pant legs. He came to the edge of the enclosure and handed her out to me. 

The little ball of fluff was so tiny, I could hold her in the palm of my hand as she nuzzled against my neck. I held her out and stared at her face. “Look at you with your wrinkly little head and your curly tail; you're perfect.”

Looking over at Silas, who wasn't able to maintain his usual polite and reserved demeanor but, instead, was grinning like a small child, I said, “I'll take her.”

“Of course you will,” he replied. “Will you need anything else?”

Fifteen minutes later I was walking out of the feed mill shop with the pug in a carrier that would still fit her when she was full grown and a couple of chew toys. A young Amish boy followed behind me toting a 50 lb sack of puppy kibble like it was a 5 lb sack of flour.

I placed the carrier on the passenger seat of my truck, the opening end facing the driver's seat. As I pulled away from Silas Yoder's place, I told the pup, “You're going to help me make Dana very happy.”

###

“Mrs. Sylvester?” I asked when a woman answered the door. 

She looked me up and down and, as she answered me, her lower lip trembled slightly, “Yes officer? My husband...he's at work.”

“Can I come in ma'am?”

She swung the screen door open so I could step past her into her clean but modest home.  I was greeted instantly by three boisterous young boys and one Boston terrier puppy who I knew recognized me. Boo jumped at me excitedly but I didn't stoop to pick her up just yet.

Louis Sylvester's wife was talking again. “Louis' brother put up his bail last night. He was lucky to get it set so fast. He went to his job today...his legal job.” I could see the fear in her eyes. “He’s a good man. He was just trying to give the kids a nice Christmas.”

There was a small tree on a table top in one corner. It was decorated nicely but devoid of any sort of presents underneath. The oldest of the 3 boys in the room couldn’t have been more than eight. I seriously doubted their Christmas would be the sort of blowout bash my niece and nephew were accustomed to.

“Mrs. Sylvester,” I said to her, “we know your husband wasn't involved with stealing those dogs...or this one.” I pointed at Boo and scooped her up off the floor where she’d been brushing back and forth against my pant legs. “I've already asked the DA to go easy on him. That’s why he’s not still sitting in jail with those other two men. That’s not really why I’m here though.”

The distraught woman raised an eyebrow but she appeared to be unsure what to say. When she didn't speak at all, I called out to the three young boys who were all still in the room and attempting to one up each other with a stranger present to impress. “Can you three boys come over here please?”

When they gathered to me, I told all four of the Sylvesters present, “I need your help. This dog here,” I held Boo up, “this is Boo.” 

At the sound of her own name, Boo licked my face. 

“She actually ran away one day while she was chasing after a cat. Her owner couldn't catch her and has been looking for her ever since. She really loves Boo very much and she wants her back.”

“She can't have her!” one of the two smaller boys piped up. “Dad says she's our dog now. We got her fair and square.”

As I marveled at six or seven year old logic, the smallest boy echoed his older brother, “Yeah, fair and square!”

“I see,” I told them. “I have an idea; how about a trade?”

“A trade for what?” their self-elected spokesperson asked. 

“Why, another puppy, of course. Not a terrier but...” 

“Ms.,” Mrs. Sylvester interrupted, “if the dog belongs to someone else, just take it.”

“No mama!” the tallest boy cried out. “She’s our Christmas; dad said so!”

She looked at me, her eyes pleading, “We can’t afford to feed a dog right now anyway,” she whispered. “I lost my job and it’s even tighter since Louis lost the job caring for the dogs.” 

“Don't you worry ma'am; I thought of all of that. If you'll excuse me for just a moment?”

I let myself out the door, went to my truck and, after shouldering the bag of feed, I picked up the carrier with the pup and toted everything back to the door. I set the feed sack down and let myself back in with the carrier. The three boys and Boo all crowded around, anxious to see what was in the carrier. I opened it and carefully removed the puppy then knelt on the floor but kept a hold of her. 

“This little girl,” I told the four of them, “is a pug. My friend next door had one of these when we were growing up.” I looked up at their mother, “They're very family friendly and, though they'd eat all day if you'd let them, they only need a cup of food a day or so while they're small. That sack I set on the porch should last you a while.” 

Mrs. Sylvester clapped a hand over her mouth. I looked away to give her a minute to compose herself as I saw tears dot the corners of her eyes.

“Boys, I'me going to switch them, okay? I'm going to set the pug down and let her sniff around a little bit and I'm going to pick Boo up.” Two of them nodded and they all three watched closely. 

I scooped the curious Boo up in one hand and set the pug down with the other, then I stood up. Boo writhed around a little bit, wanting back on the floor to meet the puppy but I thought it best that the pup get to explore on her own and not expect Boo to be there.

“Let her check things out, boys,” I said. 

The pug wasted no time. She sniffed each person in the room and then scampered about sniffing at this and that. Soon she was back to the boys and weaving circles around them.”

“Can we keep her mom?” the youngest boy asked.

“Oh, I don't know.” Mrs. Sylvester looked at me. “There's no way I could possibly pay for her...”

“No, no. There's no payment needed, that is, as long as we have a deal on the trade?”

“Boys? What do you say?” their mother asked them.

“It's a deal,” the middle son called out.

“Hey! you don't get to say,” the oldest boy griped back at his brother. “We should vote or something.”

“Who doesn't want the dog?” I asked them. As I said it, I looked at their mom. She didn't make a sound. None of the boys responded either.

“Who does want her?”

“Me!” all three boys shouted. The little pug puppy ran around in crazy circles while the three brothers laughed. 

“Hey,” asked the middle boy, “what are we going to name it?”

“Don't say 'it', it's a 'her'” his bigger brother scolded him.”

“What were you calling Boo, here?” I asked them.

“Dad was calling her Rags, the oldest boy told me. “He gave her that name before he even brought her home.”

“You don't like that name?”

“Nope.”

“You know, you don't have to name her right away. You could just watch her for a while and see what she's like and then pick a name for her that fits, that you all like.”

While he began to ponder that, his mother chimed in, “I think we should call her 'Joy'.”

“Joy, mama? Why?”

“Because look at her running around and having fun and,” turning to me she said, “and look at the looks on the boys' faces. That's joy!” She smiled at her eldest son, “What do you think?”

“I like it just fine.” His other brothers thought it was a good name too.

“Then Joy it is,” I announced.

Chapter 22 – Bar Bash

Tuesday Evening, December 23rd, 2014

The Boar’s Head Bar & Grill

“Hey babe, I'm up here at The Boar's Head with Holly and Shane. Janet will probably stop by too. Why don't you come on up and have a drink with us and help us celebrate a little?”

“What are you celebrating?” Dana's question came back across the phone. 

“Closing out some big cases, and ending the year on, hopefully, a high note.” 

“Sounds good but your sister's over here right now. I'm helping her wrap gifts for the kids away from their prying eyes.”

“Bring her along. I'm sure she could use the break.”

By the time Dana and Kris arrived 20 minutes later, the party was in full swing. Gates had come and brought his fiancé and even Joe Treadway showed with his wife on his arm. Some of my other deputies that weren't on duty for the evening came too. 

Dana bussed me on the cheek as she sat down. “Wow, It's a little busy in here for a Tuesday night. Does everyone here work for you?”

“Almost, babe, almost.”

“So, you were able to nail your collars for all the burglaries, I take it?”

“Not quite; there's been a new wrinkle, but they'll be sitting in jail for the next few days and no threat to anyone else having some holiday fun.”

Barb Wysocki, the owner, came over to the table. “Dana, it's so nice to see you,” she said. “Where have you been keeping yourself?”

“You know that now that mama's done decorating your house, she's been working on the store right?” At Barb's nod, she continued, “She opened Saturday.”

“Really? That's great! I'm going to have to get over there and talk to her and see what kind of deals we can work out between us.”

I looked at Barb, “Why are you working here tonight anyway? It's Tuesday."

“Casey needed the night off for a family thing so you're stuck with me tonight.” We all laughed. “Mel, Holly, refills?” Barb asked me.

“Naw, I'm good for now,” I told her but Holly raised her nearly empty glass.

“Same thing,” she said.

Dana and Kris placed their orders and Barb went over to the bar to fill them. 

When the door swung open while we were waiting and Janet Mason walked in, I signaled to catch her attention. She sauntered over, looking around all the while.

“Have a seat. Janet, you know my wife Dana. This is my sister Kris.”

As she sat down, she stuck her hand out to my sister, “Nice to meet you Kris.” Mason looked at her and then at me and then back at her. “Hey, wait a minute!”

The three of us laughed.

“You're pretty quick,” Kris said. “Not everyone picks up on it right away since we wear our hair different and all.”

“She's a detective; she better be quick,” I told my twin.

“How are you liking it working with Mel, so far?” Kris asked her.

Janet had a coughing spell as she tried to respond. “It's...um...fine,” she rasped. 

“Are you all right? It doesn't sound like it's been fine.” Kris shot me a look.

“We got off to a bit of a rocky start,” I told my sister, “but everything's good now.”

Janet, still not able to talk, smiled at me saying 'thanks' with her eyes.

“Okay, here we go,” Barb said, as she placed a beer in front of Dana and then a daiquiri in front of my sister. “And, you've added another I see.”

“Barb, this is Janet. Janet, Barb owns this place now and she's done an amazing job cleaning it up. It used to be a real pit and responsible for a lot of our evening and weekend business.”

“I was admiring it when I came in; very nice.”

“ Well thanks! So you're a deputy too?” Barb asked Janet.

“Detective. I've only been with the department a couple of weeks...moved back home from Indiana. I grew up here in Zanesville.”

“What's your last name?”

“Mason. Yours?”

“I'm back to using Wysocki...what everyone knows me by around here. Where did you go to school Janet Mason?”

“I went to Zanesville and to COTC after that.” 

“Hmm. Well, I'm sorry I'm being so nosy but you look so familiar to me,” Barb told her. 

“You look familiar to me too.”

“Ahem,” I cleared my throat. “I hate to break up this game of 20 questions but I think those guys over there are trying to get your attention Barb.” I pointed to a group of guys that had come in and took up residence a couple of tables over.

She looked in the direction I was pointing and then turned quickly back to Janet, “What can I get you to drink hon?”

“Whatever's light on draft.”

“Be right back.”

Barb moved over to the table of guys and spent a couple of minutes talking with them and taking their orders. She returned shortly and placed Janet's draft down, telling her, “I'm not done quizzing you yet.”

She continued over to deliver two pitchers and a round of shots to the table of men and hung there for another minute as they talked with her some more. I watched, curious as she looked our way, laughed and looked back at the guys. I concentrated hard in the din of conversation, jukebox music and pool balls clacking and I heard her laughingly tell them, “I don't think you want to do that...it's a table of mostly married women and all but one are cops but, I'll ask them if you want.”

A protest rose up from the table and I chuckled as Barb sidled back over to us. 

“Ladies,” she said, her back to the other table, “you almost had a round of drinks on them but right now they're over there playing a game of 'who's not the cop.”

“Technically,” Dana put in, “two of us aren't.”

“Oh honey,” Barb replied, “you may not be serving right now but everything about you screams cop.”

I tipped my head just slightly toward Holly who was on my left and said to Barb, “Maybe they should be playing a game of who's the only one who’s both straight and single.”

“Is that right?” Barb asked, her eyes on Janet. 

An hour later, Dana, who turned out to be a real pool shark, and I had mopped the barroom floor with first the team of Kris and Holly and then Shane and Joe. I was looking around to see if anyone else felt like taking a beating when Holly said, “Look who's getting cozy over at the bar.”

I turned that way in time to see Barb walking away from the end where Janet sat, laughing at something that had transpired between them, I smiled too.

My wife came up beside me and nudged me, “What's got you grinning over here?” She looked in the direction I was looking.

We watched as Barb handed a beer across to a customer, took his money and put it in the till and then moved right back to Janet.

“That could work,” I said. “They both need somebody new in their lives.”

“I'll be surprised if it goes beyond a night of casual conversation,” Dana replied. “Barb is still grieving badly over Lisa's death.”

“And Janet is living her grieving over the loss of what her mother once was and will never be again. They could help each other through their grief.”

Chapter 23 – Re-Boo-t

Christmas Eve, Wednesday, December 24th, 2015

“Why are you here? Aren’t you traveling to spend the holiday with your folks? You need to get on out of here.”

“I’m working till noon boss lady and then I’m taking a leisurely drive to Lexington. Traffic shouldn’t be too bad headed south.” Holly apprised my desk with a critical eye. “What’s all this stuff?”

“Just trying to tie up a few loose ends today while it’s quiet. Family festivities don’t start for us until church at 7:00.”

“What do you all have lined up after that?”

“Tonight, thankfully, nothing. It’ll be just me and Dana and a little surprise I picked up for her yesterday and left with her mother. They’re staying out at my folks place.”

“What did you do?” Her look went from critical to suspicious.

“It’s a secret.” I gave my longtime friend my best devious grin.

“Fine, don’t tell me.” Her tone said, 'you better tell me right now!'

I caved, “I found her dog. The Sylvester family had it.”

“Don’t tell me you went over there and got it?” 

“Let’s just say I made them a trade, fair and square.” 

###

“The service was very nice,” Dana was saying, “and I had no idea Cole could sing like that. I was shocked.”

“You? It was a surprise to us all, trust me.”

My wife smiled at me from across the table. “It was nice having my parents and your family there together too. I'm glad our parents get along well.”

“Mmm,” I nodded and patted my belly. “I’m already getting full. Hannah and your mama are quite the team. In fact, put anybody and your mother in a kitchen together and good stuff is going to result.”

“Mel!” Dana swatted a hand toward me. “That’s hardly fair to Hannah. She’s going to be an amazing chef.”

I shook my head no. “I look for her to open her own bakery one day. That’s where her heart really is. Had there been a pastry school closer to here, she’d have gone to one of those instead of culinary school.”

“I miss seeing her. She’s been so busy lately between work and school.”

“Well get your fill to hold you for a while tomorrow. Mom invited her out for the day when she heard her say she wasn’t going to go and see her folks.” I speared another bite and stuffed it in. The food was too good to let go to waste even if I was feeling the burn.

“She’s not going to be with them for Christmas? I hardly think she’d be unwelcome. I don’t know her mother but I know Silas and he just doesn’t seem the type to turn a child out.”

“I can’t answer to that. We’re only getting her side of the story.”

“Hey, not to change the subject, but speaking of stories, you said last night at the bar that you’d fill me in on the burglary case later.”

“I did, didn’t I?”

“Mel, stop stalling. You know it’s killing me to know. I have to admit, other than not getting Boo back after all, at the end, I was in the zone out there. I didn’t think I’d miss the work so much, but I do. Don’t get me wrong; I’m enjoying writing and even helping Mama out with the store, but there’s...there’s just something missing. I think it’s the actual ‘doing’ side of things as opposed to just writing about them.”

I leaned across the table toward her and asked her seriously, “Do you want to try to set up private practice, maybe after the first of the year? I know you shot down the idea before, but...”

“Honestly? I don’t know. I thought, with my leg, I couldn’t do the things I'd have to do but being out there Monday showed me that maybe I can.” She was thoughtful for a minute. “If I did it, I’d lose my disability...”

“Honey, we’re not hurting for money. Most of your settlement is still in the bank and I’m still working. No matter how much we have banked, I don’t plan on quitting anytime soon.”

Dana sighed, “I’ll give it some thought, I suppose, but not right now. Right now,” she pointed her fork at me, “I want to hear what went down in the aftermath of our take-down on Monday.”

“Okay, okay! I don’t even know where to start so let me give you a little background, fair?”

“Shoot.”

“Pearson is a small-time criminal that’s been on our radar around here for a while. When we first figured out what was going on, thanks to you, we focused a bit more on him, even know we knew they were working out of Emery’s house.”

“Makes sense; he was the known quantity,” Dana put in.

“Exactly. But, once we had them both in custody Dana, he literally knew nothing. We couldn't shake him from his story. For his part, he couldn’t deny his involvement and he copped to doing some of the driving, lifting and dog-napping, but he had few real details and we knew he wasn’t just playing dumb. Then, the DA informed us yesterday morning that both men would be arraigned in the afternoon and, since they'd lawyered up, they'd likely be freed on bond. We knew they wouldn’t stick around so we knew we had to nail them quick.”

“Now, let me back up for the background,” I told her, continuing, “Wayne Emery is from the Cleveland area. He moved down here to start over, apparently, after getting charged up there for running an illegal breeding operation.”

“A puppy mill?”

“Yes and no. It wasn't over breeding dogs per se. He just wasn't doing anything on the books. It was all under the table and he got caught. Animal welfare took his dogs...some very high dollar dogs.”

“Oh...wow...do you think he was trying to start a breeding operation here?”

“That, we're not sure about. We know he did sell some dogs and you found out what he tried to get Silas Yoder to do for him yourself. He may have been looking for breeding stock to start all over down here or just to make a quick buck; who knows?”

“Well, I can see where the jewelry and gun heists come in if he was trying to acquire good breeding stock. He needed money.”

“Did he? Or did someone else?”

Dana put down her fork and sat back in her chair. “What aren't you telling me, Mel?”

“We didn't go digging that deep into Emery's past until yesterday morning.”

“Because of the arraignment...”

“No, we knew they were going to be arraigned before the DA told us but we figured the judge would request legal aid to represent and they'd be in the lock-up until after Christmas when someone could get around to them and try to spring them or plead them. Instead, those two broke guys got themselves a big money lawyer, Michael Oberle.”

I paused to see if the name meant anything to Dana but, since we don't talk much about my open cases and since she wasn't from the area, she just shrugged and asked, “Where did they get the money for that?”

“It's probably a favor for Lacey Oberle, Michael's wife and Wayne Emery's sister.”

“Oh, I see. Happens all the time, family representing family.”

“There's more.”

Dana quirked a brow at me.

“Lacey is one of the so-called victims of her brother's crimes.”

“Come again?”

“She had us out to her place and she made a police report about the theft of five pieces of her jewelry. Janet and I worked it. Neither one of us thought at the time that it rang true.”

“And now, with her brother accused of the crimes, what's she claiming? She was mistaken? Her jewelry isn't gone after all? Someone else took her stuff?”

“We don't know, not yet anyway. We know she lives far above her means and this may have been her mastermind plot to bring in some cash to cover the debts she's been wracking up. She was probably cutting her brother in for a percentage. Who knows what Pearson was getting out of it. Regardless, she obviously didn't think she'd be caught. The DA got a private audience with the judge, presented what we do know and asked for a postponement. He got it. The judge ruled that evidence was still coming to light and they were to continue to be held without bail. He didn't tip Michael Oberle to anything.”

“How long do you have?”

“We've already gotten a subpoena and gotten the Oberle's bank records. We've also been in touch with their insurance company and they're cooperating with us. They tell us she did file an insurance claim but with none of the supporting documentation they require. It's pending. It will be pending for a long time, I'll tell you that. Our plan is to let her kids enjoy their Christmas and we'll bag mommy on Monday morning.”

“What about the lawyer...her husband?”

“We don't think he's actually involved. This seems to be all her.”

“Ouch! That's one family dynamic that's going to be a mess.” Dana shook her head and started to rise. 

“Where are you going?” I asked her.

“I'm going to rinse this plate, put this food away and then relax with my wife in the peace and quiet of the evening. That's my plan.”

“Sit down for just another minute, please?” I pleaded with her. I glanced at the clock as stealthily as I could. It was 8:58.”

When she sat back down, I told her, “I have something I want to give you tonight, just between the two of us.” I leaned back, pulled open a kitchen drawer and took out a small, wrapped box. I slid it across the table to her.

“What's this?”

I half shrugged, “Open it.”

Dana unwrapped the little gift carefully and lifted off the lid of the white box she found. She looked confused as she picked up the bracelet inside and she gave me a quizzical look.

“It’s a Pandora bracelet with the puppy charm.”

“Why a puppy?” Dana asked me, looking more saddened than puzzled now.

“Because whenever you can’t be with Boo, you can wear that and think of her.”

She looked at me hard, a question obviously on her tongue but, before she could say a word, someone rapped gently on the front door. 

Dana was closest so, telling me, “hold that thought,” she went and pulled the inner door open.

I jumped up to watch.

“There’s no one here...” she started to say but then, squealing with delight, she flipped the thumb lock for the screen door and whipped it open too.

I watched as she reached into the pet carrier dad had dropped Boo off in and plucked her out from inside. I don’t know who was happier to see whom, Dana – Boo or Boo – Dana. Dana hugged the pup close as the little terrier bathed her mama’s face in excited dog kisses.

My wife’s laughter was the most beautiful sound I’d heard in days.

###

We piled blankets on the living room floor in front of the fireplace and snuggled close...but not too close. Boo lay contentedly curled between us. 

I scratched the fur on her back. “This is okay for now but, you're going in your own bed shortly. Mommy and I need just a little more alone time.

Chapter 24 – Merry Christmas Epilogue

Christmas Day, Thursday, December 25th, 2014

The Crane Family Farm

“Rain for Christmas...it's .kind of a downer,” I said to Dana as we pulled in at the farm. The weather was warm for December but there was a constant drizzle in the air that, any other December, would have been snow, not rain.

“Nothing's getting me down today,” Dana replied. “It's been a rough year in places but everything's come out all right and Boo is back. I didn't think I was that attached...” She trailed off.

The party looked to be in full swing judging by the number of vehicles already in the drive. “Come on, let's go and get this stuff in there. The kids are dying to open their presents from their childless aunts who spoil them!” I laughed at my own statement. The kids being so spoiled was all my own fault and I knew it but I couldn't help myself. Dana, instead of being the voice of reason when she came along, actually encouraged my excess.

“Mom,” I said as we entered through the kitchen, “something smells wonderful.” 

“That’s dinner. Chloe and I are cooking up a few new surprises this year.”

Dana’s mama turned away from something she was stirring on the stove, and gave me a mischievous grin. I tried to put my armload of packages down on the table so I could go around the kitchen and inspect their work but both moms shooed me away.

“Get in there,” my mother said, as she pointed me out of the kitchen. “They’re waiting for you and none too patiently.”

“Aren’t you two coming?”

“We’ll be along in a minute now shoo!”

I scooted into the adjoining sitting room and family room area behind Dana who was already moving faster than she let on she could move only to find total bedlam. My sister, her husband and her kids were there along with my dad and Dana’s, my Uncle Brian and his family and some assorted other relatives.

Turning to Dana, I whispered, “Sorry babe; I had no idea there’d be this many people here.” 

“This is nothing,” she replied merrily, “You haven’t spent Christmas with the Rossi’s yet.”

“I got it, I yelled over the din of talking, ribbing and the video games.” Am I the only one that can get the door?

I opened it to find Barb standing on the front porch. “Come on in! Glad you could make it.”

“I hope it’s okay...I brought a friend.” She stepped aside and Janet Mason popped into view.

Whoo boy...

“If it’s going to be a problem,” Janet began.

“No, no; no problem for me anyway.”

They came in and I took their jackets. 

“I know where the kitchen is,” Barb told me. “We come bearing gifts of food and wine.” She wandered away leaving me standing with Janet.

“I apologize,” Janet stated quietly. “I knew this would be awkward for you.”

“Not for the reason you think.” As I responded, Dana joined us. 

“Janet, what a surprise,” she said and then turned and gave me her best ‘I was right’ look. 

“Mom actually wanted Shane to come today too but he was going to see his family. I’m kind of surprised you’re not with your mother.” My statement was more of a question.

“Since I’m on call, I can’t really wander too far. Mom went with Aunt Leslie to their other sister’s house which is on the other side of Columbus and, because of my chosen ‘lifestyle’,” she made air quotes, “I’m not exactly welcome there anyway.”

“Oh,” Dana said, “that’s a tough one but we sort of know how that goes. It’s too bad you don’t get to be with your mom today though.” 

“It’s okay, we celebrated together last night.” 

“So, are you and Barb seeing each other?” I blurted out. 

“Not in so many words,” Janet responded. “Not yet. We’re just getting to know each other, I’d say.”

“Barb’s a friend,” I replied to Janet. “She's had it pretty rough.” 

Dana shot me a look.

“What?” I asked her. “I'm just saying.”

“It's okay, really,” Janet said, putting out a hand and briefly touching my arm. “We're just friends for now. One day at a time.”

Barb rejoined us. “So, she asked, “Are we cool? We're not stepping on any toes?”

“We're all cool,” I told her as Dana nodded. 

“What was your remark earlier?” Barb questioned me. “You said it isn't a problem for me.”

Dana rescued me, “Mel's mom still has a little trouble with the whole lesbian couple thing. She's coming around though.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Dana's mother and her open mindedness are a big part of that. Those two have become fast friends. Chloe's easy going style seems to be rubbing off a little.”

“So no PDA's or after dinner sex, got it,” Barb said just loud enough for the little group of us to hear. As we all laughed, another knock sounded at the door.

Mom, who was just entering the room, called out, “I'll get it,” and then, under her breath but just loud enough for the four of us to hear as she walked by us, “since no one else ever hears the door.”

“Whoever you are, I hope you're hungry,” she called in greeting as she pulled the door open and then stopped short.

I felt my face drain of color as mom stepped back to reveal a beaming Hannah Yoder holding the hand of a pretty, young woman.

“Merry Christmas!” they both called out.  

Mad for Mel
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Chapter 1 – One Week

Warren Brietland

Saturday Afternoon, February 7th

The Brietland Family Estate

“Look at you; you’re thirty something years old and you still dress like an outlaw biker!”

Warren Brietland stared at his granddaughter’s husband with open contempt. Victor Voll glared right back at the elder man, not giving an inch.

Brietland half turned in his looked at his granddaughter, “At least you had the decorum to show up here looking half decent.”

Erin Voll cracked her gum but otherwise remained silent. She wasn’t sure why her grandfather wanted to see them, but she could see he was angry.

“Do you wanna tell me why we’re here?” Victor asked him.

“Don’t you dare be disrespectful to me,” Brietland directed him. “I’m getting to that.” 

He paused and sipped carefully from the coffee cup on the desk before him. After setting the cup down, he looked at Erin and continued, “I told Christian I was against this marriage from go; you were too young for him and he was no good for you and, so far...what’s it been; three years now?” He waited for Erin’s affirming nod and then picked up where he left off, “I’ve been right. Oh, your father said you were ‘free, white and over eighteen’ and he couldn’t stop you but he damn well should have.” 

Looking Victor over again, he said bluntly, “This man is a criminal, plain and simple.”

“Come on Erin; we don’t have to listen to this.” Victor stood and motioned to his wife to do the same.

Warren Brietland stood too and pointed a bony finger at his grandson by marriage, “You better listen to this!”

“Grandad, take it easy,” Erin pleaded, “your heart.” She shot her husband a look.

“Since when did you give a damn about my heart, young lady? You’d be happy to see me dead and the Brietland fortune divided. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.”

Erin shook her head and told him, “You know that isn’t true.” Victor simply smirked.

“Listen up, both of you and listen good; money is why we’re sitting here right now. I wouldn’t have this hoodlum in my house otherwise.” He waved a hand at Victor. 

“You’re going to be 25 in May,” he directed back at Erin. “My papa, God rest his soul, set up a trust fund for you before he died with annual payouts to begin at age 25.”

Erin leaned forward in her chair, completely focused on her grandfather. “Why haven’t I heard about this before?”

Before the old man could answer, Victor interrupted asking, “How much money is it?”

Warren Brietland addressed him first, “That’s none of your concern.” To Erin he said, “There are layered conditions to the trust that you have not met or you would have started receiving payouts at 21.”

Erin sank back into her chair and slumped down. “And what are those? School I bet...”

Brietland nodded. “You started running with hoodlums and decided not to go to college. Why Christian let you get away with so much garbage after your mother’s passing I’ll never understand but your great grandfather wasn’t nearly so lenient with you.” Smiling slightly, he continued, “Papa stipulated, when he created the trust that minimal payouts would begin when you were 21 and at least a junior in college. Those smaller payouts would continue through college and graduate school and then increase to full payments at age 25, presumably when you’d finished your education. When you failed to show any interest in obtaining an education, the trust reverted to its secondary provisions with payments not starting until age 25.”

“And now,” Victor interrupted again, “she starts getting paid, right?”

“And now, she can potentially start receiving payments.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Victor ground out.

“Baby!” Erin cautioned Victor. “I’m sorry Grandfather,” she said next. 

Brietland shook his head. “Against my better judgement, funds are set to release each May provided you are in a stable relationship and you and your spouse or significant other are both gainfully employed and not in any sort of legal trouble. Failure to meet those conditions means that the trust does not begin payouts until you reach age 30.”

“Forget this shit,” Victor spat. “We’re doing just fine without...without...Papa or whoever’s money!”

“Just fine, you say? Harrumph! Neither one of you has done a day of honest work in...in years! You’re living off of Christian’s inheritance and off of what you steal or what you sell to people to shoot into their arms.”

Victor stood again. “I’m out of here. This was a complete waste of my fucking time.”

Erin stood too but held out a hand to slow Victor’s retreat. She looked at her grandfather, still seated behind his desk. “If we have jobs, we get the money?”

Brietland nodded, “If you both have jobs, and you’re both living like model citizens, you get an annual distribution, yes.”

“And the distribution...how much is it?” Erin asked him and then cast her eyes to the floor.

The older man sighed. “Papa was a very wealthy man Erin. Your distributions will be in excess of $200,000 annually.”

“Are you shittin’ me?” Victor cried out.

“I assure you,” Warren Brietland told the couple, “everything I’ve said is true.”

“And who decides that whole ‘model citizen’ thing, you?” Victor asked him.

“I’m the trustee of the money. I decide.”

“So you’re saying,” Erin questioned, “we get jobs and stay out of trouble and I get $200,000 once I turn 25?”

“Not quite. You don’t need to just ‘stay out of trouble’ per se. You both need to stop doing all of the crap that you’re doing that brings shame to the Brietland family name. That means, you,” he pointed at Victor, “need to get away from that gang of motorcycle criminals and distance yourself from that entire lifestyle, completely. You fail to do that, there will be no distributions until Erin is 30 and, I guarantee you, I’ll see to it that you’re behind bars long before that.”

“It’s not a fucking gang old man. It’s a legitimate motorcycle club and I’m the President. It’s a riding club.”

“Who do you think you’re trying to fool? I wasn’t born yesterday Voll.”

Victor tried to stare the man down but Warren Brietland didn’t give an inch. Instead, he stood up, walked toward the other man and, pressing a finger to the biker’s chest, told him, “You have a week.”

Recoiling slightly, Victor asked him, “For what? To get a job old man?”

“A week to get out of the gang business.”

Victor Voll was quiet for several long seconds then he asked, “And what if I don’t? You’ll take my birthday away?”

“I’ll make you wish you were never born Voll. I didn’t get to be where I am because I’m some sort of chump.”

Victor’s look changed from belligerent to bewildered. “One week?”

“That would be no later than the 14th!”

“Ain’t that Valentine’s Day?”

Warren Brietland shrugged. “I don’t care what day it is! Get out of the gang business or, as I said, I’ll make you wish you were never born.”

###

“Baby, I don’t want you in the gang any more anyway. We’re getting too old for all of that,” Erin pleaded with Victor. “Besides, my grandfather is a very wealthy man. Papa left him a ton and I’m bound to inherit some of that. Until then, $200,000 a year ought to do us pretty good.”

“You’re forgetting that he said we have to get legit jobs. I ain’t workin’ no kinda job and havin’ some ass wipe tellin’ me what to do. With my boys, I make the rules.”

“Victor, my dad isn’t fronting us 200 grand a year. That’s a lot of cash we could be getting to just go and ahead and blow off. Grandpa didn’t say where we had to work or how many hours. I bet we could work on the farms a few hours here and there and slide by.” Erin shook her head and then, as a thought came to her said to him, “Look at my Uncle Daniel.”

“What about him?”

“He don’t do half of what my dad does and he’s sittin’ pretty. He just manages the oil properties. His guys do all the grunt work. He’s making so much off of Papa’s estate that Aunt Kimber don’t do nothin’ at all but coach cheerleading.”

“Are those two bitch daughters of hers getting paid?”

“I dunno. Probably not. They’re still in high school but they probably will if they go to college. Papa probably set up the same deal for them.”

Victor grunted. “Do you think they know that?”

Erin shrugged.

“Don’t you go spillin’ your guts to them,” he warned her.

“I don’t even talk to them Victor!” she responded angrily. “They’re stupid kids!”

They were both quiet for several long seconds. Finally Erin asked him, “Don’t you get tired of it all?”

He glared at his wife.

“Come on, seriously; you don’t get tired of pushing and the gang wars...the turf wars, always being on the run from the law?”

“Yeah, for your information, I do get tired of it.”

“So here’s our chance to get out of it.”

“You don’t just walk away from the life Erin.”

“You weren’t always Chief, you know. You replaced that other dude. What happened to him, Victor?” She said his name with more than a little venom.

Victor looked sheepish. “He, uh...sort of retired. Lives out in Arizona somewhere now.”

“Well, there you go. Retire.” 

“That simple, huh?” 

Erin nodded.

“And just how the hell do you think I’m gonna replace myself in a week? Your damn grandfather gave me a week, remember?”

“Let your crew fight it out,” she told him. “Best man wins or some such shit. Doesn’t matter. You just consider yourself officially retired.”

###

Sunday Morning, February 8th

Victor Voll walked into the run down old farmhouse they were now calling their clubhouse and looked around. He shook his head in disgust at finding most of his best men lying around drunk and hung over from partying hard the night before. 

Kicking at the still sleeping ‘Traveler’ McGinnis, he called out, “Wake your ass up.”

Traveler rubbed his eyes and, through slits, looked at Chief but he didn’t move. 

Victor grabbed him by the front of his shirt and half hauled him from the grubby old sofa he was laid out on. “I said get the fuck up!”

Raising his hands in defense, Traveler told Victor, “Okay, okay man. Ease up.” The slightly older man rubbed his forehead as he staggered to his feet still a little drunk from the usual Saturday night throw down. Questioning the man he never called anything but ‘Chief’, he asked him, “What’s up?”

“I’m calling a chapter meeting, pins only, that’s what’s up. It looks like most of the usual suspects are here. Get the women out of here and gather ‘em up.”

“Now Chief?”

Victor glared at Traveler, “Yes, now!”

Victor looked out at the motley assemblage of chapter members. Only about fifteen men had been readily available to meet on an early Sunday morning. They’d been the ones laying around the abandoned farmhouse they’d taken over as a clubhouse when The Boar’s Head, the old bar they used to hang out at, got a new owner who made the place a yuppie hang out.

“Order!” he called out, though the room was filled with men in various stages of their usual winter Sunday hangovers and drug withdrawals who weren’t talking much at all. “There’s only one order of business today so this will be right quick but ya’ll need to listen up.” He paused and watched as Traveler slumped even further in his chair. Shaking his head, he continued, “A serious personal issue has been brought to my attention that requires my full attention. It’s going to take me, uh, a while to resolve it.”

A few of his men looked at him curiously but most of them, he realized, were just too drunk or high or too hung over to care about what he was saying. They were only sitting there because Traveler had told them Chief called a meeting. Victor blew out a breath and moved forward with his planned speech to them anyway.

“Effective next Saturday, I’ll be stepping down as your leader.” He noticed Traveler straighten up a little in the beat up ladder back chair he was sitting on. Rat Tail and Pinch, his enforcers were also suddenly very attentive.

“Who takes over for you Chief?” Pinch called out.

Traveler half turned in his seat and looked directly at Victor. “I’m your Lieutenant...I deserve it...I earned it.”

Victor looked Walker McGinnis over. He’d come up through the ranks with Traveler but, where he’d learned to keep business and pleasure separate, Traveler never had. “Look at you;” he told the other man, “you’re a mess. You’re using your own supply. You haven’t earned anything. You don’t deserve any more right now than the lowest man here does.”

He looked around the room again. More of the men were listening now. “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen; for the next week you’re going to compete to be the next Chief.”

“Compete hell!” Traveler spat out. “It’s my spot!”

Rat Tail jumped to his feet, “I bust my ass for this club Traveler. All you do is sit on yours and shoot up! I want to be Chief!” He scowled first at Traveler and then at his counterpart Pinch who glared right back at him.

“You’ll get your chance,” Victor told him as he pointed at the man. “You’ll all get your chance.” He waved a pointed finger around at the men in the room. “I ain’t goin’ anywhere until someone steps up big time.” 

“Big how, Chief?” Pinch asked, getting to his own feet next to the slightly taller Rat Tail.

“I told you, you’re going to compete for the spot. You have a week, starting right now, to pull off the biggest, baddest...whatever, that you can. The man that does the most for the good of the club gets my spot.”

“Who the fuck decides that?” Pinch yelled.

“I do, of course,” Victor replied and then stood back as the room became bedlam. Men yelled and cursed him and each other. When the hubbub finally quieted a little, he moved forward to speak again but Traveler cut him off.

Rising from his chair off to one side of Victor and drawing himself up to his full height, he approached his superior. Standing face to face with him, he asked him loud enough for everyone in the room to hear, “How about if I just kill you now? How about that?”

Guns and knives appeared from around the room and three men took quick steps toward Traveler. 

Victor sidestepped his unarmed number two. “Whoa!” he called out as he held up his arms and waved his hands back toward the rest of the room. “Calm down. Calm down.” To Traveler he said, “Sit your dumb ass down. Nobody is killing anybody!” When the room became mostly quiet again he cautioned his men, “Anybody dies, it better fuckin’ not be anybody in this room! Got that? We’re brothers here. We don’t off each other!”

There were nods all around. 

Victor looked at Traveler. “Got that?” he asked him.

“Sorry Chief.” 

Traveler’s apology was clipped but Victor could see a fire in his eyes he hadn’t seen there in a couple of years.

“Go off and kill off our rivals if you want to impress for top dog.” He sighed then. “Look,” he told them, “I’m not leaving you. I’ll be around. I just won’t be your leader anymore, see? I’ll introduce your new leader to our, uh, suppliers and such but, other than that, he’s on his own to run this outfit as he sees fit. If he runs it into the ground, that’s on him and you all can fight that out amongst yourselves.”

Rat Tail looked at Victor suspiciously, “I ain’t buyin’ this. I mean, what’s in it for you? You’re getting the biggest cut now. You ain’t just walkin’ away from that.” He spat chew into a beer can. “You’re full of shit if you say you are.”

“Yeah, what’s in it for you?” Traveler asked, eyeing his Chief now as Victor had eyed him before.

“I’ll get a members cut just like most of you get when I can perform expected club duties. That’s only fair. The thing is, that might not be for a while but, trust me, we’ll be ridin’ together again one day...hopefully soon.”

Chapter 2 – Dreaming

Dana

The Same Day

Morelville, Ohio

“Just over five months,” I said out loud, to no one in particular. “We’ve been married five months.” My dog Boo just tilted her little head and stared at me.

I smiled to myself. After my divorce from Nate and then the disaster of my relationship with the first woman I’d ever dared to open myself up to, Terri, I didn’t think I’d ever find real love with anyone, but Mel had come along and shown me that I was completely wrong. 

Picking Boo up, I ruffled her behind the ears and then set her in my lap. “Mommy’s not going to get any writing done today baby girl. There’s just too much on my mind.”

My thoughts turned back to Mel. She’s more than a little married to her job and it seems like I hardly get to see her these days. I would have thought things would slow down after she resolved all of those cases back in December but the holidays and now the winter weather have kept her hopping.

“I love her to death Boo,” I told our little Boston terrier. “I just wish we had more time to be together and do things.” 

A knock startled me out of my thoughts. “Why didn’t you warn me someone was coming?” I softly chastised my pup. She ignored me, jumped down and headed toward the door instead, yapping excitedly.

My mama stepped into the little writing hut Mel had, had built for me on our back lot. “Mmm, toasty warm in here,” she said. “I’m sorry to interrupt your work sweetie.”

“It’s okay. What’s up?”

“You told me yesterday that Mel would be working today since both of her Lieutenants needed off so I thought I’d check on you. When she’s not here and you’re not helping in the store, you hole up in this shack and you forget to do things like eat.”

“It’s not a ‘shack’, Mama. I love my little writing hut and I did eat.”

“When?”

“Um, breakfast.

“Dana, that was hours ago. I’ve been to church and back with Faye and then your father and I had a nice lunch. I left some for you in your kitchen so why don’t you head back into the house and eat?”  

“I will, I swear. There are just a few more things I want to get done before I do that.”

“Mmm,” she said again as she looked at my computer screen. It was open to a page that was titled ‘Chapter 4’ but, other than that, it was blank. “Are you stuck? What do they call it; writer’s block?”

“No. I’m not stuck. I just ended up having to do a little more research than I thought before I dove into this chapter, is all.”

“I see.”

I knew she saw right through me. 

“Dana, is everything okay with you? With you and Mel, I mean?”

“Everything’s fine...great. Why do you ask?”

“You just seem a little down.”

She’s onto me! I sighed. “Honestly Mama, it’s really nothing, I’m just missing her; that’s what it is. Ever since the election, she’s had one official duty after another and, on top of that, it’s like the whole county has gone mad. It’s just been one major crime after another too. It seems like any day that she doesn’t have to work, she gets called out anyway.”

“You’re missing all the lovey-dovey newlywed stuff, aren’t you?”

“No, no. It’s not that. Not really. I just miss seeing her much at all. I just want to be able to spend some time with her.”

“What are your plans for Valentine’s Day?”

“When’s that?”

“This coming weekend!” She gave me a look like she hadn’t given me since I was a kid and got caught sneaking cookies before dinner. “So, I take it you two have no plans?”

I shook my head no. “Not that I’m aware of. I suppose I could make us a reservation somewhere. I don’t even know her schedule for next weekend though. Her work does come first right now.”

“Harrumph! We’ll just see about that.”

“Mama, please just leave it alone. It’s okay, really.”

After Mama left, I headed to the house. While the mushroom chicken dish she’d left me was heating up, I stepped into Mel’s den. Her laptop sat closed on her desk, gathering dust. She hadn’t used it in at least a couple of weeks. I sat down in her chair and waited while it booted up.

Aimlessly, I clicked the little internet icon. Her homepage opened with the day’s most recent headlines. 

I heard the microwave beep as I scanned down through them, not really seeing them, and I was about to go and grab my food but then I stopped and jumped backwards a couple of articles.  A headline involving Young International being lauded for helping the FBI to nail a white collar criminal caught my eye. 

Clicking the link, I skimmed the story quickly and then sat, drumming my fingers on the desk, thinking. Boo circling me and yapping non-stop finally drew me out of my reverie. 

Mentally, I shook myself. I’d been remembering my days in security and investigations with Young and dwelling on the past. 

“Why am I such a dummy, thinking about things I can’t control?” I asked Boo. She ignored me and darted into the kitchen. I found her sitting on the floor in front of the counter where the microwave sat.

“What’s up with you little girl? You know better than to beg.”

Boo just looked at me then stood and wagged her tail as I removed the bowl.

I sat down to eat but I couldn’t get my mind off the article about Young. I’d loved working there, loved my job. Looking down at my dog, I told her, “I don’t have to work at all, you know. My settlement means I can just lay around all day with you if I want and wait for the other mama to come home. I don’t have to write; I don’t have to help out in the store...”

Boo’s ears pricked up at the mention of Mel but her eyes returned to their focus on my bowl. “This must smell really good, huh?” I watched her and she watched me. “Tell you what, I’ll give you the last bite.”

The problem is, I liked helping Mel out on the heist case back in December. My leg injury doesn’t affect the function of my brain...

Going back into the den with new resolve, I grabbed the phone and dialed the switchboard number for Young International, Inc. from memory. 

“It can’t hurt to talk...”

“How may I direct your call?”

Blunt and secretive as always. “Yes, Rosita Marsh, please.” I asked for Russell Young’s gatekeeper. The switchboard wouldn’t patch me right through to the big man; I knew that.

“One moment please.”

I smiled to myself. Rosita, my old ally, was still with the firm. She was a matronly appearing woman with a heart of gold that was probably only twelve or fifteen years older than me. Still, when I’d been with the company, I looked to her as a sort of surrogate mother figure since my own mother was so far away.

“Rosita speaking. How may I help you?”

“Hello Rosita, how the heck are ya?”

“I’m just fine,” came the tentative voice from the other end of the line. 

Before she could ask who was calling I jumped right back in, “It’s Dana Rossi, Rosita. Actually it’s Dana Rossi-Crane now.” 

“Dana? Well, I’ll be! I haven’t heard from you in, what’s it been three, four years?”

“Yes, unfortunately.”

“What took you so long to give me a call? You have to know I was worried about you when you left here.”

“I do know and I appreciate that. It’s just...I didn’t leave there on the best of terms and I didn’t think anyone would welcome any contact from me.”

“Nonsense! Everybody here loved you.” 

The emphasis on the word ‘you’ wasn’t lost on me. “Thanks again Rosita. You’re the best.”

“Now Dana, I know you’re not calling here to butter me up so what gives?”

“I’d like to talk to Russ if I could, but I wasn’t sure if he’d be willing to take my call.”

“Why wouldn’t he? You know he’s the one who filled out all your security paperwork and talked to the background investigators that came around when you applied for that position with Customs, don’t you?”

“He did?”

“Yup, sure did. He wouldn’t let anyone else handle it. How’s that going for you anyway?”

“I’m, uh, sort of retired; injury in the line of duty.” 

“Oh no! That’s too bad. What happened?”

“It’s a long story but the gist is, I was shot, but I’m fine; don’t worry.”

“Mmm, Dana. You better watch it. You’re just a little slip of a thing. You don’t need to be running around doing things that get you shot at. Doing that kind of thing better not be why you want to talk to Russ?” Her question had an accusing tone.

“No ma’am,” I replied. “Honestly though, I do have a little business I’d like to discuss with him.”

“He’s in today. You’re timing, as it always was, is still amazing. Just hold for me for a minute while I see what he’s gotten himself into.”

“Thanks Rosita.”

My stomach fluttered as I waited on hold. Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long enough to lose my nerve. Russell Young was on the line in less than thirty seconds.

“Dana! Good to hear from you!” his deep voice boomed over the line.

“Hi Russ; congratulations! I was just reading about your big win and the indictment.”

“Not me, my girl. Our forensic guys ferreted that whole mess out. They get all the credit.”

That’s Russ and that’s why I love him. “Yes, but isn’t that the FBI’s job after all? You beat them to the chase.”

“Only because we were called in first by private interests. They get to take it from here. As it is, I don’t like that we got our name in the news at all. You know me; I like to stay off the radar.”

“Yes, totally understandable in your business.” There was a several seconds silence while I pondered how to broach my real reason for calling him.

Russ didn’t leave me twisting in the wind long. Taking over, he asked me, “I’m sure you probably didn’t call just to congratulate us. Is there something we can help you with?”

“Actually,” I drew in a breath, “I was hoping maybe I could help you. First, before you say anything, I want you to know how sorry I am about everything that happened when...when I was there, with Terri and...and everything.”

“Dana, that’s all water under the bridge. I know that wasn’t you, it was all Ms. Sweeting but, I had the firm to consider and, unfortunately, letting you go was the only viable solution at the time. I couldn’t allow her to continue doing the things she was doing. It was all about protecting my business.”

“I certainly understand that Russ. Really, I do. Still, I was blind to her and I shouldn’t have been so...so naïve. I should have seen through her.”

“Don’t blame yourself. She’s a con-artist Dana.”

“Was. She was a con-artist. She’s dead Russ. She was murdered in a mess that was not of her own making.”

He was silent for several long seconds. “I really don’t know what to say,” he finally told me.

“You don’t have to say anything. We both know where we stood with her.” 

I took another deep breath and then I plunged in. “I’m not with Customs anymore. I was shot in the line of duty during a raid and I’ve been medically retired.” 

He started to interrupt but I cut him back off. “I’m fine. I have some damage to my left leg that has me walking with a bit of a gimp. I didn’t want a non-investigative desk job with them so I took their retirement offer. Now I’m sort of at loose ends.”

“Are you asking to come back to work for me Dana?”

“Um, no, not exactly. Not directly, anyway. My circumstances have changed pretty drastically in the last four years. I’m married now, to a wonderful woman, and we’re living in Eastern Ohio.” I paused to let all of that sink in.

“Congratulations. I’m happy for you.”

“Thank you.” I was relieved at his genuine tone. Good old Russ...

“My parents have recently moved close to me and they’ve bought a store here that they’re operating in their semi-retirement. I help out there as needed but it’s...boring. I’m looking for something a bit more, shall we say, challenging.”

“I take it that’s where calling me comes into play?” Russ chuckled as he asked.

“Yes, thank you. Exactly. I’ve, uh, done a little side work here and there since leaving customs, pro-bono and, well, I like it. I miss investigations. I miss the research.”

“Really now? There’s something.”

“I know, I know, nobody likes the dig in the files type of grunt work but, at customs, I developed a taste for it. They just didn’t have enough of that sort of thing in my region to make a desk job for me viable. I can get around okay but a special agent for them has to be physically fit and ready to run.”

“Russ, I guess what I’m saying is, I want to try my hand at freelancing some investigations. I’ve got an Ohio concealed carry and I can get any license I’d need pretty quick. I’ve also already got an office set-up.”

“What exactly are you looking for from us? Subs?”

“You got it. If you’d be willing to throw some smaller jobs my way once in a while, especially if you get stuff in Ohio, that’d be great. Actually, I’d prefer not to travel right now, for starters.”

He was quiet on the other end of the line. I didn’t know if he was considering my request or trying to think of a way to turn me down politely. Russ was nothing if not polite and professional. 

“I’m not asking for a handout Russ; just if you need something in my area, I hope you’d consider letting me take care of it for you.”

We chatted for a few more minutes and then I hung up feeling like he really was considering my proposition. 

As long as Mel’s the Sheriff, we’re not going to have a lot of time together. I might as well do work that I’m good at and that I like. Mel will be okay with it. Between jobs, I can still write. Mama will probably get bent out of shape but she never has to be the wiser.

Chapter 3 – Breaking Loose

Mel

5:00 AM Monday Morning, February 9th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

I stumbled into the office to deal with the usual Monday paperwork as quickly as I could and then I was headed back out to the street. All hell was breaking loose out there. It seemed like it started as soon as I went off shift at 6:00 on Sunday. By midnight, on a couple of hours of sleep, I was back in uniform and working patrol to answer call after call.

My assistant and friend, Sergeant Holly Burke, was already at her desk when I strode in.

“Is it a full moon out there or what?” she asked me.

“I don’t have a clue.” I shook my head as I told her, “It’s dark, it’s cold, it’s miserable and for some reason we have a crime wave going on and gang warfare on the streets. We’ve been working calls about biker’s – biker’s in February, mind you – run amok all night but now all of the rest of the criminal element in the city seems to be feeding off of whatever is fueling the whole mess.”

I took a deep breath. “Zanesville PD is on high alert now too. If this keeps up, that should at least take some of the pressure off.”

“Should I do my snow dance? That’ll settle ‘em down.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“For your sake, I hope it dies down soon. You need a break.”

###

1:00 PM Monday

“Mel, your mother-in-law is on line one. It’s the third time she’s called.”

“I’ll take it.” I clicked off with Holly and punched line one.

“Hi Chloe. I’m sorry but I’m really busy today. I just got back into the office and I only have a minute. How can I help you?” My attempt to pre-empt an attack of small talk or of me didn’t work.

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of you all morning Mel. When I could get through at all, I was told you were out of the office. When I called your cell, you never answered. What if it was an emergency and I had to get hold of you?”

“Is it an emergency?”

“Well no; but that’s not the point.”

“I apologize Chloe. Is there something you need?”

“What I need is for you to be a little more attentive to Dana. You’re never home and, even when you are, you never seem to have time for her.”

“Did Dana say that?”

“No, not in so many words, but a mother knows these things. Do I need to remind you that Valentine's Day is coming up? You’ve been so busy lately, I thought you might have forgotten about it. I just know it would mean a lot to her if you did something really special for your wife.”

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t forget. I’m working on a few ideas.” 

“Like what? There’s not a lot of time left, you know. Things book up.”

Trapped... “I’m trying to get us reservations somewhere special.” I’d done no such thing but she didn’t need to know that, I still had time, after all.

“Dana adores Adornetto’s and they’re running a Valentines special there if you can’t tear yourself too far away. Of course, if you can get away for an evening or even the whole weekend, there are lots of things that you could do in Columbus. I just read about this one place that does dinner and night flights for couples over the city. They love gay couples in Columbus and...”

“Chloe, I’m sorry but I really have to go. We’ll do something great, I promise.”

Holly found me sitting with my head in my hands. She leaned against the doorframe as she asked, “Rough day, huh boss?”

“If only it was just the crime wave. Chloe just unloaded on me. She thinks I’m neglecting Dana and she wanted to make sure I didn’t forget Valentine’s Day.”

Holly’s eyebrows rose. “What does Dana think?”

“Dana understands what she’s gotten into with me and with this job.”

“Does she?”

I nodded. “Sure she does. She’s been right there in the mix a couple of times with me...with us; you know that. Still, Chloe’s partly right. I could be a little more...I don’t know, attentive? Is that the word I’m looking for?”

“Attentive, yeah, or how about romantic?”

I pulled a face. “The romance stuff just isn’t me. It’s like a whole other language to me.”

“You really never had a serious relationship before you met Dana, did you?”

“No.”

“Mel, don’t take this wrong, okay? You’re a woman yes, but you’ve always thought more like a man. Since I’ve known you, you’ve never been girly or liked girly things.”

“True. You’re right.”

“Dana’s a tomboy but she likes girly stuff too. Remember how she reacted when you got her that bracelet and when you got Boo back?”

I nodded. 

“She seems to like romantic gestures like that. That’s what you should aim for. It doesn’t have to be big and fancy. It will mean the most to her if it’s from your heart.”

###

3:30 PM Monday

I took a call down in Philo that thankfully turned out to be routine. We were having a mini-February heat wave. The temps had climbed into the upper 40’s and the calls had been off the hook. I had more people in getting overtime than I had on regular, scheduled patrol. 

By the time I climbed back into my county SUV, the radio was mercifully quiet. I hoped that meant whatever craziness had swept through the county was finally dying down.

After a minute of thought, since I was already well south of town, when I crossed the Muskingum in Duncan Falls, I headed east instead of West. I was only fifteen minutes from the farm.

As much as I now knew I’d been neglecting Dana, I was even more aware I hadn’t spent more than a few minutes with my parents, here and there, since Christmas. Dad’s health hadn’t been the best lately and I felt guilty for not checking in on him and for not being out there to help with all of the usual winter chores.

Thank heaven it’s been a mild winter and thank heaven for Cole. He’s such a big help...

Turning into the drive, I didn’t have far to go to find my dad. He was in the lower field putting out salt blocks for the livestock. 

I stopped my county SUV on the driveway and got out into the sunshine and warmth of what should have been a cold, snowy day. 

“Hey there,” my dad, a man of few words, called out.

“Hi Dad. How are you?” I stopped at the fence. Climbing over in a gun belt didn’t sound like a good idea if it wasn’t necessary.

He nodded, indicating he was okay. I wasn’t going to get a soliloquy out of him anyway. “Haven’t seen you for a while. I just thought I’d stop over and see if you needed anything.” 

“Naw. Got everything I need.”

Dad didn’t like asking for help or taking help from anyone but he’d be the first one to offer help where he saw a need. That’s just the way it is with him.

“Your ma says the scanner’s been going all day.”

I grinned. My mother had her nose in everything. She’d had a police scanner ever since I’d joined the force. “It’s been a busy one. Must be these warm temperatures.”

Dad mounted his quad, fired it up and steered it over toward the fence. When he reached me, he asked, “Are you coming up to the house?”

I shook my head no. “I really should head back into town but I think I’m just going to head home. I’m whipped. It seems like things have settled down a little.”

“You need to take it easy. Let your deputies do the work. That’s why you have ‘em.”

“I know but it’s hard for me to ask them to do things I’m not willing to do myself.”

He just shrugged.

A thought occurred to me. “You know Valentine’s Day is coming up.”

Dad tipped his head at me like Boo does when me or Dana talks to her.

“Are you doing anything special for mom this year?” I’d never really paid any attention to whether or not my parents celebrated the holiday but mom always seemed happy. Her world revolved around Dad and the farm.

“She don’t go for no fancy stuff. I just get her flowers and maybe a card.”

“Oh. She likes that?”

“Just what are you fishing for?”

“Honestly? I’m kind of stuck on what I should do for Dana. I figured maybe you’d have some wisdom for me.”

“Women like anything you do for them.”

Right, okay. So much for help from my only male role model.

Chapter 4 – Warfare

Mel

Monday Evening, February 9th, 2014

“On my way but my ETA is going to be about 30 minutes.” I put down the dish towel I was holding and looked at Dana who was rinsing the last of the silverware. 

“I’m so sorry babe. The last 36 hours have been off the charts and, just when I thought it was over, it starts again. Now they’re smashing shop windows and looting in downtown Zanesville.”

“Looting?”

I spread my hands. “I don’t know what’s going on but if I don’t get back out there, I’m never going to be able to figure it out.”

I rolled slowly through town, my broadcast PA turned on. Darkness was now falling but, here and there, windows were smashed and debris was everywhere. The culprits had struck in daylight, just after everything closed, up and down Main Street. 

My cruisers were scattered here and there and Zanesville PD had an even heavier presence but that wasn’t stopping the opportunists from running store to store, taking what they could from what hadn’t already been taken that had any value at all. 

Shane Harding’s personal vehicle was parked at the curb a block ahead of me, it’s portable blue light flashing. He was standing at the corner, under a still working street light, notebook in hand, speaking with an older man. I pulled over and parked behind him.

“Sheriff,” he said by way of greeting. “This is Mr. Jenkins. He owns the tobacco shop.” Shane tipped his head toward the small storefront at the corner with shattered windows and a door hanging only from its bottom hinge.

“What’s left of it, which isn’t much!” Jenkins said. 

“He says he’d locked up for the evening but he was in the back working on taxes when a bunch of bikes rumbled into town.”

“They shot out my windows. I barricaded myself in the back but nobody came back there. They just took all the cigarettes they could carry and they moved on. I called 911 and then I stood up front with a bat to keep anyone else from taking what wasn’t theirs to take. I work hard and barely get by! They all just want something for nothing!”

“You really should have stayed in your office, Mr. Jenkins. You could have been seriously hurt or even killed.”

“And let them take everything? You’re crazier than I am if you think I would let them do that! My insurance will pay for the windows. I won’t get a dime for my inventory.”

“Since you came out here,” Shane asked, “did you get a look at anybody?” 

“Motorcycles...men on motorcycles. That’s all I can tell you.”

My radio leapt to life. “Shots fired, man down, 500 block of East Elm. Any units in the vicinity please respond.”

I shot a look at Shane. “That’s about a mile north of here.”

“I got this Sheriff. Go.”

Before I could even key my mike, a female voice came over the airwaves, “Unit twelve responding.” I’d forgotten that Mason had taken a patrol shift today. I keyed in too, “Unit one responding.”

I hopped back in my SUV and ran lights and sirens to the scene. As I drove, both motorcycles and low riding sedans drove past me, fleeing in the opposite direction. A lone Zanesville PD cruiser was giving chase to the last in the lot.

Turning the last corner, I found bedlam. Mason was jumping out of her cruiser and Deputy Gates was kneeling, working on a man who’d obviously been shot. Meanwhile, two Zanesville PD officers were wrestling with a man sporting a motorcycle vest with the ‘Z’ logo of our local outlaw biker group, the ‘Z Renegades’. A bike, presumably his, lay on the ground, running. Elsewhere in the area was total destruction. Windows were smashed, doors were splintered, trash was everywhere and two cars were burning further along the road.

PD seemed to be getting their quarry under control so I hustled over to Mason and Gates. Relief flooded my face as I realized the middle aged man on the ground, though obviously shot and bleeding from his left hip, was alive and alert. “What do we have.”

“We’ve got gang war bedlam Sheriff.” Indicating the man on the ground, Gates continued, “He’s all victim; just in the wrong place at the wrong time. A squad is on the way.”

Directing my question at the man, I asked, “Do you know who shot you?”

He shook his head no. “Never saw them before.”

“Them?”

“A car full of guys.”

“I already got a description of the vehicle from him Sheriff,” Gates said. “Zanesville put out an APB.” His eyes flared with what I knew he wasn’t about to say in front of the victim. There wasn’t a lot of hope for us or for PD to nail them. Every officer on duty was just doing what they could to stop the bleeding. Actually corralling anyone and pinning anything on them wasn’t very likely.

A sound in the distance drew my attention. As I looked up, a news chopper flew overhead. “Great,” I muttered under my breath. “Just what we need.”

###

By the time my deputies and the Zanesville guys gained some semblance of control back over city and I got home, it was after midnight. Dana was sound asleep sitting half propped up in bed with her bedside light on and a book in her lap. Boo was curled up on the bed, at the foot. She looked up at me but then laid her fuzzy little head right back down.

I felt so bad about having had to leave earlier and about the fact that Dana obviously tried to wait up for me. As gently as I could, I picked up the book and placed it on the nightstand. She wasn’t much for thrashing around in the night but, if she did slide down and try and get a little more comfortable, I didn’t want the book hitting the floor and jarring her awake.

As quietly as I could, I undressed and slipped into bed. My plan was to catch about four hours of shut-eye before I headed back into the station. 

Since PD had managed to collar the low level gangbanger I’d witnessed them trying to cuff at the shooting scene, they planned to interrogate him. I knew they’d work the biker known on the street as Maggot until they got something useful out of him. I wanted to be at my desk and available to receive the lowdown when they broke the guy.

###

Early Tuesday Morning, February 10th, 2014

Sleep was pretty elusive. My brain worked overtime trying to figure out what had triggered the gang war and the sudden widespread rash of crime in the county. I was at a total loss. All I could do was pray that whatever it was, it had played itself out and the two warring factions would go back to hibernating until spring.

When the clock registered 4:00 AM and I knew trying to catch a half hour more time in the sack was useless, I got up. As I gathered a fresh uniform and underclothes in the dark, I stole a few glances back at Dana. She stirred but didn’t wake. Boo, on the other hand scooted to the edge of the bed and was watching me like a hawk but she didn’t bark or indicate she was interested in getting up herself just yet.

I tiptoed out of the room and waited to see if she’d follow me then breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t.

After a quick shower in the main bathroom so I didn’t wake my wife by using the one in our room, I started to ready myself to leave. A glance at the clock told me it wasn’t even 4:30. The county roads into town will be deserted for another hour yet. I have time to refocus for a few minutes. 

With Valentine’s Day being Saturday, I knew I really wanted to do something special for Dana. Her mother’s call left me feeling like I’d been neglecting her completely and me coming home and then turning around and leaving again, I’m sure, didn’t help my case with her one whit.

I didn’t have a clue yet about what to do Saturday but I had an idea for right now. I detoured into my den, sat down and grabbed a pad of paper and a pen. I thought for a minute about what to say. Finally, I just tried to pour my feelings out onto the paper but, in the end, I wasn’t sure what I said didn’t sound corny or forced. All I really wanted was to be with my wife. 

Ten minutes later, not full satisfied but feeling like I’d managed to bare my soul a little, I signed it off. After scrounging an envelope, I scrawled Dana across it and carried it with me to the kitchen.

The buzzing of my department cell distracted me. Duty called.  Instead of leaving the letter on the table for Dana to find when she got up as I’d intended, I ended up carrying it outside with me. While my truck warmed up in the morning chill, I walked up the driveway and put it in the mailbox. That’ll be more fun for her to find it there anyway...

Holly was at her desk by 5:30, a scant 10 minutes after me.

“We have to stop meeting like this Mel. All these crazy hours, people are going to talk.” She grinned and I grinned back.

“I was just looking through the overnight blotter,” I told her. “It looks like it quieted down a little.”

“It probably got too cold for ‘em all to keep at it out there. It is February, after all.”

“What’s the high supposed to be today?”

“Low thirties, I think,” she replied.

“Good, more normal. Let’s hope that cools their jets a little bit.”

Chapter 5 – Regroup

Victor Voll - Chief

Z Renegades Clubhouse, Abandoned Farm, South Zanesville, Ohio

“What the hell was all that shit?” I thundered at the full assemblage of patched in members sitting around me in the damp living room of the old farmhouse. “That was bullshit; that’s what that was; the saddest thing I’ve ever seen. Whose bright idea was it to create mass hysteria, get another gang gunning for us and bring the law, the news...all those stupid fucks raining down on us and chasing us around?”

Nobody spoke.

“Is this how you’re trying to impress me to earn the right to stand here and give you clowns hell? I’m not fucking impressed! That kind of shit stops right now! Right fucking now!”

I looked over at Traveler, “Get another plan old man. This one’s done.”

“But Chief,” he whined back, “it wasn’t even my idea...I wanted to...”

I cut him off. “You’re my number two. You want to be Chief, fucking act like it. Take charge of this shit and do something that actually helps your club, otherwise, you may as well just kill me after all.”

Pinch laughed loudly.

“You got something to say?” I asked him.

“That ass can’t do anything useful, is all.”

“Then you figure it out. Somebody needs to do something.”

I looked around the room, catching several faces in my gaze. “Some of you weren’t here Sunday morning. I’m going to say this one more time in case the message didn’t come across then or you weren’t here to get it. Ya’ll can ally yourselves with certain brothers if that’s what you want to do but one man, ONE MAN, gets to be Chief. That’ll be the man who impresses me the most. Period. Figure it out. You want my position; you need to aim a lot higher.” 

I shivered involuntarily. “Figure out how to get some heat in this shithole too. It’s fucking freezing in here.” 

I looked around the room at all of the men just sitting there staring back at me. “Don’t all jump at once!” Disgusted, I told them, “I got shit to do. I’m out of here.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Pinch eye-balling Traveler as I walked out the door.

###

Dana

Morelville, Ohio

I grabbed the mail out of the box as I walked back to the house after pulling a morning shift at the store. Boo was circling to go out as soon as I hit the door so I dropped everything on the kitchen table, hooked her to her long retractable leash instead of her short one we used for walks and I ran her outside. 

“Still can’t trust you to stay in the yard,” I half scolded her as we stepped out into the brisk late morning air.

While she did her business at one end of the lead, I unlocked my little writing hut while hanging onto the other end, then reached inside and flicked the knob to turn up the heater Mel had put in to keep the hut at a more comfortable level for humans. I had some ideas for the book I was working on and I wanted to see if I could get them down before they flitted away.

When Boo was finished, she charged back toward me, then passed me and propelled herself right into the hut. She took up her customary place on the floor about a foot in front of the heater.

“Well then, all right little lady. I guess we’re going right to work today.” Getting a little lunch first forgotten for now, I sat down in my chair, booted my computer up and lost myself in the pages of my novel for a couple of hours until my bladder was screaming.

“Let’s go Boo. Mama needs to potty now.” I wonder what it would cost me to put plumbing out here?

While I nibbled a sandwich, I leafed through the mail I’d forgotten about earlier. I almost didn't recognize the handwriting from the letter I ran across at the bottom of the stack. It wasn’t postmarked or stamped, it just had my name on it.

That’s Mel’s scrawl, I think. She must have put this in the box before she left for work...

I opened the note expecting a reminder about picking up something at the store or some such thing.

Dana,

I’m reminded that Valentine’s Day is coming soon. I want to do something special with you that night; even more special than being with you, married to you, is each and every night. I love you so much – more than I could ever possibly put into words. You’re my whole world baby and I never want to be away from you, not even for a minute.

I know these last few months have been tough. I appreciate your support and, at the same time, I feel bad that I never seem to be able to be there long enough to do the things we’ve talked about doing. I’m doing the best that I can. It’s frustrating most of the time these days but coming home to you makes it all worth it.

I’m trying to plan something for Saturday. I really am.

I love you Dana, to the moon and back, always.

Mel

I just let my tears fall.

Chapter 6 – Replay

Mel

Early Tuesday Evening, February 10th

“His street name is ‘Shock’. I’ve had him in the lock-up for low level dealing more than once,” I told Mason.

She looked down at the dead gangbanger lying prone on the sidewalk.  “It’s early yet and this is pretty residential here. Did he work this area a lot?”

“No,” I said as I shook my head. “That’s just it. South Zanesville is all Z Renegades stomping ground now; has been for a few years. He was a duck out of water being down here.”

“A Renegade hit, you think Sheriff?”

“That’d be my guess, if I were a guessing woman. Given all the fighting that’s gone on between the two gangs these past couple of days, I have to think he came down here looking to score some new clients or heaven knows what and, since he was alone, they snuffed him out quick.”

“Did PD get anything out of that biker they collared last night?”

“Nope. He clammed up and demanded a lawyer, they tell me. They’re waiting on the Public Defender’s Office to assign someone.”

Lucas Kreskie, the County Coroner showed up on the scene. After we gave him a brief rundown of the little we knew, I said to Mason, “Let’s start canvassing the area; see if anyone around will admit to seeing anything. Be careful,” I cautioned her. “There are good people here and there are Z Renegades here.”

Even in the cold of February, for a South Zanesville neighborhood, it was unusually quiet. We spent an hour going door to door looking for witnesses – anybody that saw or heard anything. We got nothing. Anyone that did bother to answer the door, wasn’t inclined to talk to the police.

Disheartened by the lack of public cooperation, we retreated back to my county SUV and headed for the station. 

“The people I did get to open the door wouldn’t talk at all. They’re scared Sheriff. Is it all about the bikers?”

“Now, yeah, but it’s always been controlled by one gang or another. As fast as we root ‘em out, some other gang seems to move in to take their place. The ‘Z’ expanded East from Columbus about three years back and most of them settled south of the city. As a matter of fact, they used to call Barb’s bar, The Boar’s Head a little further east, home. She managed to root them out of there and clean the place up but, being bikers, they’re a little harder to get a handle on and run completely off than some of the other gangs we’ve run into.” 

I sighed. “Once they gave up on hanging out at the Boar’s Head, I figured we were done with them causing general havoc. It was a quiet summer, this past summer...at least, as far as gang activity goes.”

“You would think the dead of winter and the cold weather would keep them lying low right now,” Janet replied.

“You would think.”

###

Victor Voll – Chief

Late Tuesday Evening, February 10th

Outside the ‘Z’ Renegades Clubhouse, South Zanesville, Ohio

“I got him Chief. It’s my kill,” Major ‘Rat Tail’ Foote claimed. He was standing out in front of the ramshackle abandoned farm house we were using as our hangout with one foot up on the running board of my Navigator.

“That so?” I asked him. “What if I heard differently?”

“Ain’t nobody better be tryin’ to take credit for my hit! I’ll kill them too!”

“That’s why I came down here. I’m hearin’ two different stories.”

“Who’s claimin’ it? Traveler? I’ll show you the damn gun.”

“You might have to. Let’s go.”

Inside, where it was no warmer than it had been in the morning when I’d told them to do something about getting heat, I found only a few of my guys, Traveler among them. He was sitting at a beat up wooden table with a bottle of cheap whiskey in front of him. He was drunk and running his mouth to the other two men in the room.

I eyeballed my number two as I walked toward the lot of them with Rat Tail following behind me. “Walker McGinnis, get on your feet,” I told him.

Traveler stood slowly on shaky legs. His eyes darted between me and Rat Tail. Nervously, he licked his lips.

I told the other two pins in the room to take a hike. Once they’d made themselves scarce, I addressed both of the remaining men. Holding a hand out to stay Rat Tail, I asked, “It’s come to my attention that a Demon was killed in a drive by a couple of hours ago. What do you know about that McGinnis?”

Traveler braced a hand on the table for balance. It was obvious to me that he’d been drinking for several hours. He didn’t respond.

Lowering my hand, I looked now directly at Rat Tail. 

“I told you Chief. I got the kill. Here’s my piece.” He slid a 9mm out of the back of his waistband and handed it to me, grip first.

I could smell gunpowder on the piece. “How many shots did you take?”

“Er, two. First one missed. I caught him quick though before he could duck and cover.”

I ejected the magazine and pulled the rounds out, counting. There was room for two more if Rat Tail had gone out fully loaded. I put the bullets back in the magazine, reseated it, locked and loaded and pointed it at Traveler. “Explain.”

Traveler raised his hands in a defensive move. “Don’t kill me Chief. Please don’t kill me. I didn’t mean no harm, I swear. I was just having a little fun, is all. I’ve been right here...right here.” He licked his again.

“Did you listen to a word I said this morning?” I didn’t lower the gun.

“Yes Chief, I did...I did. I’m not a young man anymore...you know? It’s cold today. I figured I’d let these younger guys fight it out after all. I...I stayed back here and...and I worked on getting us some heat. That’s what I did.”

“Oh yeah?” I questioned him. I took a look all around but I didn’t see any evidence of him having brought in a kerosene heater or trying to build an sort of fire. “And what did you come up with?”

“I’m still working on it...I...”

I shot him twice in the chest. 

Handing the piece back to Rat Tail, I told him, “One time for each set of lies. I hate liars.” 

I kicked at the drunken junkie on the floor. He was good and dead. “Find something to roll his body up in and help me load him in my truck.” 

Chapter 7 – Do Over

Mel

Early Wednesday Morning, February 11th

Morelville, Ohio

Since Tuesday hadn’t ended with more rioting in the streets of Zanesville and since my duty cell had been quiet overnight, I actually managed to catch more than a few hours of sleep. I woke up at 5:00 not really feeling fully rested but certainly better than I had in a few days. 

Creeping back into the bedroom from our little bathroom after my shower, I was surprised to find Dana awake and sitting up in bed. 

“Come here you,” she beckoned me.

“Why?”

“Just come here.”

“But I’m practically naked here...”

“Your point being?”

I moved closer to our bed. “I have to go to work babe.”

“I know; I just want to give you a proper send off.”  She raised her chin toward me and crooked a finger to motion me even closer in. When our lips met, she raised both hands to my face and cupping it, laid a searing kiss on me that vibrated me to my toes.

Dragging myself away before I lost all sense of time and place, I repeated to her, my voice tremoring, “I have to go to work.”

Dana grinned. “Have a great day!”

After shaking myself, I gathered my underthings and a uniform and got out of there. As I dressed in the main bathroom, I couldn’t help thinking that Dana’s kiss had been because of my note. If notes like that lead to me getting more kisses like that then maybe I’ll just have to become Cupid himself. 

I tiptoed back toward the bedroom. The door was still closed and I couldn’t see light from inside anymore. Dana must have lain back down for a while. I knew Boo would have her up soon though so I had to work fast.

Moving into the den, I grabbed another piece of paper and jotted another note. This time, it came a little easier. Heartfelt honesty is probably the best policy after all. 

I left the house and put the new letter in the mailbox then climbed in my truck and headed to work. Please, let it be an easy day for once.

Dana

###

“Thank you Mrs. Stroud. Have a nice day.”

When the customer was safely out the door, Mama said to me, “I just love her; such a friendly woman and she and her husband both do so much for this little community.”

I just smiled and nodded.

“Okay Dana, spill it! What’s got you all smiles and happy today?”

“Nothing. It’s just a good day, is all.”

“Right...”

Mama obviously didn’t believe me. “I’m just excited to be here working with you,” I told her. 

“Child, now I know you’re fibbing. As soon as your dad and Jesse are back from that equipment auction, you’ll be charging on out of here. I know you!”

She eyed me up and down and then ventured, “Does this have anything to do with Mel?”

“Why do you ask that?” I tried to sound non-committal but I could feel myself blush a little and Mama latched on to it quickly.

“It is! So tell me, what’s going on? I’m all ears.”

“Of course you are and, knowing you, you probably had more than a little to do with it too.”

“With what? Is Mel planning something special for Valentine’s Day?”

“So you did have something to do with it!”

Mama clapped her hands together and grinned brightly. “So what’s she got planned?”

“I hate to let you down but nothing yet, not that I’m aware of anyway, but she left me a lovely note in the mailbox yesterday that said she loves me and that she’s trying to plan something very special for us. That’s the gist of it, anyway.” I couldn’t help but smile to myself again.

“Oh she did, did she? Well, that’s a start. I was hoping for a little more than that out of her though.”

“Mama, what did you do?”

“Nothing big, mind you. I just reminded her that Valentine’s Day was coming and that you two should do something special for this first one together is all.”

“That’s all? Well, that’s fine, I guess. Whatever you did worked Mama. Mel has literally become a poet of sorts overnight. Her note was wonderful.”

“I’ll take all the credit then but that wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

“It was perfect. Don’t you go stirring her up anymore.”

My cell buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the number. Whoops, Young International!

“Are you alright up here for a few minutes Mama? I need to take this.”

“Of course.”

I hustled into the back of the store, through the storeroom and out the connecting door into the space that was being remodeled as a nail salon for Mama as I answered.

“Hello; Dana speaking.” 

“Please hold for Russ, Dana,” Rosita politely informed me.

“Dana?” Russ queried, coming on the line.

“Yes sir.” I responded after smiling first. I wanted him to know I was interested in whatever he was calling about.

“It’s fortuitous, in a manner of speaking, that you called the other day.”

“How so?”

“I’ve actually got a quick investigative job that’s local to you that came in out of the blue. It needs to be done fairly quickly. I don’t have anyone I can put on the ground that fast.”

“How local are we talking?”

“It’s a Morelville, Ohio address Dana.”

“Really? What are the odds?” I was dumbfounded. 

“In this case, I’d say pretty good.” Russ Chuckled. “If you accept, you’ll be meeting with a Warren Brietland. Do you know him?”

“Not personally, but I know of him. He represents old Morelville and old money around here.”

“Well then, that falls in line with the job he wants done. He wants a potential family heiress, an Erin Voll, investigated.”

“I see.”

“Will you take the assignment?”

“Yes, of course; my pleasure.”

“I’ll put Rosita back on the line. She’ll want your fax number so she can send you over a contract and all the particulars.”

Chapter 8 – Meddling Mothers

Chloe Rossi

Late Wednesday Morning, February 11th

Morelville Ohio

“Where’s Dana, Chloe? Didn’t she come up to help you since the guys are gone?”

“Hi Faye. She stepped into the back for a minute...phone call.”  I flipped a hand toward the back of the store. “Have you heard from Jesse?”

“No.” She shook her head. “But, honestly, when he goes to these equipment auctions he’s all eyes and ears for that stuff and nothing else. I can’t complain though, he’s gotten some great deals that have saved us a ton on the farm.”

“Well here’s hoping he’s a good influence on Marco then. I used to do auctions all the time looking for furniture but Marco never wanted to go.”

“He’ll be fine. The most trouble Jesse will let him get into at this one is buying a bunch of tools; not a bad thing when you’ve bought a fixer-upper house.” We both laughed but my own chuckle was more than a little uneasy. Marco and I went from owning a home that was just the way we wanted it in a Pittsburgh suburb, after years of hard work to a century old house out in the middle of nowhere that needed lots of updates. Marco was relishing the task. I’d have preferred something that just needed my decorator’s touch.

Mentally, I shook myself then I peeked toward the back of the store but there was no sign of Dana. “Faye,” I said, “while Dana’s out of earshot, I want to talk to you.”

“What about dear?”

“Mmm...I don’t really know how to put this, so I’ll just come right out with it: it’s about the state of the girls marriage.”

It was Faye’s turn to wave a dismissive hand in the air. “I hardly want to talk about that, no offense to Dana of course, but you know how I feel about it.”

“Whether you like it or not Faye, the girls are married in the eyes of the law. I wish you would open your mind just a little hon. It would mean so much to Mel for you to be more accepting.”

“I love my daughter. I love Dana too. I just don’t get this whole thing.”

“And our girls love each other,” I said firmly. “We both know though how tough the first year or so of marriage can be especially when someone has as demanding a career as Mel does. I just feel like they’re drifting apart and, if something isn't done soon, they’ll end up separated. I just can't imagine anything worse than that for them.”

“Yes, they love each other a lot. I’m not blind. I can see that. But, every couple has to find their own way. Jesse and I did and you and Marco did.”

I peeked down the aisle way toward the back again. “All I’m saying is, things are tough right now. You see the news. All of that stuff that’s been going on in Zanesville has had Mel hopping. They aren’t getting any time together at all right now. Wouldn’t it be nice if they could just take even a night off and forget all of that for the evening? Just one night?”

“I suppose. I guess I could talk to Mel and see if she could free herself up for dinner or something.”

“That would be a great start. Maybe even tonight?”

The door from the storeroom swung open and Dana stepped into view. I smiled down the main aisle way at her. “Everything okay dear?”

“Just fine Mama.” Her tone seemed distracted.

I shot Faye a look and, just then, a thought came to me. “Hey Faye, you should go back through and take a look at the pedicure chair Marco just finished installing yesterday. It’s a doozy.”

Faye raised her eyebrows. “A pedicure chair? Do you think people around here will really go for that sort of thing?”

Dana answered her, “Oh heavens yes! The women around her may live in boots in the fall and winter but all spring and summer all I saw were flip flops and sandals unless they were actually working with livestock. They’ll love it. Come on back, I’ll show it to you.”

“No, no,” I jumped in quickly. “I just saw the bakery truck turn the corner. I’m going to need your help up here but you go on ahead back Faye. Feel free to sit in it and fondle the controls.” I grinned at her with my best devious, up to something smile and hoped she took the hint.

“Mel? It’s mom.”

“I know; Holly told me.”

“Listen, I only have a minute.”

“Me too.”

“How are things going with you and Dana?”

“Okay...I guess.”

“You don’t sound so sure.”

“I’m, uh, surprised at your interest, I guess.”

“I’m trying Mel. I really am.”

“I know Mom.”

“It seems like you two are struggling a little bit for time since you took the Sheriff job on. I was dead set against that too if you remember. I’m working on a lot of things here Mel.”

“I know and I appreciate it. And, it’s obvious that you’ve been talking to Chloe. She’s said something to me about us not having any time together too. In all honesty, I just don’t really have the time to plan anything but I’ve been trying to...how can I say this...woo, I guess is the word, Dana.”

“Woo her?”

“I’ve, uh written her a couple of notes...love letters, sort of. She got one yesterday. I left another one for her in the mailbox today. She...uh...seemed to like the first one.”

“I don’t even want to know!”

“Mom! They were nothing dirty, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Look, why don’t you call her and tell her you want to go out to dinner tonight. Have her meet you in town at Adornetto’s. I’ll call them and make the reservation for you even. You just have to show up and have a calm, quiet evening out.”

“I don’t know when I’ll be able to get out of here but I don’t want to be out real late either. I’m beat.”

“I’ll make it for 5:30 and send up a prayer that it all works out.”

Mel sighed. “Okay; you roped me in, now I really have to go if I want to be there by 5:30.”

I watched now as Faye came back up front. “Well, what did you think,” I asked her.

“It was, uh, interesting.” She looked around. “Where’s Dana now?”

“Outside, just finishing up with the Adornetto’s delivery driver.”

“Speaking of them, I need to make them a reservation there tonight for 5:30.”

“All right! Way to go!” I dropped my voice, “I’m glad we did this.”

“We?”

“Yes, we. I admit I spoke to Mel before. That’s why she wrote the note. Did she tell you about that?”

“Note? Don’t you mean notes?”

“She wrote another one? Dana only mentioned one.”

“Then she didn’t get today’s yet.”

I thought for a few seconds and then looked toward the door for Dana myself. When I didn’t see her yet I told Faye, “Okay, here’s the plan. You go and add the dinner invitation for tonight to Mel’s new note. I’ll make the reservations.”

“I’m not getting into their mail!”

“Look, if we want this to go perfectly, we have to make sure Dana knows about it. I’m sure there have been times Jesse has gotten busy and has forgotten to tell you things...” I looked at Faye pointedly.

She nodded, “You’re right.”

“Where do you want to meet later, your house or mine?”

“For what?”

“Adornetto’s silly. We’re going too. We can’t leave anything to chance.”

Chapter 9 – On Assignment

Dana

12:45 PM Wednesday, February 11th

Morelville Ohio

As soon as Dad was back at the store, I excused myself and got out of there. 

After a brief stop at home to let Boo out, freshen up and grab a few things, I went off to try and get a meeting with Warren Brietland.

I was nervous about the meeting with him, to say the least. I recalled when I’d first moved in with Mel, while I was recovering from multiple leg surgeries, that the Brietland clan figured prominently in one of her cases that I got sucked into involuntarily. I shuddered at the thought. I hope this go around with them works out a lot better!

Brietland met with me in his study. He dispensed immediately with pleasantries and got right down to business.

“I’ve worked with Young a few times in the past,” he informed me. “I keep using Russ because he offers me fast, discreet service. I expect it to be no different on this occasion.”

“Of course Mr. Brietland.”

“How long have you been with Russ?”

“I worked with him directly for three years. Now I work with him from time to time as his needs warrant.”

Brietland nodded. “That will have to do on such short notice. If I’d have had my druthers, I’d have taken care of this some time ago.”

I didn’t speak, I just nodded politely and let the man talk.

He continued, “My granddaughter Erin is among the last in a line of Brietland heirs that are worth a damn. Or, at least, that could be worth a damn. She’s a smart one but, I fear...Anyway, there are no Brietland males to inherit the Brietland fortune. The illegitimate bastard that should have been given the family name, Ryan McClarnan, is in jail just like his daddy.”

I shuddered again but Brietland didn’t seem to notice the effect the name ‘McClarnan’ had on me. 

“Neither of my sons has produced a male heir. The three young women they have sired between them all stand to divide quite a fortune when I pass on, completely aside from anything their own fathers will inherit or will have added in value to the family holdings. They’ll be passing all of this wealth along to families that have no knowledge of our family history.”

He paused, leaned forward in his chair and looked at me intently. “All things change. I’m no fool. However, I don’t want to see the family coffers just frittered away and the good Brietland name dragged through the mud by these young women and the men they choose to mate with. Two of them are still in high school and, for now, they are of little consequence, but Erin is unfortunately married – for lack of a better term – to a vile man whom I detest.”

“What’s his name sir?”

“Victor Voll and she goes by Erin Voll, for now, at least. Victor is a criminal, pure and simple. What Erin ever saw in him – he’s a good ten years or more her senior, by the way – I’ll never know. My fear is, he is controlling her and manipulating her and getting her to do his dirty bidding. I can’t abide by that.”

He paused and drew in a deep breath. “Erin has been told she has money in trust and that she will begin receiving payments from on her 25th birthday in May, conditionally.”

“Are those conditions important to my investigation sir?”

“Not necessarily. They involve her husband more so than her and I’m dealing with him. You are to focus on her.”

“What exactly is that you need from me...from Young, Mr. Brietland?”

“Erin knows about the trust but she doesn’t know about the total wealth she stands to inherit. As it is, I intend to see to it that she does not get either the trust or a later inheritance if she’s not deserving of them. Your job will to be to look at my granddaughter very closely and specifically at the things she does that may aid her worthless spouse and anything she does apart from him that could be suspect.”

That’s still pretty vague. 

He wasn’t finished. “I want to know where she goes, who she meets with, who her friends are...everything you can find out. If at all possible, I need some sort of report by Saturday.”

I did my best not to react strongly to the short window.

“I know this is short notice. Money isn’t a concern. If you need to follow her around the clock between now and then, I expect you to do it.”

He slid a sheet of paper out of a folder on his desk and held it out to me. “That should get you started.”

Glancing quickly over it, I could see that it contained Erin’s vitals, her address and telephone number. 

“Frankly, I’d like to see Victor Voll dead or behind bars with Billy Bob and Ryan; I don’t care which. Then Erin would be free to carry the Brietland family name honorably again.”

She’s still a female...her carrying the name doesn’t continue the family line.

“I’m not stupid Miss. As I’ve alluded, Erin is no saint. I know for sure that she’s into drugs. I need to know if she’s actually dealing and what else she’s involved in. If it’s only a matter of drugs, I’d rather have her away from Voll, in rehab and cleaning up her act before she receives money from her trust or inheriting even a small part of the family fortune.”

I rushed the straight home in a panic. It was already after 2:00 on Wednesday and Brietland wanted some sort of report on Saturday. I could hardly afford to waste time.

Absent mindedly, I grabbed the mail on my way into the house. I dropped it on the corner of Mel’s desk, fired up her laptop and started looking into online databases and look ups for everything I could find about Erin and Victor Voll.  

Two hours and a half dozen calls later, I’d gathered everything I could nail down electronically but I’d hit a wall with most of my calls. I leaned back and took a deep breath while I contemplated trying to track the heiress down and following her around for a while.

Catching sight of the little pile of mail, I noticed another plain white envelope that was like the one I’d found in the box the day before. I edged it out of the stack and savored the fact that, judging by my name scrawled in the middle of it, I’d gotten another love note from Mel.

I slid the sheet out and smiled to myself as I read a note as tender as the first.

Dana, 

Your kiss rocks me to my core. The fire in you, the passion in you fascinates and excites me. I just want to sail away with you to the middle of nowhere, free of duty and obligation; just free to be you and me.

I keep thinking about the time we were in Tennessee, just the two of us. There was trouble there, yes...it seems to find us wherever we go, but the good outweighed the bad and the strange by a country mile. I want to take you back there again and be just Mel and Dana, together, again. 

I love you Dana, more today than I did yesterday and twice as much as tomorrow.

Love,

Mel

I smiled at her sentiments and thought briefly of our time in Tennessee myself. Her sweet attempts at romance had me blushing so much; I almost missed the P.S. scratched on at the bottom of the page. 

P.S. Please meet me for and dinner and dessert at 5:30 tonight at Addornetto’s. 

The last bit actually looked like it was added by someone else. I looked at the clock; it was already after 3:00. I better call Mel and confirm that...

To my surprise she was actually in her office and Holly was able to get her right on the phone. 

“Dana?”

“Hi sweetie. I got your note and I’m looking forward to our date.”

It was quiet for several seconds.

“Mel?”

“Oh, um yeah, sorry.”

“I’m sorry, you’re probably really busy.”

“Um, no. It actually hasn’t been too bad today.”

“Oh. Well, you seem a little distracted. If you can’t do dinner tonight after all, it’s okay.” I tried to keep my tone light but I’d already been looking forward to us having a night out.

“Dana, I’d love to go out with you tonight. I, um, said 5:30, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be there.”

“I’ll be waiting. Bye Mel; love you.”

“Love you too.”

It wasn’t until we hung up that I thought again about the short deadline on the Brietland job and I realized I really should have cancelled the date and let her off the hook after all. 

“Damn it!” I exclaimed out loud startling Boo enough for her to jump into a standing position from her blankie on the floor where she’d been slumbering. I looked at her and then back at my notes and printouts. “We need this night.” She stared at me uneasily then stretched, turned around in a couple of circles and, when I didn’t say anything else, she laid back down.

I’m in a little over my head here. Free databases and social network searches will only take me so far. I mentally kicked myself. I’m not prepared to a full background check until I set up accounts. I need to get my ducks in a row.

The realization that I wasn’t prepared to go out and spy on Ms. Erin Voll yet, plans with Mel or no plans, didn’t sit well. 

I knew I could call Young and they’d do the full searches I needed but that was defeating the purpose of them subbing the job out to me in the first place. 

Biting the bullet, I pulled up the site of one of the biggest background checking agencies out there, established a corporate unlimited account with them and then plugged all of Voll’s known information in to begin my first search. For good measure, I requested Victor Voll’s background too. If you’re going to do it, do it all the way! Now I was congratulating myself. I’d finally started to act like the professional investigator I’d been pretending to be.

Realizing that it would be at least a couple of hours before I got any return on that little investment so I decided to run Boo outside and then get ready for my date.
Chapter 10 – Tripped Up

Mel

4:30 Wednesday Afternoon, February 11th

I blew out a heavy breath as I closed the last report that had rolled across my desk during the course of the day. At my buzz, Holly appeared in my doorway. 

“You rang, boss?” Her smile lightened the tinge of sarcasm in her question.

“Yes I did! I’ve finally gotten through all of these reports. They need to go back to the investigating deputies for my corrections or for follow-up.” I held the stack of files out to her and she took them.

“Bet you’re glad to be done with them.”

“To say the least. Thankfully, it’s been a pretty quiet day and we could all play a little catch up.”

“Mason get anywhere with that drive-by?”

“On that, unfortunately no. If there were any witnesses, they aren’t talking. I hate that...you know?”

“Having another murder case that will probably go unsolved?”

I nodded.

“Not much we can do about it Sheriff; not unless we take gang members down and get people to turn to save their own butts.” 

“That’s what I hate even more; the spread of gangs in the county. Policing here is so different now than when we joined the department.” 

We chatted for another couple of minutes and then Holly made to leave to return the files. She paused in the hallway and backed herself back into my office, “Don’t forget you have a ribbon cutting in the morning at that new senior center, 9:00.”

“Thanks. I would have forgotten.” I was glad she reminded me. “Look, once you drop those off, why don’t you get out of here? You’ve already put in a lot of hours this week.”

“I could say the same for you, boss lady.”

“Oh, I intend to be on my way shortly. I have a date.”

When I got out to the lot, I debated turning left and getting into my pick-up or turning to my right and getting into my county SUV. Given the unpredictability of the winter weather and the fact that I was performing an official function in the morning, I opted for my SUV and left my truck where it was.

Once I was inside the SUV, out of habit, I turned on the two-way and the computer. I smirked as I checked the time. It wasn’t quite five and the restaurant was only a few minutes away, uptown. I figured I’d probably be there before Dana.

As I crossed over the Muskingum, a 911 dispatch call for all units startled me out of my first near relaxed state in days. “All units, 10-32, 10-46 in progress, corner of McConnell and Maple. 

Armed bank robbery a mile ahead! “County Unit One en-route.” I was the first to respond. Two other units immediately followed suit, one of mine and one with the Zanesville PD.

As I sped toward the bank, another call came across, “Suspect leaving the scene. Proceed with caution.” That was followed moments later with a description of the get-away car that dispatch reported was proceeding north on Maple.

I flipped on my lights and my siren and gave the truck a little more gas. I was on Maple so, if I could find it, I planned to give chase. 

People were leaving work so the traffic was heavy. Cars got out of my way as quickly as they could; I just hoped the throngs were slowing my quarry down. Sure enough, I spotted the suspected escape car about a block and a half ahead of me. The driver was weaving in and out of traffic where he could. 

As I closed the distance, he must have heard me coming. I watched in horror as he cut off and almost hit another vehicle when he took a right into a KFC parking lot from the left hand lane. Moments later, I made the same right myself and sped around behind the restaurant to see him navigating wildly around the restaurants’ drive thru lane and then across berms to get out to Brookover Avenue. He didn’t stop as he crossed traffic on Brookover and headed north up the narrow access road on the other side of it.

“Unit 1, in pursuit. Vehicle just crossed Brookover Avenue,” I radioed. 

I slammed on the brakes as the car stopped. The male in the passenger seat jumped out and fled toward a building on foot. 

Making a quick decision, I keyed my uniform mike and told dispatch, “Robbery suspect is now on foot. In pursuit.” 

As I watched the suspect enter a building from the rear, a PD cruiser screamed into the parking lot on my left. I waved at the getaway car that was now pulling away. They gave chase to the driver while I sprinted for the door of the building.

I was in a busy restaurant kitchen. I realized then that I was at Adornetto’s. What are the odds?

“Where did he go?” I called out to the staff inside. 

A dishwasher waved his hand toward the swinging doors into the dining room. I barged on through them into the dimly lit room and immediately tried to see the front door, thinking he had probably just passed through the place but there was no sign of him. 

I stopped a server. “Did a man just run through here?”

She shook her head no. 

“You didn’t see anybody come from the kitchen?”

“I was just taking an order over there.” She pointed to a table not far from the front door. 

“Anyone go out the door, there?”

“No; not that I saw. Did you check the restroom?”

I turned and headed toward the hallway where I knew the restrooms were located. Halfway there, after rounding a corner, I stopped dead in my tracks as I saw Dana, following a hostess, being led to a semi-secluded booth. 

My jaw went slack. She was stunning in an evening dress my favorite shade of electric blue and wearing her hair up. I’d never seen her with it up before. She’d once told me she’d always hated wearing it on top of her head.

She smiled at me and I smiled back. Forgetting everything else, I moved toward the booth and, once she was seated, took my place across from her.

“You look amazing.”

“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

I looked down at my uniform and laughed but then sobered immediately, remembering why I was in the restaurant in the first place. My eyes darted toward the hallway but no one had emerged. I didn’t recall any windows in their ladies room and I hoped there were none in the men’s room.”

“Are you all right?” Dana quizzed me.

“Fine, fine. Busy day, that’s all.”

A server appeared with menus. Once she’d taken our drink orders, I smiled uneasily across the table at my wife. I really did need to let her know what was actually going on. 

I didn’t get a chance. My radio did the job for me. The PD officer I’d directed in the parking lot had the getaway driver pinned down and dispatch put out a backup call for him.

“Sorry,” I told Dana. “Had a little incident going on, on the way here.” The words were no sooner out of my mouth than my own quarry bolted from the hallway I’d been headed for and toward the front door.

Chapter 11 – Nabbed

Dana

I was so excited to see Mel already at the restaurant and even more excited by her obviously pleased reaction to my get-up and hairdo. My excitement became anxious though when I could see that Mel’s mind was elsewhere even though she was sitting with me. After her radio went off and she apologized for the intrusion and explained, I started to feel a little better.

“I need to apologize to you too,” I began. “My mother’s been a little out of line. It’s not right for her to be telling you what you should and shouldn’t do and getting involved in our...”

Mel vaulted from her seat and almost knocked the table over in the process. She burst into the aisle way and ran toward the front door. I rose in time to watch as she tackled a man trying to exit and then drug him back into the aisle.

“What’s going on?” I called out to her. 

“This guy just robbed a bank,” she told me as I watched her while she cuffed him. After  radioing for backup, she began to frisk him. When she stopped, to a horrified server standing dumbstruck nearby she said, “No one goes into those restrooms until I check them.”

A manager came up front and demanded to know what was going on. Mel was polite as she informed him that she was taking a suspect into custody and she’d be out of their way momentarily. 

Seconds later, one of her deputies came through the door, weapon drawn. An already horrified older patron screamed in fear and collapsed. As the deputy gauged the situation and holstered his weapon, the manager moved to assist the distressed woman. 

Mel pointed at the cuffed man on the floor and addressed her deputy, “Get him to the station. I need to check the restrooms for his gun.”

Once the deputy was gone, Mel turned right for the restrooms. I sank into a chair at a table halfway between ours and the door and waited. 

She emerged from the men’s room only seconds later, with something loosely wrapped in paper towels that I could only take to be the weapon she’d gone in to look for.

I stood as she came over to me.

“I’m sorry Dana...really sorry. The robbery went down just down the street as I was on my way here...I’m...I have to go...I’m sorry.”

I watched in stunned silence as she headed toward the kitchen.

###

Chloe

We actually got to Adornetto’s before Dana. I wanted to make sure our tables were far enough apart that she wouldn’t have any reason to know we were there too.

Citing his usual aversion to eating out as a waste of money, Jesse wouldn’t agree to come along with Faye and I and Marco was closing the store. That left Faye and me on our own to do a little matchmaking, if an intervention became necessary. 

I half rose from my seat and peaked toward the door at the sound of each entrance until I spied Dana coming in. 

“This is silly,” Faye was saying. “We can’t hear anything from here, so why are we...” She trailed off as she looked toward the back of the room. 

I turned to see what she was seeing in time to catch a quick glimpse of Mel after she’d come through from the kitchen.

“That’s odd, that she would come in that way,” I whispered to Faye. 

She shrugged, “She knows the manager and maybe she wanted to see if Hannah was working tonight.”

“Hannah bakes in the mornings,” I reminded her. “She has classes in the evenings. Surely Mel knows that.” I paused and unrolled my silverware as our server brought our salads.

We were a few bites each into the salad course when a commotion arose on the other side of the half wall that divided the main dining room. Someone called out, “What’s going on?”

“That was Dana who called out just now,” I told Faye. “I’m sure of it.” I stood to see if I could get any sort of a view but all I could see was the top of Dana’s head as she stood in the aisle on the other side.

“Where are you going?” Faye hissed at me as I stepped away from our table.

“To see what’s happening.”

I went over to the kitchen end of the wall and, staying mostly behind the last booth on the opposite side of it, I peered around the end. Mel had a guy on the floor and she was frisking him. I looked back at Faye, who was still seated at the table but watching me and I shook my head. Turning back to the show on the other side, I was just in time to see one of Mel’s men come through the front door with his gun out. A woman up front screamed then and a manager scrambled to the front area.

Scrambling myself, I went back to our table and an anxious Faye and relayed what I’d seen. 

“What do we do?” she asked me.

“Mel will have to leave so, obviously, we console Dana. What else can we do?”

Chapter 12 – Interrogation

Mel

Wednesday Evening, February 11th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

My date, my chance at a little redemption in the eyes of my wife, got all messed up. I wasn’t a happy Sheriff and Kenny ‘Pinch’ Ungar was about to feel the brunt of my anger. I wasn’t going to let up on the biker hood I’d nailed at the restaurant until I had some answers. 

We had the little ass dead to rights but, for the moment, he wasn’t demanding a lawyer so Mason and I were laying it on thick.

“Why’d you try and knock over the bank, Kenny?” I knew he hated for anyone to use his given name. I was trying to get him wound up.

“Who says I was robbing something?”

“Um, the bank teller can likely ID you for one, the security camera’s probably have your ugly mug for two and, I followed the two of you myself in your getaway boat and then you right into that restaurant and I have the gun you tried to trash in the restroom with, I’m positive, your prints all over it. Maybe you should stop denying the obvious and start talking.”

He scowled. “You already know everything, you’re so smart and all.”

Janet tried a different tack, “The ‘Z’ must be really hurting for cash Sheriff. Maybe the Demons have taken over a little too much of their drug business and they needed some more up front dough to buy supply.” She raised her eyebrows at Pinch, daring him to explain.

He took the bait and obliged. “That ain’t how it went down, see? The Demons can’t take squat from the Renegades. Not now, not ever!”

“Is that so?” I asked him. “It’s not like the ‘Z’ to try and hit banks though. You must have needed money for something...” 

Pinch stared at me defiantly. “Just a little test is all,” he said. “Anyway, I didn’t get nothin’. Dropped the bag when I realized that bitch was takin’ too long. I knew she musta hit that damn button. I got out of there with nothin’ so you’ll never get any charges to stick.”

“Oh, but we will Kenny. You’re a convicted felon who attempted a crime with a gun. You’d going down for a long time just for having the piece on you. Armed robbery – successful or not – is going to get you lots of time. ”

He grew quiet.

Pouncing on his burgeoning discomfort, I continued, “Let’s back up just a little. You said it was a ‘test’. Test for what? Test of what?”

“Did I say that?” 

Mason and I both nodded back at him.

“That’s not what I meant to say.”

“What did you mean then Kenny?” Mason asked back.

He glared at her. “I don’t have to say shit.”

“You’re right, you don’t,” I told him. “But, if you don’t, you’re going to the joint and you’ll never see daylight again. The DA will see to that.” I gave him the once over. “Little guy like you, I’ll bet it’s a whole lot of fun for you in prison.”

Ungar looked down at his boots. 

“Why don’t you try to help your case a little bit and tell us what you and the ‘Z’ are really up to?”

His head shot up. “You don’t know then I ain’t sayin’!”

He wants to play hardball, eh? I’ll fix him... “Look Pinch,” I used his gang name now to ease the tension just a little, “I know we don’t like each other. I don’t have a problem with sending you up the river for armed robbery. I’m going to have that gun tested though and when I find out it was used in the drive by that got a Demon killed, you’re going to have murder charges rained down on you too. You’ll get gassed for that.”

“I didn’t kill nobody! You can’t pin that on me!”

“We’ll just see about that,” Janet said.

“You got it all wrong. It wasn’t me.”

“It was a Z Renegades hit Kenny,” I told him. “There are witnesses.” Not that will come forward but I know people saw it...

His eyes darted back and forth between me and Mason. “Look, maybe I did go into that bank but it’s not me you want for the hit.”

“Who Pinch? I need I name and the whole story.”

“I tell you, what’s in it for me?” he asked me. 

“Depends on what you tell me. Right now, the DA wouldn’t sign off on anything but sending you up for a long time.”

He tapped his fingers on the government issued metal table and bounced one leg at the same time as he took several long seconds to think. I had all night, now that my evening was ruined so I waited patiently.

“What if I told you this was all part of a sort of contest, like?”

“Contest?”

“Yeah,” he nodded.

“Go on.”

“Chief says he’s retiring.”

“Chief?” Mason asked. 

“The ‘Z’ Chief,” he told her, venom dripping from his voice.

I diverted his gaze away from Janet. “So, your leader is retiring and he’s looking for a replacement? Is that what you’re saying?”

Ungar nodded. 

“So you guys are out there trying to prove yourselves worthy to lead the ‘Z’?”

Again, he nodded.

“What?” Mason asked. She looked confused.

“It’s simple,” I told her. “Their leader is leaving the fold. The man that proves his mettle the most steps into the leadership role.”

“So we’re having gang wars on the streets because these assholes all want to be boss?” She spread her hands and looked at Kenny Ungar in total disbelief.

I let it go. I had bigger fish to fry. “So, you want to be Chief so you decide to try and knock over a bank?”

He hung his head and wouldn’t look at me.

“Who were you trying to top? Who wanted it bad enough that they killed a rival gang banger?”

Still staring at the floor, Ungar whispered, “Rat Tail.”

––––––––

“Rat Tail’s real name is Major Foote,” I told Janet later. “He’s another convicted felon that runs with the ‘Z’.”

“I can see why he’d prefer to be called ‘Rat Tail’.” She cracked a half smile.

“The ‘Z Chief’ is a guy named Victor Voll. Ungar is small time. He got nailed for a drug distribution crime that was enough to send him up for a few years. Having the gun will put him away for a lot longer. Nailing Voll and Foote is going to be a lot harder. Those two are slick.” 

“We don’t have a witness that will place Foote at the scene of the shooting.”

“I know,” I nodded at her. “And, it’s a known felon’s word that all of this was set in motion by Voll too. Every cop in the county knows him. If he was seen anywhere in the entire melee the last few days have been, we’d already be after him.” I held my hands up and juggled them about. “He’s always been the lay back and give the orders sort though. He never seems to get directly in the mix. I’ve gone after him before and he manages to weasel out of anything but misdemeanor charges.”

“This time around, since the whole thing is to find his replacement Sheriff, don’t you think he’s purposely gonna stay out of the mix?”

“Yep. That makes it even harder.” I leaned back in my desk chair. “We’ve got to figure out how to get to him somehow.”

“He’s still running a street gang. If we tail him...”

I waved her off. “Tail him how? We have to find him first and, even if we do, there’s nothing illegal about hanging out with known criminals.”

“Where do they hang out now?”

“Damned if I know. I really hoped that we’d seen the last of them, like I told you before.” I looked at my watch. “It’s nearly 10:30,” I said aloud and then shook my head. Looking at Janet as I had looked at Holly earlier in the day, I said to her too, “You’ve put in enough time. Why don’t you go home?”

She sighed. “I’ll finish out the shift. It’s only another half hour and it’s not like I have a life.”

I eyed her critically. “How’s your mom doing?”

“Not so good. She seems to have taken a turn for the worst. She’s back to taking chemo drugs and she’s really struggling this time, even more so than before. She’s barely mobile and she can’t even string two coherent sentences together most days.”

“I feel awful for asking but even more awful to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help? Do you need some time off?”

Janet was quick to respond, “Thank you, no; not now...not yet and no I don’t need any time off either. Not yet. The end is near  though Mel...er, Sheriff. I can feel it coming.”

“It’s just you and me. You can call me Mel and, I understand. You just let me know if you need anything at all, okay?”

She nodded. “You seem a little, how should I put this...gruff...tonight yourself. Anything you want to talk about?”

“I’m just frustrated, is all. We’ve been so busy...it just never ends. I need a little down time.” 

“Dana getting on you?”

I chuckled softly, flashing back to a time when Barb had hit on me thinking Dana was not important to me. “No, not Dana,” I said. “My mother-in-law on the other hand...she thinks I’m being very neglectful...to married to the job.”

“Isn’t one of her sons a cop?”

“Vince? Yeah. He’s got some sort of detail though. Out of the office at 5:00 every night and rarely works weekends.”

“Must be nice.”

“Just between you and me?” I raised my eyebrows at Janet and waited for her response.

“Yeah?” she nodded.

“Dana and I were supposed to be on a date tonight at Adornetto’s, the restaurant where I nailed Ungar. She was there to meet up with me.”

“Ouch! That’s truly messed up!”

“Tell me about it. I think this time I’m going to catch holy hell from her and not just her mama.”

“Ooo, I’m glad I’m not you! I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes right now.”

“How does Barb take you working all the time and being with your mom when you’re not working?”

“Barb?”

“Aren’t you two seeing each other? I thought...”

Janet shook her head no. “She’s a friend, more or less. I go around to the bar once in a while when I’m off if I’m not on mom duty and we talk a little if she’s not busy. She’s still hung up on losing Lisa and I just can’t focus on another thing besides mom and work right now. Neither one of us is ready for any sort of relationship.”

###

Mel

11:40 PM, Morelville, Ohio

I tiptoed into the house but Boo charged me and met me a couple of yards into the kitchen. I didn’t hear another sound in the house so I hooked her up to a leash and ran her outside before I did anything else. The unexpected diversion gave me time to think about what I would say to Dana when I woke her up getting into bed as I was likely to do. 

When I got back inside, I realized the TV in the family room was on. Boo scampered that way and I followed behind sheepishly.

I was stopped in my tracks at the door. Dana had attempted to wait up for me. She was curled up on the couch, still in her blue dress but fast asleep. She had a heart shaped helium filled balloon, the ribbon grasped in one hand, that said 'I love you with all my heart' on it. 

I didn’t have the heart to wake her. As gently as I could, I took the balloon from her and tied it to the leg of the coffee table. After I covered her with a blanket, I headed into the bathroom to get my night clothes on. I took my place in my leather recliner across from the couch and eventually drifted off to sleep. If she woke, I wanted her to know immediately that I was there.

Chapter 13 – Try, Try...

Dana

7:00 AM Thursday Morning, February 12th

Bacon was burning somewhere. The smell of it assaulted my nose. I rose from the sofa where I’d apparently spent the night and tried to stretch. My bad leg felt like it was on fire. 

Looking around, I spied the balloon I’d gone and bought for Mel the day before after I’d convinced our mothers I was fine and ditched them. A throw blanket was in a ball on her chair. 

Limping into the kitchen, I found my seriously overworked wife with one of Faye’s famous aprons on over her uniform, standing at the stove, attempting to flip pancakes. 

She spied me when Boo yapped at me and began circling my ankles. Stopping what she was doing, she walked over to me and guided me to a chair. “Baby, I need to apologize to you. I’m so sorry about what happened last night and I want to make it up to you. Please, please forgive me.”

“That pancake is starting to burn.” I pointed back over my shoulder at the griddle. “You deal with that while I pee and get out of this dress and then we’ll see if we can’t rescue some of this food.”

A couple of minutes later, my favorite sweats on and my immediate needs taken care of, I returned to the kitchen to find Mel flipping a cake that looked somewhat more appetizing than the last one had. 

She grinned at me. “I’m not hopeless in the kitchen, you know? I was trying to do something nice for you after...after...”

“Shhh; I know.” I wrapped her in a quick hug from behind. “Babe, your love is more than enough and, for the record, let me just state that I know that you’re even better with the grill but, that said, how about you let me take over at the stove for now and you get the syrup and such out? I’ve had a little more practice standing in front of this thing lately than you have.”

As we sat to eat a few minutes later, I quizzed Mel about her collar at the restaurant. 

“I was on my way there to meet with you, I swear, and that knucklehead tried to rob a bank a few blocks south of the place. I just...I just...”

“Okay, you don’t have to tell me anymore. I know what happened. Your instincts kicked in and you were doing your job.” 

“I feel so bad about ruining our date.” Her eyes glistened just a little at the corners.

I pretended not to notice and I tried to wave her off but she captured my hand and held it. 

“I want to make it up to you Dana. I will make it up to you, I promise; this weekend.” She smiled at me. “I wish it could be today but when we finish here, I have to go do a senior center dedication and then I have to get to work. That loser will be arraigned today for the robbery attempt and, hoping to save his own ass, he gave us a lead on the murder that happened the other day. 

“It’s okay. I understand. I do.”

“You’re sure?”

I leaned across the table and showed her with a kiss.

Chapter 14 – Boar’s Head

Mel

Late Morning, Thursday, February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

“Mel, dispatch just got a call from a security company. The silent alarm is going off at The Boar’s Head.”

Barb’s Bar...

“Rolling,” I told Holly.

“The arraignment?” she asked me as I strode toward the door. 

“It’s not until 3:30. I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

On my way out the door, Mason was just coming in for duty. “You’re with me,” I told her. “Let’s go.” I filled her in on the little I knew as we made our way to my vehicle.

Barb’s cell number rang through on my personal cell as I was climbing in. 

“I just got the call,” I told her without preamble. “I’m en-route. Where are you?” 

“On my way there too. Almost there in fact; the alarm company called me.”

“Turn around and go home. It’s probably nothing,” I told her. 

“No way, Mel.”

“I promise; I’ll call you as soon as I assess the situation.”

She hung up on me.

“Shit!”

We arrived at the scene 15 minutes later to find more than a dozen motorcycles tearing around in the parking lot in the cold and driving across the now broken up remnants of what had been the front entry porch. The door was standing wide open and the dark tinted glass front window was shattered. Inside we could see that there were more bikes and bikers. 

Outside, one biker fired a shotgun into the air and hollered something but I couldn’t make out what he was saying above the roar of all of his marauding fellow gangbangers on Harleys. 

Three of my cruisers were already on the scene, amassed across the road. Barb’s own SUV was over there too, several yards behind the three cruisers, but I couldn’t see her inside. 

I pulled in alongside the car of my Patrol Sergeant, Joe Treadway and parked then I got on my two way and ordered traffic diversions to be set up immediately in both directions and coming North out of Morelville. I didn’t want any cars going by on the road and innocent people being fired upon.

Mason and I both dismounted. Using my door as shield, I worked my way around the back of my truck and up behind his cruiser. He was back behind it, keeping it between him and the bikers across the way. He had his shotgun at the ready and a look of pure determination in his eyes.

“What the hell, now?” I questioned him.

“Other than they’re all Z Renegades over there, no idea Sheriff. Been here about 10 minutes. Gates and McDonald both got here just before me. They said it was already like this when they got here.”

I tossed my head behind me. “That’s the owner’s SUV back there. Where’s she?” 

“I told her to get back in it and get out of here. She’s in there; won’t leave.”

I moved back over to my SUV, popped the rear lift gate and got out my own shotgun and handed it to Mason. Then I took out a portable bullhorn and my binoculars. Moving back alongside Treadway where I could see more, I raised the optics to my eyes and peered across at the bar.

Focusing on the man with the shotgun, I waited for him to turn so I could get a look at his face. I didn’t have to wait long. 

I didn’t recognize him but the man with the street name ‘Juice’ stitched across the back of his vest, mounted a bike, fired it up and, holding the shotgun aloft, drove to the edge of the lot where he faced us. He idled the bike and hollered something across the road. I couldn’t hear what he said.

Treadway raised his shotgun but I put out a hand to stay him as ‘Juice’ turned and, still holding the gun, waved his arms at the other men on bikes. In ones and twos, they pulled up alongside him and idled their bikes too. 

When it was quieter, I got on the bullhorn. “You must cease and desist now!”

Laughter peeled from the other side of the road. ‘Juice’ waved a hand for quiet. When his posse quieted down, he screamed across the divide, “You’re outmanned and outgunned pigs; fall back! We’re taking back our old hang out. I rule this turf now!”

He fired his bike back up and the others followed suit then. Driving out onto the road, he circled back to the bar. The other men all pulled or backed their rides away too and resumed the craziness of just a couple of minutes before.

“He’s right,” I said to my men that were in earshot. “We are outmanned and outgunned, for now. We’re sitting ducks over here if they decide to rush us. 

The driver’s side door to the SUV behind us swung open. I turned as Barb stepped down. 

“Get back in your truck!” I yelled.

She didn’t listen to me. Marching right up to me, she screamed too, “My bar! Do something!” She grabbed me by the shoulders. Treadway and Mason both moved from opposite sides to pry her hands away from me.

“Don’t hurt her,” I cautioned them.

“Mel, you have to save my bar. My life...everything I have left...that’s all of it. Besides my house, there isn’t any more after fighting for Lisa’s life and battling that damn hospital!” 

I flashed back to a conversation I’d had with Barb when she first returned to the county:

“I had a partner; a partner in life and in business. We actually bought little bars and pubs and whatnot that were failing and we rehabbed them and sold most of them for a profit. We flipped several over the last dozen years. A few, here and there, along the way, we kept. We put good management in and we let them run them and we just kept going with the profits from it all. At least, we did until she got sick.” 

Barb swallowed hard and her shoulders shook. A few moments slid by but then she seemed to steel herself and then she continued, “She got sick and fought and fought and then, when we thought she was almost on the road to a full recovery, I lost her after a botched surgery.” 

Her eyes rimmed with tears. “It was all so bad...such an incredible nightmare. I didn’t have her and, and...on top of that I had to sell everything we had to pay her medical bills and fight the hospital in court at the same time. It was devastating.”

I was in shock but I managed to squeak out a response, “Barb, I apologize.” I blew out a heavy breath. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Thank you. It means a lot.” She braced her hands on the edge of the desk and leaned forward again. “Look, Melissa, I know we didn’t end things...I didn’t end things with you well. It...it was actually...I was actually pretty horrible to you back then.” 

“Water under the bridge.” I said it and I meant it.  

She dabbed at her eyes. “Where was I?”

I didn’t even know how to respond to her but she picked back up on her own after a few beats of silence.

“Eventually, the hospital settled with me. Small consolation in the grand scheme of it all...” She sniffled but she drove on, “Lisa died in Colorado. I couldn’t stay there once it was all over. I packed up what little personal possessions I had left and came back here to be with my folks for a while, while I still have them, you know?”

I nodded and thought about my own obviously ailing father.

“I can’t just do nothing though and this,” she waved her hand in the air, “this is what I know. It’s what we’d done for nearly a decade. When the settlement money showed up, I took some of it and I bought this place when I heard it was available. Lord knows it needed my help...and...it helps me too...”

I looked across the street at the building we’d had that conversation in. Turning to Janet, who still had one hand on Barb, I plucked the shotgun from her other hand and told her, “Take her truck and get her home.”

Janet nodded. 

“I’m not leaving!” Barb cried out.

“We’ve got this,” I hissed back at her, “but it’s not safe for you to be here right now. I can’t do what I need to do if I’m worried about you.” I stared into the eyes of my former enemy turned friend and waited for her response.

Finally, she relented. She shook herself loose of the grip Treadway still had on one arm and turned toward her truck. 

Stopping Mason, I cautioned her, “Stay with her and, whatever you do tread softly.”

I watched as Janet took Barb’s keys and they left the scene.

Chapter 15 – Tailed

Dana

Thursday afternoon, February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

Erin Voll hadn’t been hard to find. The address her grandfather had given me had been confirmed by my background check. As I watched, the Brietland heiress finally left her house in south Zanesville around 10:00 AM and headed north into Zanesville proper. 

I watched from a half a block or so away each time as she made a few stops at private residences. She pulled right into the driveway and took her purse to the door each time. At every stop, she was invited in only to emerge a minute or two later. 

“She’s not delivering Avon.” I muttered to myself.  

I followed her right into the bustle of downtown. She turned off the road into a McDonalds and got out. I parked and followed her inside. 

Standing at the counter, waiting to order, I watched as she joined a man seated in a two-person booth under the windows on one side of the busy place. He had his back to me. I got my food and took a seat in the empty two-seater behind her, facing him. 

The man I was looking at had gangbanger written all over him. I’d seen his type before. The sallow skin tone of a user coupled with the tear drop tattoo below the eye that signified he’d had a gang kill at some point in his criminal career. It was guys like him that had led me to the area in the first place, following the threads of a case that had led to me meeting Mel. 

I shook myself and tried to listen in. He was eating. Erin was talking but, since she had her back to me and she was speaking in low tones, I couldn’t make out what she was saying to him. 

As I quietly chewed my own sandwich and kept my head down, Erin got a little louder. “Conal, are you listening?” she griped at him.

“Shush your mouth!” he told her back. “I told you, don’t ever use my name!” 

I waited, but in the next few minutes, I didn’t pick up anything else from the couple. I raised my eyes just a bit at the sound of paper crumpling and caught sight of the man as he rose from his seat. 

“Let’s go,” he told her. 

Erin got up and followed him out the same side where she’d come in. I deposited my trash and left too, trying to appear uninterested in them as I walked out not far behind them. 

I was torn about what to do and who to follow as she got into her car and he got into one a couple of cars down from it. But, as Erin followed the man she’d called Conal out of the lot and up the road, I realized wherever he was going, she seemed to be going too. I fell in a little way behind her.

Voll wasn’t a careful sort. She never seemed to check her mirrors. I got closer and closer until, at one traffic light, as Conal got into the left turning lane just ahead of her, I had enough time to get a good look at his plate number before she switched lanes too and blocked my view. 

I repeated the number into my cell quickly and then, asked it to ring up Young. Once the switchboard put me through to my handler there, I asked a favor.

“I’m following my target who’s with an unknown. Can I get you to run an Ohio plate for me?”

“Sure. Shoot.”

I flipped the screen and read the plate number to him. 

“Give me about 2 minutes.”

“Thanks.” 

We were headed west out of downtown on I-70. I let a couple of cars get between me and them. She might be an idiot but I was well aware he wasn’t nearly so naïve.

My cell line opened back up. “The car is registered to a ‘Conal Hoyt’. Do you want the address?” my hander asked.

“Yes please.”

I committed what he told me to memory, thanked him and hung up. 

We were half way to Columbus when Hoyt abruptly changed from the left lane to the right lane and took the Gratiot freeway exit. 

At the top of the ramp, instead of turning right toward the little town, he turned left and she followed. The two lane county highway we were on had me swallowing hard. We were entering open farm country in the middle of nowhere. It would be easy for Hoyt to pick up my tail now. 

I put as much distance between us as I dared but I breathed a sigh of relief when, less than a mile later, he pulled off the road into the lot of a ‘No Tell Motel’ and Erin Voll followed him. I sped on by and didn’t look back at them.

Letting several miles pass first, I finally turned around. No one was behind me the entire distance but I feared Hoyt had caught on to my presence and that’s why he’d stopped. I was sure the two were now long gone. 

There wasn’t any reason to be worried. As I approached the motel and slowed, I could see Hoyt backing his car away from the office at one end of the low brick building. Erin Voll was on foot, coming around from behind the structure at the other end.

I went by again, but this time I went just past the freeway ramps to the edge of Gratiot, turned around the first chance I got, and headed south again, back to the motel.

By the time I got there, Hoyt’s car was parked in front of a unit about 2/3rds of the way down from the office. Neither he nor Erin were visible. They were presumably inside.

I drove around to the back of the building. Erin’s silver Ford was parked just around the corner far enough to be out of view of the road. I took a couple of quick pics of it for my report back to her grandfather and then, reversing, I went back around to the front and parked several doors down from the two apparent lovers. Only two other cars were in the lot. They were both in front of the office. 

A cleaning cart was outside the door of the room next to Hoyt’s. The door was closed but, as I watched, it swung open. A maid stepped out and put a ball of towels into the laundry bag hanging from one end and then went back inside.

“No sheets though...” I shivered involuntarily. 

An idea popped into my head. I checked my wallet. I had three twenties on me. I jumped out of the car and went to the room being cleaned. 

Stepping in, I startled the maid, a woman easily in her fifties, who was now vacuuming her way out of the room, her back to the door.

I held my empty hands up to show her I meant no harm. She switched off the machine and eyed me warily.

Holding one hand out, palm facing her, I took my wallet out again. “I’ll give you 20 bucks if you let me hang in here for a little bit and don’t ask any questions,” I told her, holding my voice low.

“Fifty,” came the swift reply. 

I looked in the wallet and took out two bills. “I can give you forty,” I said.

She held out her hand and I placed two twenties in it. With that, she wound up the vacuum cleaner cord and wheeled it out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

Luck was on my side. The walls were not only thin but there was even a connecting door between the two rooms. I moved toward it and put my ear directly against the sliver of opening between the door and the frame.

Hoyt and Voll were making no pretense of being quiet now. I listened as the late twenties gangbanger ordered her to give him head and then in revulsion as he grunted and groaned and she gagged on him. 

“Get those pants off and get up here on your fucking knees,” he commanded her after several minutes of her taking him in her mouth.

I heard a heavy thud and then, seconds later, Erin let out a little yelp and bed in the adjoining room began to creak rhythmically. 

“Beg for it!” Hoyt ordered.

“Give it to me Preacher, give it to me,” Voll panted out, barely audibly to me. The bed bounced into the wall then several times and then stopped. Hoyt released a loud groan and then, judging by the sound, he collapsed onto the bed.

“Get up and unlace my boots and get them off,” I heard him say.

There were two soft thuds 30 seconds apart and then it was quiet for a couple of minutes.

As quietly and as slowly as I could, I shifted my position and switched my weight from leg to leg. I pulled my cell out of my front pocket. Less than ten minutes had passed since I’d bribed the maid.

A toilet flushed next door. Erin’s voice sounded distant and then got closer as she asked Conal Hoyt if he was awake.

His response was muted but Voll’s next questions to him had my ears burning. 

“When are you taking Victor down? We’re running out of time, babe. When are you going after him?”

“Listen, I’m pissed that I lost one of my best dealers. That bastard is going to pay for that.”

“Victor didn’t kill your man, ‘Rat Tail’ did.”

“I don’t fucking care who did it. He’s gone and someone has to pay for that. Besides, all of those dumbasses are so busy running around like fuckin’ morons trying to be Chief that there’s no one looking after Victor.”

“Come Saturday, he may skip town.”

“Don’t you worry; my men have a plan to take his fat ass out and his lieutenants’ real soon, while they’re all still focused on one upping each other and proving who’s the biggest asshole.”

It got quiet for a minute. I was about to step away from the door when Hoyt spoke again. “Happy?” he asked.

“I will be when you’ve got the whole city wrapped up.”

“That reminds me,” he said to her, “where’s my money?”

“I got it Preacher.”

It was quiet for several seconds but then she told him, “It’s all there. I collected the last of it this morning. I uh...I was wondering...”

“What?” His tone was rough.

“Could I have $200 of it back?”

“$200? What for? If you need a couple of hits, take them.”

“No. It’s not that. I wanted some shoes, is all.”

“Fucking shoes?”

It was quiet for several seconds. 

“Here. Take it but don’t think this is happening every time.” 

I’d heard enough. I tiptoed away from the connecting door and turned to see the room door swing open. I forgot to lock it...

I started to panic but then remembered my gun was firmly placed in the small of my back, under my jacket. As I reached quickly to draw it, the maid stepped into the room.

“I’m going to need some more money if you want to stay in here,” she told me.

“I was just leaving,” I whispered back to her as a dropped my hand away from my gun and brushed past her.

I stepped out onto the walkway. Thinking fast, I snapped a couple of quick phone pictures this time of Conal Hoyt’s car, making sure to get the plate number in one of them. 
As I headed east on 70, I tried to call Mel’s personal cell. There was no answer. I decided not to try her duty cell but, as I passed through Zanesville and got on Route 146, I hit traffic so heavy, I knew there must be a problem up ahead so I did try it. There was no answer on her duty cell either. 

We crept along for a few miles. Very little traffic at all came from the other direction. Cars ahead of me kept slipping left of center as their drivers tried to get a view of what was going on ahead of us on the two lane road.

Twenty minutes later and a couple of miles before The Boar’s Head Bar and the turn off for Morelville, I came to a roadblock where I was diverted down a country road south toward Duncan Falls. I tried to remember the back roads Mel and I had taken from time to time as we had crisscrossed the back country of the county getting from place to place since the GPS on my cell was useless out here in the middle of God’s country. 

Finally rolling into Morelville just after 1:00, I found it virtually locked up tight. Everything was closed; the gas station, the store, the pizza shop; everything. I pulled into my own driveway. As I got out of my car, Mel’s twin Kris, came out of her house just next door and called to me. 

“Dana, come over here. It’s probably better if you don’t stay at your house.”

“What? Huh? What’s going on?”

“Come in here first and I’ll tell you.” Kris hustled me into her house. 

Inside, no one was sitting in the front living room. The blinds and drapes were pulled keeping the room very dark, even in the middle of a cold but sunny day. 

In the dining room, my brother-in-law Lance and both of my parents sat around the table, their faces all somber. The blinds and drapes were also pulled in that room but the lights at least were on.  

“We’re not exactly sure what’s happening honey,” my dad answered me. “Some Sheriff’s deputies came through town a little over an hour ago and ordered everyone inside. Everybody sort of panicked. It’s got me rethinking moving here all over again.” He shook his head.

I swallowed a lump that rose in my throat and put a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever it is,” I told him, “I’m sure it’s not as bad as what was happening back at Halloween. All I can tell you is that whatever’s happening, it’s happening out on 146 or there-about. I got diverted off of it and had to get back into Morelville across country.”

Dad got up and walked into the bathroom without a word. Mama shot me a look.

“There was an automated call from the school. They’re going to hold the kids from out this way...not let them come home until they get an all clear,” Kris said.

Mama jumped in next, “This has to have something to do with all the rioting and such that’s been going on.”

Given what I’d overheard less than an hour before, I figured she was probably right.

Chapter 16 – SRT

Janet Mason

Early Thursday Afternoon, February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

As we drove south, away from the bar, Barb was silent. She sat, half turned in the passenger seat, looking back until The Boar’s Head slipped from view. Finally, she spun back around but she stared straight ahead, not really seeing, just lost inside her own thoughts. 

“Mel will do everything in her power to get it back Barb; get it back today.”

She didn’t look at me as she responded, “If they leave anything for me to have back.” 

We drove the rest of the way to Morelville in silence. When I reached the edge of the village, I asked, “Can you tell me where we’re going please?”

Barb pointed ahead. “Turn right at the next block.”

I did as she said.

“It’s the colonial half a mile down on the right.”

Just outside of the village limits, there were no more homes until we came to Barb’s colonial mini-mansion set a few acres back off the road. I tried to keep my surprise in check as I drove along the gravel track back to the house.

“You’re thinking it’s too big for just one person, aren’t you?”

“No,” I said. “I’m thinking it’s beautiful.”

“I shouldn’t have bought it. It’s too much to keep up for just me. Mom and dad are getting up there in years. I thought maybe they’d want to come here but they like the little condo they have in Zanesville.”

“Do you love it?”

Barb looked the house over. “I do,” she answered. “I do.”

“That’s all that matters then.”

Not knowing what to expect inside, I was surprised by the comfort that was evident even though the place was decorated simply with a mix of antiques and newer pieces designed for a modern country home.

“This is amazing Barb.”

“You like it?”

“Absolutely. I guess I expected a lot of antiques and you do have some but, I don’t know how to say it...I didn’t expect the soft leather couch and chairs and all the wood. It looks so warm and comfortable.”

“Dana’s mother did most of it. She’s quite talented.”

“Chloe did this?” I spun around looking at everything again. 

Barb nodded. “She did Mel and Dana’s place and figured out she had a knack for it. I asked her to do mine.”

“Where are my manners,” she asked herself more than me. Can I get you something to drink?”

“No thank you. I’m fine.”

Barb moved toward a sofa facing the fireplace in the great room and sat down heavily. I took a seat in a soft leather armchair a few feet from her and waited for whatever was coming next.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said to her, when the silence became unsettling.

She tilted her head to look at me and nodded her consent.

“Were your parents what brought you back here?” I was certainly curious but, more than that, I wanted to get her mind off what was going on at her business. 

She half smiled. “I grew up in Zanesville...couldn’t wait to get out of town. A couple years after high school, I left. I went to live with an aunt out on the west coast. It was a whole different world, a whole different way of life. I loved it out there and...that’s when I figured a few things out.”

I just nodded and let her talk.

There were probably twenty different jobs and almost as many women along the way when I met Lisa and settled down. I’d finally finished college taking classes here and there at night. I had a business degree but no idea what to do with it.

Lisa had a background in hospitality and restaurant management. She got a little bit of money from an inheritance when we’d been together about seven or eight months. We used it to buy our first bar; a ramshackle old gay bar in a gay ghetto that was being ‘gentrified’. We hung in there and sold it for what we thought then was a small fortune. We spent a little of it but reinvested most of the rest into another place.”

“Over the years, we just kept moving from place to place rehabbing bars. We sold most of them but kept a few others for income. Everything was good until Lisa got sick...”

Barb grew quiet. Her eyes became unfocused as she seemed lost in her thoughts. I felt bad about leading her down that track but I didn’t know how to pull back now that she was on it.

A sob escaped from her throat and her arm shook as she raised her hand to her face and covered her eyes.

I stood and moved to the sofa where I took a seat beside her. Gently, I placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her to lean against me as she sobbed.

“I’m so sorry,” she choked out several long minutes later. “I think I’ve finally gotten a grip on it all and then it just comes back in a wave.” 

“It’s okay Barb, really.”

“I came back here because I realized I’d already lost everything but my parents that meant anything to me. I just can’t bear to lose any more, you know? Them, this house and that bar are all I have left.” She looked at me intently. 

My thoughts were a jumble as I nodded silently and then sucked in a deep breath. I knew I should get back to the scene and try and lend whatever help I could but I certainly didn’t want to leave Barb alone in her current state.

I took my arm from around her and started to put a little distance between us on the sofa but she put a hand on my leg and stopped me cold. 

“Thank you,” she said simply, her eyes still rimmed with tears. “It’s hard for me to open up about all of that.”

“You’re welcome,” I responded back. It was all I could think of to say. 

Barb held my gaze for several seconds and then leaned toward me, closing the distance between us. She brushed my lips with hers in a soft kiss that was completely unexpected. I froze. I didn’t know how to take it or if I should respond. Taking advantage of a woman in a weak moment wasn’t my style.

Barb’s cell buzzing on the side table where she’d dropped it when we came in saved me.

She twisted around to grab it and said, “It’s Dana,” before she answered it.

I stood and stepped away to a window to look out and to give her a little privacy so I only got one side of the conversation but I heard her tell Dana that I was with her and that, yes, it was the bar.

She hung up after a minute or so and beckoned me back toward her. I moved back toward the center of the room but remained standing and kept a little distance between us.

“Dana said the local radio stations are all reporting about the bar. She called to see if I was all right. Morelville’s on lockdown and they’re all sitting around at Kris’s house, Mel’s sisters.”

“Lockdown? Mel just wanted the roads blocked so nobody made it up to the intersection near the bar and got hurt. That’s got to have people all freaked out.” 

Barb looked at me strangely.

“What?” I asked, when I finally noticed her watching me.

“You’re antsy all of a sudden. Did I make you uncomfortable?”

I hadn’t realized that I was bouncing from foot to foot. Self-consciously, I stopped. “No; it’s not you. I’m just really thinking I should be up there helping them do whatever they’re going to do to save your place but there’s no way I’m leaving you by yourself.”

“I appreciate that,” she said, “but you need to do what you need to do. I’m a big girl.”

“Nope; I’m not leaving you. I have my orders.” 

Barb nodded and appeared thoughtful. After a pause, she said to me, “How about you run me over to Kris’s place? I know all of them. I’ll just hang there and do whatever they’re doing. You can take my truck back up to the bar.”

###

Mel

Thursday Evening, February 12th

The Boar’s Head

Morelville, Ohio

We were maintaining a visible presence across the State Route from the bar. I didn’t want the ‘Z’ to think we’d just given up and get too comfortable. Meanwhile, my roadblocks were still in place and, out of their view, on down Salt Creek Drive, I was amassing a takedown team made up of the county’s Strategic Response Team augmented with as many of my own troops as I could spare. 

“Report, Sheriff...” Mason held my two way mike out the window of my SUV to me. I leaned in so I could hear my deputy that was currently on the scene. The SRT squad leader leaned in from the other side. 

“Go six,” I commanded him over the secure channel.

“Down to one sentry in front. Shotgun. Back is reporting an intermittent sentry. Shotgun.”

“They’re getting cold,” the squad leader looked across and said to me.

“They’ve got the front window covered now but it sounds like quite a party going on inside.”

“Roger, copy.” 

“Out.” The deputy cleared the channel.

I handed the mike back to Mason. “We’ve evened the numbers up and it sounds like they’re almost all inside now. When do you want to move?”

“In about 15, it’ll be pretty dark. We’ll mount up now and start moving then.”

My mind flashed quickly to Dana. I hadn’t spoken to her all day but Janet had briefly when she dropped Barb off at my twin’s house. She sent her love and a prayer for the safety of us all. 

I sent some thoughts into the airwaves; I want to be home, in your arms, tonight. Wait up for me.

Tactical shooters worked their way into position to take out the sentries at the front and back. The bar had an open lot all the way around but there were woods behind the back lot and plenty of cover across the street to one end of the front of the building. 

The two shooters worked in communication with each other. They’d be the ones to give the all clear for the rest of the SRT team to move in. 

I was on pins and needles, waiting for the word from the snipers. The plan was for me to go in right behind the SRT squad. Dana would kill me herself if she knew what I was about to do but I took the position that I couldn’t ask my deputies to do anything I wouldn’t do myself and I defend that stance no matter what.

Several minutes passed of total radio silence while we sat staged, just out of view of the sentry at the front of the bar, waiting for the signal. I was in my own SUV right behind the SRT tactical van with Mason and Gates who, like me, were now in riot gear and chemical masks.

Suddenly the call rang out “Go!” 

The running tactical van in front of me pulled off the berm and sped a couple of hundred yards up Salt Creek toward the intersection with 146 and the bar. I followed all of two truck lengths behind it. Several of my cruisers followed me.

SRT’s vehicle driver navigated the dogleg from Salt Creek into The Boar’s Head lot quickly and expertly and slid to a stop. I stopped 20 feet behind him as planned. From where I was, I could see the dead sentry laying out front.

The eight man SRT team jumped out of their transport, divided in two, and moved quickly toward the building. I felt like I was watching them in slow motion but, within seconds, The front side team had reached the front door, paused to give the other team time to reach the back door, then they opened the front and tossed in flash bangs and tear gas.

Out of sheer force of will from years of training, I was on the move, my deputies following behind me or moving toward the back as soon as SRT breeched the structure and started pushing inside.

People were screaming and lying all over the floor. The flash bangs were enough to make most of them hit the deck thinking they were being shot at and the tear gas was enough to keep them there. 

A single shot rang out from somewhere to my left. The SRT officer in front of me jerked backwards slightly and I almost plowed into him in my forward progress. He stumbled then regained his balance but staggered a little before grabbing the edge of a chair and holding himself up. 

I scanned left for the shooter but I needn’t have bothered. Two of my deputies who’d entered behind me were already standing over the gunman with their semi-automatic rifles trained on him. 

As the smoke started to clear and our inside team of nearly 20 officers gained control, I tried to take stock of the situation. The SRT troop who’d been shot would be a sore puppy for several days but his body armor had stopped the bullet he took. 

I spotted a couple of women in the room. One was giving Gates a real fight but an SRT officer offered lent an assist that got her cuffed and back on the floor. They must have been in here all along, I thought. No women got through our roadblocks to join their men in the men only club. 

Victor Voll wasn’t present and neither was Rat Tail. I spun around in a slow circle as SRT and my deputies started hauling the coughing, cursing bikers to their feet and dragging them outside. I didn’t see the self-appointed leader of the failed takeover, ‘Juice’, anywhere. 

I moved quickly into the empty kitchen and checked the walk-in and Barbs little office. Everything was trashed but Juice wasn’t to be found. The bathrooms...

Back out of the kitchen I went and turned to the bathroom entrances in a flash. They had entrances right off the back wall not far from the swinging door to the kitchen. One of my deputies was posted right between both doors, rifle at the ready.

“Anyone in either one?”

“No Sheriff. One was pulled out of the men’s room.” He pointed to a guy on the floor that was flex cuffed.

“Any way out of either one?” I couldn’t recall a time I’d ever used the facilities in the bar. 

Not waiting for his answer, I pushed open the ladies room door first. It was empty, of course. The only window was tiny and set high on the wall with no way to reach it for even a very tall person, without help. 

The men’s room was different. A window was set high in there too but it was quite a bit larger than the one on the ladies room. It was the kind that swung inward and up and latched to a catch mounted on the ceiling. A pole used to latch and unlatch it stood in a corner near the sinks. It was closed but, from where I was standing, I could see that the bolt lock used to secure it was open. Juice had probably gone out the window with the help of the man my deputy indicated.

I walked back into the bar and called out, “Mason!”

Janet appeared at my side. 

“Help me get this one into the back of my SUV.” Now I pointed at the man that had been indicated to me moments earlier. “We question him first.”

Chapter 17 – Freaky Friday

Mel

Friday Morning, February 13th

“Has the world gone stark raving mad?” I called out loudly to no one in particular.

We were all out pounding the pavement, actively looking for the man called ‘Juice’, aka Francisco Berrio. His real name was all I’d been able to get out of his escape accomplice. I could have found that in any criminal database with even less work so I wasn’t inclined to give the squealer any brownie points with the DA for the info.

There were roadblocks everywhere and an APB went out for him as soon as we had a name. So far, nothing. There’d been no sightings of him.

Zanesville PD and my department had both spent a long night booking and interrogating all of the biker minions that were caught alive. They were all charged with trespassing and most with weapons violations. A few got drug paraphernalia and drug possession charges as well. Outstanding arrest warrants, coupled with all of the new charges, were going to be the death knell to prison for a lot of them but, for now, they remained loyal to Juice and to Victor Voll and they weren’t talking. 

I climbed back in my truck and headed further south from the South Zanesville neighborhoods I’d been scouring for the missing link with help from their small department. Juice was running scared. If I could nail him, I figured, I might get a line on the two men I really wanted, Voll and Foote.

###

Late Friday Morning, February 13th

Morelville, Ohio

I was starting to smell a little ripe. In all the craziness the week had been, I’d run through the couple of changes of fresh uniforms I kept in the office. 

After working my way across country in the Southern part of the county to Philo and checking in with one of my patrol deputies that worked that area, I decided to run home for a shower and a clean uniform. 

When I got there, Dana and Boo weren’t in the house. She must be out in her writing shed, since Boo is with her... I doubted she’d take the dog to the store if she was helping out there.

I’d been in contact with her, apologizing for not being able to make it home overnight. She’d sounded both forgiving and distracted. She said she was just glad to know we’d nailed everyone and that I was safe. 

I so owe her... That thought was what jogged my memory and reminded me that Saturday was Valentine’s Day. 

Once I was showered and dressed, I took a quick look around. Still no Dana. I went into my den. If I really wanted to try and rescue my love life for tomorrow, I knew I needed help. 

My laptop was half open on the desk. When I touched the keypad it sprang to life and the screen opened to a news article in the web browser. Curious, I glanced through it. 

Young International...isn’t that the company Dana worked for back in the day? She must have been looking at this.

I clicked the article closed and started looking for ideas for places to go. After a half hour visiting websites and making calls, I had nothing. Everything was booked solid. I’d waited too long. 

Oh boy, am I going to pay for this...

###

Dana

Early Friday Afternoon, February 13th

Morelville, Ohio

“Russ, hi.”

“Hey, how’s it going out there?”

“I’m working the Brietland case. I spent yesterday tailing around a future heiress gone awry. Warren Breitland wants a report out of me tomorrow and I’ve got most of the information he needs but there are some loose ends that I’m trying to tie up.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

I leaned back in my swivel chair and looked out the little window of my writing shack that faced toward the house. Taking a deep breath I plunged in, “I’m absolutely stymied trying to pinpoint one of her associates. I have a name, Conal Floyd, and a plate number. My contact downstairs there ran the plate for me and got me an address near here but it’s no good...an empty lot. His background check didn’t turn up anything at all in Ohio other than the same address. This guy’s gang, Russ. He has to have a record somewhere.”

“Did you run a nationwide search?”

“Certainly but no response yet. I have a short window.”

“You haven’t established any local police contacts yet, I take it that might be able to speed the process for you?” 

I hesitated while I framed my response to him but I didn’t want him getting the wrong idea. “Yes, I have but, unfortunately, they’re bogged down right now with a big case and they don’t have the resources to help me.”

I felt bad about lying to Russ but I just wasn’t ready yet to tell Mel what I’d gotten myself up to. I had a strong gut feeling, after overhearing Floyd and Erin Voll talking, that my investigation and her gang war were interrelated in more ways than one. I wanted to have all my ducks in a row before I hit her with what I’d been doing and what I knew.

“Whatever resources we have here are yours to use Dana but, I need something from you too.” His tone changed. It became a little less friendly and a little more direct.

“What’s that?” I asked and then held my breath in anticipation of his response.

“You need to be straight with me. Look, I’m aware you’re just getting started out being on your own. I checked you out too; I didn’t just throw in with you because I know you. The notion of doing something like that goes against everything I’ve built up here. We’ll send work your way for as long as you’re honest with us and you, in turn, can use any assets at our disposal.” 

I covered the receiver and let my breath out. 

“Thank you Russ. I’m sorry. Just so you know, I do have accounts established and I have requested a check but it’s a twenty-four to forty-eight turn around and I need it faster than that.”

“I understand.”

“There’s more. In the interest of honesty and full disclosure, I should tell you, if you’re not already aware; my wife Mel is actually the Sheriff in this county.” It felt good to come clean with him.

“That came up in our check of you but I appreciate you being straight with me.”

“Russ, I know for a fact that the Brietland heiress I’m investigating, Erin Voll, is married to a man that’s probably a player in a case Mel is working and I’m 90% sure that she’s in cahoots with this gang banger to take her husband out but I don’t know anything about him or what he gets out of offing Victor Voll besides his girl. He may well be the link that Mel needs to blow her case wide open for her.”

“I’ve got,” I continued, “the information Warren Brietland needs to make whatever decisions he needs to make. My concerns are over the major crime wave that’s been going on here in the past week that I think his granddaughter and her spouse and lover are responsible for and...”

He finished for me, “The hit on her husband.”

“Yes.”

I heard a truck start. I rolled over to the little window on the house side and pressed my face to it. I just caught the taillights of Mel’s department vehicle as it turned out of the driveway. I wasn’t even aware she’d been home.

“Dana?”

“Oh, sorry. I was just thinking; you were saying?”

“You certainly have a dilemma there but I know you’ll get it all sorted out. Just promise me that you’ll keep yourself out of harm’s way?” 

“I’ll do my best.” 

“Now, let’s see if we can’t get you some better data on this Conal fellow.”

Chapter 18 – The Big Day

Mel

Early Saturday morning, February 14th

Valentine’s Day...it came in a flash. I wasn’t ready for it. I still had no plans. The only ones I’d made all week, I’d already ruined. It’s a wonder Dana is even talking to me at all. 

I knew I had to make it up to her but I didn’t have the first clue how to and, even if I could come up with a workable idea, there were no reservations to be had anywhere to do anything. It doesn’t help at all that I’m ass deep in a murder investigation and a multiple person manhunt.

Working today was a given. Working everyday was a given until I had Victor Voll and Major Foote in custody, at a minimum. 

Sitting up slowly, I tried to ease off of the bed without rousing Dana. I only realized she wasn’t actually sleeping when she reached out a hand to touch my leg and then asked, “Where are you going?”

Looking down into the shine of her eyes that I could only just barely make out in the dim early light, I smiled at her and then lay back down beside her for a minute.

She nuzzled close to me and stretched an arm around my waist to pull me in even tighter. “Please tell me you won’t be working all day.”

I kissed her forehead. “I really hope not,” I told her, “but I just don’t know. I’m so sorry baby.”

“It’s okay,” she whispered into my neck.

Pulling back just a little so I could look her in the eye again, I told her, “No it’s not okay. It’s Valentine’s Day and I wanted to have a whole day with you, just the two of us; the whole weekend even but...well I had to settle for dinner and...” I trailed off. I didn’t know how to tell her I’d failed at even arranging that.

She closed the distance again and kissed me lightly at the curve of my neck and shoulder.

“Dana, I’m sorry.” I exhaled loudly. “I really am sorry, believe me, and I promise to make it up to you. I’ve been so wrapped up in work that, by the time I even took a minute to get us reservations anywhere, I couldn’t get a thing. I feel like such an ass.”

“Don’t...don’t beat yourself up. You have a job to do. I knew what I was in for when you ran for the office. We’ll figure it out.”

“We’ll do better than ‘figure it out’. When I catch this Victor Voll guy, we’re going to get away from all of this crap for a while. Nailing Voll and a couple of his minions is my only focus right now.”

Dana jerked backwards and half sat up.

“You’re mad...” I started to say.

“No...no; I’m not. It’s just...Oh, I don’t even know where to begin.”

It was my turn to sit up. Facing her, the dawning sun finally starting to filter through the window, I searched her face.  

“Do you know something I should know?”

“You’re after Victor Voll; who’s married to Erin Voll, formerly Erin Brietland?”

“I don’t know; I guess.” I scratched my head and stared at my wife. “How do you know Erin Voll? Why did you ask that?”

Dana took one of my hands in hers. “It’s time to play a round of true confessions.”

I was all ears.

She took a deep breath like she was working up a little courage but then she dropped her eyes as she started to speak. “I’ve been a little bored lately. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy writing but it’s not something I can sit and do for eight hours. I can get the flow for maybe an hour or two and then it just stops.”

Putting a finger under her chin, I tipped her face back up. When I could see her eyes again, I asked her, “So, you’ve been doing a little freelancing for the firm you used to work for?”

“You know?”

“Let’s just say that I put two and two together, just now.”

“Are you upset?”

“No; we’ve talked about you starting your own firm before. You were the one who had concerns about your mobility issues. My only concern is for your safety.”

She nodded.

“What about the store?”

“Mama doesn’t need nearly as much help in there now that they’re up and running and we all know that I have zero interest in the whole nail salon idea of hers. She’s on her own there!”

We both grinned at that thought.

“Anyway, I talked to Russ Young, my old boss, earlier this week and he threw an investigation job my way. Nothing dangerous, just information gathering...sort of.”

“And this not dangerous, ‘sort of’ information gathering assignment involves the leader of the motorcycle gang that’s been terrorizing Zanesville and Morelville?”

“Not exactly.”

I quirked an eyebrow at her. “What exactly?”

“I’ve been investigating Warren Brietland’s granddaughter Erin who’s due to coming due to get her hands on, I’m guessing, a pretty significant trust fund. Apparently there are morals conditions or some such thing...Brietland is the client. He didn’t make me privy to all of the details. What he did though was give me a real short fuse. He wanted a report by today.”

“Dana, all this crazy stuff that’s been going on is because Victor Voll, who leads a motorcycle gang, is apparently stepping down and his ‘followers’, if you will, are jockeying for the top dog  spot.”

“I, uh, heard something to that effect but I wasn’t sure if what I heard and what’s been going on were related.”

“Heard how?”

“Erin Voll has a lover. The name he’s using around here is Conal Floyd. He’s actually a ranking Gangster Demon Lieutenant originally from Detroit whose gang name is ‘Preacher’. His real name is Floyd Donaldson.”

“The Demons again?”

Dana nodded. “Yeah; I thought we were all done with them around here nearly a year ago after the big smuggling bust that landed me in my present condition but they’re trying to make a comeback and it looks like Floyd – whichever his name is – is here to lead the charge.”

“And Erin Voll has jumped the fence for what she believes are greener pastures.” Mel shook her head.

“It’s not just that.” Dana shook her head no this time. “This ‘Preacher’ guy is gunning, er, his men are gunning for Voll. They – him and Erin Voll – want Victor Voll dead.”

I thought for a minute then looked back at my wife. “When you were ‘hearing’ things, did it sound to you like Preacher wanted to take over everything in the area?”

It was Dana’s turn to think. She took her time to reply but when she did, she laid a couple of things on me that tied up everything in my mind. 

“Erin knew who killed a Demon in a drive-by, Mel. She called him ‘Rat Tail’ which, I’m assuming, is his gang name. Preacher said ‘someone’ had to pay for that. He was gunning for Victor as the leader. Erin told him she’d be happy when he had ‘the whole city wrapped up’.”

Light dawned for me. “The Demons want control of all the drug trade in the county.” 

“I don’t know how involved Erin is in the doings of her husband’s gang but I’m certain she’s dealing for Preacher.”

I shook my head ruefully and then I told my beloved, “I have a couple of gang leaders, a killer and a woman playing fast and loose to catch. You, young lady, need to report to your client as expected.”

“And tell him what?”

“The truth, of course. Brietland only expected you to investigate. He’ll take your findings under advisement and have it handled from there. By the time he’s ready to make a move, I’ll already have Victor and Erin in a noose and Floyd Donaldson too if I can work it all out right. Brietland will just have to decide if Erin’s worth saving for himself.”

Chapter 19 – Report

Dana

10:00 AM Saturday Morning, February 14th

The Brietland Family Estate

Things were so much easier when I worked for Young before...Here goes nothing.

I was shown into Warren Brietland’s study again. As soon as I entered the room, I remembered him advising me that he used Young for ‘fast, discreet service.’ I swallowed hard and prayed that the little bit that I was about to tell him would be enough without me having to provide a lot of detail.

“Ms. Rossi,” he greeted me, indicating the chair across from his desk. “I didn’t fully expect to see you today, in all honesty.”

“Oh? Why is that?” I was puzzled that he would say that after I’d agreed to his demand to report today.

“I’m not going to mince words with you. Your lack of experience and your shock at my short timeline for the job seemed to have you in a tizzy when you left here before.”

Not wanting to argue with him but feeling the need to defend my background I, in as tactful a tone as possible, told him, “We didn’t actually go over my entire resume Mr. Brietland.” I smiled. “I assure you, I have years of investigative experience and I left here with the proper sense of urgency that the job required. Now, shall we get down to business?” I smiled again and then reached into my case and pulled out his copy of my investigation file.

“Of course. Proceed.” He held out a hand to me.

“In the couple of days I’ve had to investigate Erin, I’ve come to one basic understanding and two specific conclusions. One, during my brief time watching her, she spent little time with her husband Victor other than overnight and she has little regard for him.”

“And you came to that understanding how?” His question wasn’t angry but curious; his slight smile giving away his hope that his granddaughter was coming around.

“Because the first of the two specific conclusions I’ve been able to come to is that Erin is having an affair.”

His slight smile turned into a look of shock. He started to speak, stopped to clear his throat then began again, “With whom?”

I flipped the file folder open and pulled out a headshot of Donaldson taken from a booking photo that came in with the background info on him Russ had found for me and I placed it in front of Brietland.

“Is this a mug shot?”

I nodded. “His name is Floyd Donaldson. He’s 29 years old and from the Detroit area. He hasn’t been living in Ohio long; three or four months, maybe.”

“So Erin hasn’t been associating with him very long?”

“That I don’t know for sure. There wasn’t time to dig that deep.”

“But you are sure she’s having an affair with him?”

In response, I took copies of the car photos I took at the motel out of the file and handed those to him. “They meet at a no-tell in Gratiot. Those were taken there.”

“I see.” He worked his lips, seeming to be trying to frame his next question. 

I didn’t wait for his thought processes to catch up. “Mr. Brietland, this guy makes Victor look like a small time hood. He’s a top lieutenant in a Detroit area gang with national reach. They’re everywhere. He may have been sent here to run gang operations for them here.”

“Are they the ones responsible for all of the rioting and looting that’s been going on or was that Victor?”

“I can’t answer that sir. My focus was strictly on Erin, where she goes and who she associates with.” And I’m not going to tip Mel’s hand...

“You said you came to two conclusions about my granddaughter. What was the other one?”

“You told me Wednesday that you knew Erin was into drugs but you needed to know if she was also dealing.” 

“Yes. Is she?”

I nodded. “She is, but not for Voll, for Donaldson. She ferries product around, distributes it at private homes, collects money and gives it to him when she meets with him.” 

“And he isn’t connected to Victor in any way?”

“No.” I kept my tone as even and as matter of fact as I could. 

The older man fell silent and leaned back in his chair. His eyes fluttered closed as he raised a hand to his temple to rub it. I waited and watched.

After a couple of minutes of me watching him in that state, he seemed to remember that I was there. 

“Is there anything else you think I should know, at this point?”

“From what I’ve seen and heard sir, Erin may well be setting Victor up to take a fall and throwing in with this guy. I’m sorry.”

Brietland waved a hand in the air. “Not your fault. The question is, now what am I going to do about it?”

Chapter 20 – Come Together

Mel

Saturday Morning February 14th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

The Mayor was on my ass and the Police Chief’s ass to catch the gangbangers who, he said, were still running rampant in Zanesville. 

Armed with the information Dana gave me, I now knew where Victor Voll was laying his head at night and I was already having the place watched for activity. I called Shane Harding and got him on his way out there before I even got in the shower.  If I couldn’t manage a warrant to get in there before either of the Volls left to do whatever they spent Saturday’s doing, undercover deputies would follow both him and her. I hoped Victor would lead me to their hideout and to Foote and that Erin would lead me to Donaldson. We’ll get them all with one fell swoop. That ought to shut the Mayor up! 

I had a sit down with the DA, first thing, and briefed him and Janet Mason on the new info that I had from my ‘confidential source’. The goal, I told them both, is to find and take out all of the gang leadership from both gangs that we can lay our hands on. Today.

###

10:38 AM Saturday Morning

“I’m tailing the female suspect Sheriff.”

“Where are you right now?”

“She just left the house.”

“Joe’s in an unmarked. He’ll move in to watch the house now.”

“Roger. No signs of other movement back there but his vehicle is still there.”

“Keep your head down following her. Gates will be your backup.”

“Will do.” Shane rang off. 

Shane Harding followed a block or so behind the young woman as she stopped at homes and businesses on a path that took them north through South Zanesville and west through Zanesville. After nine stops, she got on Main going west and took the Route 40 leg off of the Y bridge. 

Shane got back on the phone and called Mel’s duty cell.

“Sheriff,” he said when she answered, “looks like her deliveries are done. We’re on 40, headed west out of downtown.”

“Copy. She’s going to meet up with her supplier, if she holds true to pattern. I’ll put your backup in motion. We want them both.”

“Roger Sheriff.”

Erin Voll crossed under Interstate and quickly moved over to the far right lane. She turned right on a commercial road that ran between an Exxon station and a McDonalds. Shane followed as closely behind her as he dared.

When she turned right again, just past the fuel pumps, Shane feared she was headed to the Super 8 motel located behind the station but then she pulled into a parking slot across from the drive-thru for the A & W restaurant that was attached to it. He breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled his unmarked seized Chevy into another slot along the front of the station.

Voll walked across the drive-thru lane and went in through the restaurant door. Shane quickly radioed his location so Gates could find him if need be and then entered the building through the station, turned left and walked slowly toward the restaurant, watching his quarry. 

She looked around at the fairly busy eatery and then pulled her cell phone out of her purse and looked at the face of it, checking the time. Shrugging, she got in line to order at the counter. Shane followed and tried to appear uninterested as she texted on her phone. Instead, he watched the door on the side where she’d parked. She glanced at it occasionally too until it was her turn to order.

As she told the cashier what she wanted, a leather-jacketed male appeared at her side. Shane started almost imperceptibly. He hadn’t seen the other man coming. 

The man ordered for himself on her tab and then waited while she paid the bill. As soon as it was offered, he grabbed his cup and moved off to the root beer dispenser without waiting for her. She moved down the counter and waited for their food while Shane stepped to the register to order.

When his order came up before theirs, he loitered at the condiment station a little longer than necessary while he hoped Floyd Donaldson, the man he was sure had appeared, would take a seat. 

Floyd finally did move toward a table but he took one with no empty tables adjacent to it. Shane had to settle for a spot a couple of tables away from them. He had a good visual of the couple but no way to hear their conversation. He doubted he would have been able to anyway in the crowded venue.

Taking out his duty cell, he tapped out a quick message to Mel. 

At A&W. Visual, no audio. Standby.

He hoped she’d understand and pass his message to Gates who was probably within a minute or two of pulling into the lot in his marked cruiser. 

The couple ate quickly and didn’t appear to be talking much. Shane followed suit. He wanted to be ready to act if they got up to leave and take care of the money and drug exchange elsewhere.

Ten minutes after his text to Mel, when the couple both rose and started to collect the remnants of their lunch, a quick scan out the windows along the front and side showed him no visible sign of any overt police presence outside. He waited until they were both out the door before rising himself and going out the same way.

They got into separate cars, both parked opposite of the drive-thru. Shane hadn’t seen a pass off so he was torn about who to follow with them now leaving. He sauntered toward the same lot himself as first Donaldson, and then Voll backed out. Instead of turning right to go back toward Route 40, one followed the other out of the left side of the lot.

Shane started to panic. While he pretended to be headed toward another car parked further behind the spots they’d occupied, they were driving away. He prayed they’d continue over to the Super 8. That would give him time to work out an alternate plan.

As he stepped up to an unfamiliar car and pretended to fumble for his keys, he glanced around to see them turning left again to leave out of the back of the lot. 

He snatched his phone out of his jacket pocket and speed dialed Mel. 

“I’m losing them. Two cars, turning east on National Road behind Super 8!”

“Gate’s is in the vicinity,” Mel responded.

“No pass yet. Tell him to keep his distance and keep me posted. I’ll be mobile in two.”

He hung up and, as soon as the two vehicles were out of his line of vision, he turned away from the car he’d been standing beside and bolted for his own. 

While cranking on the under dash radio, he squealed out of the little lot and turned onto National Road himself.

“Twelve, what’s your twenty?” he queried his back-up. 

“Twelve; Sand and Gravel. Have a visual. Headed northeast.”

Shane passed the main entrance to the sand, gravel and mulch distributor and continued east. Just before the road curved to go more north and become Reihl Road, he spotted Gates in his cruiser, hidden partially behind a parked dump truck at the east side exit. He was in the perfect position to move out quickly but to anyone that might notice him, he looked like he was positioned to clock speeders. That made Shane grin.

Harding rounded the sweeping curve of the road that he knew ended a mile away in a self-sufficient West Zanesville township. He almost missed catching the glint of light off of Erin Voll’s silver Ford [ ] as it approached the top of the long drive to a deep set cemetery. 

“Twelve; it’s about to go down in the cemetery off to the left, just around the bend to your east.”

“Roger. En-route.”

Shane whipped the Chevy around in a nicely paved driveway a couple of houses up from the cemetery entrance and went back the way he’d come. He turned right and zoomed up the fine gravel driveway that led to the final resting places of a few hundred of Zanesville’s former citizens. As he crested the top of the low hill, a glance in his rear view mirror told him Gates had turned onto the access road and was seconds behind him.

Erin Voll and Floyd Donaldson had gone counter clockwise around the looped drive and were parked to the left, facing back toward the single entrance and exit drive. They were both out of their cars and looked his way. 

Instead of going around to the right as the circle was marked, Harding made a hard left and drove straight toward the front end of Donaldson’s car. 

The gangbanger was momentarily startled and stood frozen but then he jumped away off the gravel drive as Shane slid to a stop. 

Erin ran for her car, dropping a handful of money to the ground in the process. Donaldson pulled a gun out of his waistband and took a wild shot at the front end of the Chevy as he back peddled away. 

With Gates coming up right behind him, Shane jumped out and, using his door as a shield, leveled his own service weapon at the gangbanger. 

“Drop it!” Gates voice boomed over his loudspeaker as he brought his cruiser to a skidding stop alongside the Chevy. 

Floyd Donaldson started to level the gun to fire again but, still moving backwards, he tripped over a low tombstone in the first row and fell back, dropping the gun as he tried to catch himself. 

“Don’t move!” Shane ordered Erin. “Stay right where you are!”  

As Gates wrestled Donaldson into the back of his cruiser, a cuffed Erin, now leaning against Shane’s unmarked called out to her lover, “Don’t worry, they’ve got nothing on you! It’s Victor who’s going to fry.”

“Just keep your damn mouth shut!” He called back to her as Gates unceremoniously assisted him into the vehicle. 

###

Mel

12:42 PM, Saturday February 14th

Interrogation

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

“Just call my grandfather! If you won’t let me call him, you call him! He’ll get me an attorney who will prove you’ve got nothing on me!”

I watched through the one-way glass as Shane tried to interrogate Erin Voll. She’d given him nothing but grief but my gut feeling was, if Dana had gone and given Warren Brietland her report, Voll had better start talking to save her own skin or start demanding to call her father instead of her grandfather. Grandpa wasn’t going to be inclined to save her.

Ducking my head through the door, I said, “Detective, a word.” Shane told Voll to sit tight and stepped out, closing and latching the door behind him. 

“She’s all but demanded a lawyer. You’re not going to get much further with her right now.”

“You want me to go and start working on Donaldson, Sheriff?”

“Not yet. Let him cool his heels a while longer and wonder what she’s telling us. Why don’t you go down and see what the techs have found in his car?” Erin Voll had dropped several hundred dollars at the bust when Shane and Gates had shown up but she didn’t have any drugs on her person and it didn’t appear Floyd Donaldson had made a supply pass to her yet. That’s the problem with having to work on the fly...

Gates found a small amount of what appeared to be cocaine on Donaldson when he patted him down. It wasn’t enough to hang possession with intent to distribute charges on him. We needed more.

###

1:13 PM, Saturday February 14th

“He rolled out of the attached garage in a Lincoln Navigator about five minutes ago Sheriff. We’re headed southwest on Darlington now,” Treadway reported.

Hmm, nice neighborhood... “Keep me posted.”

“Roger, out.”

1:19 PM

“Sheriff, Dispatch just issued a call that there’s a body on one of the ranges at the gun club on Moxhala Ridge. I’m about 30 seconds ETA from there. Do you want me to divert?” 

When it rains, it pours. “You’re still following our suspect?”

“Affirmative,” he replied.

That was Joe Treadway. Always formal.

“No; Dispatch can roll someone else and call the coroner. We need this guy. Stay on him.”

“Well looky there,” Treadway all but exclaimed. “Guess who just turned down the access road back to the gun club?”

“Be careful back in there, Joe. It’s back out of the way of everything else in the county for a reason.”

Chapter 21 – Anointed

Victor Voll

1:47 PM, Saturday February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

“This is it? This is just fuckin’ sorry.” I waved a hand at the five men assembled in the room. 

“Yeah Chief. Most of the members are in the county lockup or in Zanesville custody for one reason or another.” Rat Tail looked pointedly at Juice. 

“Ain’t much of a club left to take over.” Disgusted, I shook my head.

“Where’s Traveler? He still in the running?” one of the two foot soldiers present asked. I couldn’t even remember the dumb fucks’ name. 

“No he ain’t in the running. He’s gone...for good. If you’re a smart one, you’ll throw in with this guy right here.” I pointed at Rat Tail. “He’s the only one that managed to pull off any shit that didn’t get him or most of the rest of the club nailed. He’s the Chief now...of what’s left of this sorry ass group.”

Major Foote smiled. “It’ll be big again. Recruiting for new blood begins today gentlemen.”

The sounds of wood cracking and splintering pierced the air. I drew my piece and spat as Juice and the two newbies Rat Tail had just inherited hit the floor. I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

A Sheriff’s Deputy entered the room his pistol held skyward; too high to get a shot at me before I took him out. I leveled my already raised pistol at his face but the sound of glass shattering to my right had me spinning toward a dusty old window instead. A shotgun was pointed through the broken pane at my own face.

“Having a chapter meeting without me?” Sheriff Crane asked as she entered the club room behind her deputy.

###

Mel

2:50 PM, Saturday, February 14th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

I personally paraded Victor Voll through the squad bay in handcuffs. By a lucky stroke of fate, Erin Voll was seated, cuffed, next to Shane’s desk as we walked through. I shot Shane a ‘what’s up look as the spouses glared at each other. He tipped his head toward his phone and then, rolled his eyes. 

Young Mrs. Voll isn’t getting any cooperation from the people she hopes will save her sorry ass... It took all I had not to smile at her. 

Thinking fast as I headed toward the open door of interview room one, I asked Shane over my shoulder, Where’s Donaldson?” 

“Two,” Shane called back to me.

“Get him out here too.” I pointed to an empty bench seat we used occasionally for suspects that was a good thirty feet from where Erin Voll was currently sitting.

Once I was sure the elder Voll was comfy in a room – as comfy as he could be cuffed to the leg of a table that was bolted to the floor, I locked him inside and went back out to the bay just as one of my deputies was bringing Donaldson out of room two.

Joe Treadway was coming through with Major Foote. “Put him in two,” I told him.”

Back at Shane’s desk, a curious Erin Voll was all eyes on Donaldson. Ignoring her for the moment, I instead pointed at Janet’s desk, “Mason?”

“She’s still out on that Moxhala call.”

“Any word?” 

He nodded. “Biker; shot. Had ID on him.”

“Is that right?” I jerked a thumb back toward the interview rooms. “We confiscated pistols from both of those two and one of the other three losers we just collared. If Kreskie gets a bullet out of him, I’ll bet you a Coke, one of those three shot him.”

I grinned at the wide eyed Erin as Shane replied back, “No deal. That’s a sucker bet.” 

Talking to Shane but looking back and forth between Voll and Donaldson, I said, “Well I’d bet that Foote took out a rival for her hubbies job,” I smiled again at Erin, “but I’ll bet you’re going to be very glad to be in police custody when hubby finds out that you two were plotting to murder him. He probably won’t be very happy at all when he hears that.”

Erin Voll had the nerve to smile sweetly. “I’m not worried about him anymore,” she told us. “I have Conal now.”

“You mean Floyd Donaldson over there?” I pointed at the sullen man chained to the bench, trying to stare me down.

“His name’s Conal Floyd,” she informed me.

Donaldson couldn’t stay out of the conversation. It was his turn to smile as he ground out through his teeth, “It’s Preacher, bitch, and all you got was laid. I don’t want you around anymore than he’s going to want you when he finds out what you’ve been up to.”

Erin’s smug look turned to shock.

“Poor you,” I told the conniving young woman. “No man, no drugs, no trust fund money either and you’re going to jail to boot. Ain’t that a kick in the teeth?”

Chapter 22 – Date Night

Dana

12:05 PM, that Same Day

Morelville, Ohio

I decided to take matters into my own hands. I wanted a romantic evening just for the two of us as much as Mel did and she was working way too hard to pull anything off herself; anyone with sense could see that. The stress of one more thing on her plate and our mother’s both hounding her about it was something she just didn’t need. 

Putting my talent for scheming and plotting to better use, I started planning out a date night for us at home.  I searched the kitchen and found most of what I needed to make chicken cacciatore, the dish that had Mel swooning the first time I’d made it for her. 

“Come on Boo,” I called to her. “We’re going for a little walk.” I hooked her to her leash and we headed over to the store so I could pick up some fresh mushrooms. Canned just won’t do for a fancy feast!

It was warm for February and, since it was lunchtime on Saturday, people were out and about in the village. I looped Boo’s leash around the awning post at the front of the store where she was happy to entertain the two Mennonite children waiting patiently for their mother, whom I could see inside, talking with my dad at the counter. 

Mama wasn’t in view when I went in and I hoped that meant she was working on getting her nail salon ready to open and I could avoid her questions but my dad’s “Hi there Dana” brought her right out of the little store office. 

“Sweetie, what brings you in? I thought you and Mel would be off on some grand adventure today.” 

“Mel’s at work Mama.”

“On Saturday? Again? But, it Valentine’s Day.”

“You and Dad are working on Valentine’s Day,” I pointed out.

She waved me off. “That’s different.”

I didn’t see the difference but I really didn’t want to argue. “She’ll be home in a little while.” I changed the subject, “I need some fresh mushrooms. Please tell me you have some.”

“Of course, but why? Are you cooking? Aren’t you two going out tonight somewhere special?”

“Mama, please. Since Mel has to work, I’m making a special dinner for us tonight. I want to do this for her. We decided to take a weekend away together a little later when we can plan it all out properly.”

She nodded. “I see. Well, I suppose that’s something.”

Even though I was frustrated, I held my temper. “It’s just fine. Everything’s fine, really. Now, about those mushrooms?”

“In the cooler case. I got some nice portabellas in yesterday, as a matter of fact.”

“No, no. Just the regular buttons for slicing.”

“You’re making cacciatore, aren’t you?”

I smiled.

His customer gone, Dad jumped into the conversation too. “Oh, Mel’s going to love that. I know I do!”

“We’re not invited Marco. It’s for Mel,” Mama told him sternly. He stuck his lower lip out and pretended to pout.

“Mel does love it and, don’t worry; I have plenty of chicken. I’ll make enough for you to have some...tomorrow.” He smiled and all but skipped back to the counter as another customer came in.

Mama followed me over to the produce case. “Do you have candles?” she asked.

“What?”

“Candles, you know; for romance.”

Wrinkling my nose, I told her, “I don’t think Mel’s really the candle type.”

“Baloney. She’s all about fire: the fireplace, the fire pit, the barbecue pit...” 

When I didn’t respond right away because I was thinking about how I could work the fireplace into my evening plans, she continued, “When I was decorating your place, I got a few tea light holders and I’m pretty sure you have candlestick holders up on a shelf in the pantry. I have tea lights and candles.”

“Fine, Mama. Just add them to my bill.”

“No charge. Consider it my contribution. Now, what are you making for dessert?”

As I looked at the baked goods racks, I replied, “I was hoping you’d gotten in some good stuff from Amoretto’s that I could just doctor a bit.”

“We did; yesterday. They did a whole Valentine’s line of pastries. They sold out of here like hotcakes.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the analogy. Still, that left me momentarily stumped. I walked around the grocery shelf that divided the store into two fairly long aisles. There was no cherry pie filling; only blueberry, which I knew Mel didn’t care for. I asked Mama if she had any cherry in the back.

“No ma’am,” she said. “Sold the last one this morning. You’re a day late and a dollar short.”

“Never mind then, I’ll think of something. I’ve got to get going. Boo’s outside waiting.”

When we got home, I called Hannah and was happy when she answered the phone.

“It’s Dana,” I told her. “I hope I’m not interrupting you at work?”

“No,” she said. “I only work on Saturday’s once in a while. We did all the big baking for today already.”

“Bet you had a busy week! Are you and Jamie doing anything special tonight?”

“Ya, later,” she told me, her German accent seeping out. “She’s working until 6:00 though. What about you and Mel?”

“That’s just it. Mel’s working too and I don’t know exactly when she’ll be home so I’m making something that will just get better the longer it simmers.”

“Good plan.”

“I’m a little stuck for a good dessert though. That’s why I called. If tell you what sorts of things I have on hand here or that I can get at the village store, can you help me figure something out? There just isn’t time for me to run into Zanesville and pick up anything else up.”

Hannah laughed at my off the wall idea but she agreed to play along. We spent the next few minutes going back and forth over recipes ideas and ingredients.

“I’ve got it,” she said, “and Mel’s going to love it. In fact, so will Jamie. How about I come down there and we make enough for all of us together? I’ll pick up what you don’t have here in Zanesville.”

“You don’t need to go to all that trouble.”

“It’s no trouble. It’ll be fun.”

Hannah showed up an hour later with white chocolate, good cocoa and strawberries. We got right to work making up what she called red velvet molten lava cakes. 

“Sweetie, these look amazing.” I said to her when we were nearly done and then I hugged her. “I’ve seen them all chocolate before but never red velvet. Great idea; thank you so much!”

“My pleasure,” she told me shyly. 

Her muted response reminded me of the Hannah of old, right after she’d left the Amish order. I’d hugged her before, but I was afraid I’d somehow overstepped my bounds this time. Stepping back, I told her, “I’m sorry. Is something wrong?”

“Just a friend on my mind, is all.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

She shook her head no. “Not really. She’s just struggling right now with...with everything. You and Mel are so happy and me and Jamie too and...”

“And you want the same for her.”

This time, she nodded.

“You have a big heart Ms. Hannah. Listen, if you need me, call me. And,” I said as I crossed to the dry sink where I’d tossed my wallet, “I’m going to give you a little something for coming all the way down here to help me today and buying half the stuff we needed to do this to boot.”

She started to protest but I raised a hand to stop her.

“I want to do this.” I took out fifty dollars, nearly all I had in cash, and moved to hand it to her. “You use this money tonight on a nice evening out with Jamie or you take your friend out with it.” I gently took hold of her right hand and pressed the money into it.

“Thank you,” she replied with a slight smile.

###

Mel

5:52 PM, Saturday, October 14th

Morelville, Ohio

“I don’t know what you’re making but it smells so good, I could smell it out in the driveway,” I told Dana as I trooped into the house, finally at the end of the longest week in my life.

The table was set with the good china someone had given us as a wedding present that we’d never taken out of the box and there were candles waiting to be lit. Dana was barefoot but back in the blue dress she’d worn what seemed like ages ago for the dinner that never was at Adornetto’s. 

“These are for you. Best I could do so late in the day. I’m sorry baby.” A little embarrassed, I offered up the bouquet of red and pink carnations I’d been able to come up with in my last minute attempt to do something romantic for her.

“Don’t you be sorry. I love them and I love that you got them for me.” She stood on her toes and bussed my lips with a kiss. “Go get out of that uniform and into something comfortable but don’t take too long. Dinner’s ready.”

“Everything’s all wrapped up,” I told Dana as we ate. “All of the main players are now in holding somewhere and will be there until at least Monday before they’re arraigned.”

“So no more work for you this weekend?”

“No more work for me and, I don’t want to talk about work anymore this weekend but we do need to talk about your future; writing or security and investigations? Both? What do you need to get set up if you decide to go into business for yourself after all?”

Dana put up a hand to stop the thoughts spilling from me. “Babe, there’ll be time for lots of talk about all of that later. I don’t really want to talk about work right now either.” 

“Okay. I love you, you know.”

She smiled brightly. “I love you too.”

When we were nearly finished, I asked in my best hopeful sounding voice, “Is there dessert?”

“Of course there’s dessert,” she said. “Why don’t you take our wine, go into the family room and lay in a fire? I’ll just do a quick clean-up out here while dessert warms up just a little and I’ll be in.”

“Deal!” I got up, picked up our glasses and the wine bottle and sauntered off to the family room to make fire. Boo, who’d sat patiently waiting for any sort of scrap from the table at all, started to follow me but, when she realized her mama was staying in the kitchen, she did an energetic about face and went right back in there.

After I got the fire going, I contemplated setting us up comfortably on the floor but I knew Boo wouldn’t let us relax as long as we had food and there was, after all, dessert to think about. I poured us each a little more wine and set them on the end table by the couch instead and then took a poker to my little blaze to adjust things just a bit.

The terrier bolted into the room and over to me. I turned to see Dana standing just inside the doorway with two plates of the best looking little cakes I’d ever seen on a plate. She hand one to me when she reached me and then we took seats. 

I marveled at what I had in my hand. “This looks too good to eat. Is it red velvet?”

“Well if you don’t eat it, I will!” she said as she nodded in answer to my question. 

I quickly cut into it with my fork. The liquid center oozed out. The taste was beyond amazing. “Babe,” I started, “this is unreal. How did you make these?”

“It wasn’t hard but, I admit, I had a little help. It was actually Hannah’s idea. She came down and we made them together.”

“Well, my compliments to both chefs.”

Boo cooperated and let us have a little peace once we moved to snuggle on the floor after dessert. She went to her own pillow closer to the flames.

Dana got down carefully in her dress. As I lay down beside her, I took a deep breath and relaxed into her. 

The fire was hot and so was my wife. The combination was working to finally melt my stress away. I just held her for several long minutes and tried to blank my mind of anything but her. I stretched as she kneaded a shoulder and the base of my neck with strong fingers. I rubbed her lower back in return but soon was lost in the taste of her lips as she caught mine with a kiss. 

We spent several long minutes kissing, lost in each other until I felt her shiver against me.

“Cold? The fire’s died down a lot.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Sure you will...in the bedroom where I can get you out of that beautiful dress and get you all warmed up in other ways.” I raised an eyebrow at her.

We took our little celebration to our room. For good measure, I moved Boo’s bed she rarely used, outside the bedroom door. I didn’t want her crawling in with us just yet...

###

Dana

I slipped my arms around Mel at the same time that she was reaching for me and we embraced. The warmth of her skin on mine, our breasts pressed together...I felt like this was where I had always belonged. We kissed again.

With my eyes closed I opened my mouth and felt Mel's tongue flicker against my lower lip. I opened my mouth wider inviting her in. Her mouth and tongue were so very soft and it felt like she was massaging the inside of my mouth as she began to tentatively explore. I softly stroked her tongue with my own. Our kiss deepened as our tongues continued to tease and caress and soon her hands were running up and down my back. She cupped both cheeks of my ass and pulled me in tighter. I moaned.

She pulled out of our kiss and took her time as she licked the length of me making me shudder and a moan. Back moments later for another kiss, she pulled out another groan from me. She didn’t linger long with her kiss this time. Instead, soon her tongue was swirling inside me, licking deeply. Her tongue worked hard, tasting my depths, providing delicious pleasure.

"Oh god, it's so good," I moaned. "So good."

Mel didn’t stop. Instead, she stepped up her game. Her hands found my ass again and grabbed it, lifting it, exposing even more of me to her mouth. She began tonguing me deeper, more insistently, not relenting for a second. A hand snaked up to caress my breasts. She made eye contact with me and grinned when she got to see the effect she was having on me. 

When she had me groaning even more loudly and often than before, she removed her tongue from my folds and clamped her lips around the hard bud of my clit. She licked, sucked and kissed it insistently.

“Yes," I exclaimed as I felt the jolting electricity of her tongue and teeth. 

Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, her fingers found my opening and she began stroking me gently. Trying to urge her to quicken the pace, I bucked harder. 

Completely in tune, Mel quickened the pace of her thrusts and her oral efforts and I bucked even harder in pleasure. She hung on. 

It was torture as she varied the pace, giving me stretches of intense fucking followed by slower thrusts. I wasn’t content to take that passively and I met her slower thrusts with harder bucks.

"Come on, fuck me," I urged her. She finally complied. She took the nub of my clit between her lips and applied gentle sucking pressure as her fingers fucked me deeply.

"Come on," she said back to me. “Cum for me baby, cum for me." 

I came. Hard. I could feel myself coating her hand as I rode my orgasm all the way through. I gripped her tight to me then shuddered in pleasure and shock as she replaced her fingers with her tongue as my orgasm coursed through me and kept me bucking. 

Finally spent, I lay back, chest heaving. Mel reclined beside me as she rubbed a hand lazily over my stomach.

I turned to face her and caught her eye. “Don’t get too comfortable over there,” I told her. “You’re next.”

A long time later, as I drifted off to sleep, I felt Mel stirring behind me. She had an arm slung possessively over my side; her soft breasts pressed against my back. She exhaled and I could feel her warm breath against my neck. She mumbled something, nuzzled closer to me, and became still again.
Epilogue

Mel

Some time, well after midnight, Boo started barking from somewhere else in the house. I sat up and tried to look around in the darkness. At my movement, Dana woke up. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice rasping from sleep. 

“I left Boo outside the door when we came to bed. She’s kicking up a fuss in the kitchen, it sounds like.”

I got out of bed and, thinking there might be someone or something outside that had her riled, I quickly threw on sweats and a t-shirt. 

It wasn’t until I got half way to the kitchen, and Boo charged to meet up with me, that I heard a knock on the door. As I drew closer, I heard a female voice say, “I don’t think they’re here.” Then it was quiet. 

Boo was right at my feet as I reached for the deadbolt. Just as a clicked it backwards, a wail cracked through the stillness of the night beyond the door. A baby began to cry.

I yanked the door open but looked over my shoulder first when I heard a noise beyond the entry arch into the kitchen.  Dana was up too.

Turning back, I realized it was Hannah Yoder on our doorstep with her girlfriend Jamie right behind her. In my shock to see them there at such a late hour, I almost forgot to let them in until Dana asked who it was. 

“Hannah and Jamie,” I said and, as I looked beyond them, “and another woman with a baby.”

“Are you going to let them in? It’s cold.”

I opened the screen and stepped aside, motioning for them to enter.

“Hannah, what’s wrong?” Dana asked her.

“I’m so sorry for waking you but we didn’t know where else to go and I knew Mel would know what to do.”

“What’s going on?” I asked her.

“This is Katie, a friend of ours.”  Hannah nodded toward the third young woman. “She’s in trouble and her and her baby have no place else that’s safe to go.”
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Chapter 1 – Lady with a Baby

Mel

Well After Midnight, Sunday, February 15th 

Morelville, Ohio

Some time, well after midnight, Boo started barking from somewhere else in the house. I sat up and tried to look around in the darkness. At my movement, Dana woke up too. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice rasping from sleep. 

“I left Boo outside the door when we came to bed. She’s kicking up a fuss in the kitchen, it sounds like.”

I got out of bed and, thinking there might be someone or something outside that had her riled, I quickly threw on sweats and a t-shirt. 

It wasn’t until I got half way to the kitchen, and Boo, our Boston Terrier, charged to meet up with me, that I heard a knock on the door. As I drew closer, I heard a female voice say, “I don’t think they’re here.” Then it was quiet. 

Boo was right at my feet as I reached for the deadbolt. Just as I clicked it backwards, a wail cracked through the stillness of the night beyond the door. A baby began to cry.

I yanked the door open but looked over my shoulder rather than outside when I heard a noise beyond the entry arch into the kitchen.  Dana had gotten up too and was shuffling toward me.

Turning back, I realized it was Hannah Yoder on our doorstep with her girlfriend Jamie right behind her. In my shock to see them there at such a late hour, I thought nothing about letting them in until Dana asked who it was. 

“Hannah and Jamie,” I said and, as I looked past them, “and another woman with a baby.”

“Let them in Mel; it’s cold.”

I opened the screen and stepped aside, motioning for them to enter.

“Hannah, what’s wrong?” Dana asked her.

“I’m so sorry for waking you but we didn’t know where else to go and I knew Mel would know what to do.”

“What’s going on?” I asked her.

“This is Katie; a friend of ours.”  Hannah nodded toward the third young woman. “She’s in trouble and her and her baby have no place else that’s safe to go.”

We finally got Katie and her infant son bedded down in the guest room upstairs sometime after 2:00 AM. Since we only had one guest room set up, and I wouldn’t let Hannah and Jamie drive all the way back to Zanesville so late on such a bitter cold night, we got them settled in the family room – the room Dana called my cave.

Now, we lay huddled together in our own bed, whispering since our downstairs bedroom was situated so close to my evening retreat and the two young women. 

“What a crazy week it’s been, huh?”

I felt Dana shake her head slightly from where it was nestled against my shoulder. “You aren’t kidding. What next?”

Even though she was speaking softly, I could hear the frustration in her tone. I dipped my head down and kissed her forehead. She looked up at me then and, at such close range, though it was dark, I could see her slight smile. 

“What are we going to do about Katie and her son, babe?” We knew precious little about them other than that it didn’t seem to be safe for them to stay in Zanesville. Explanations didn’t come spilling out of any of the girls at such a late hour. 

“We’ll just have to sit down and talk with all three of them in the morning about what’s going on and go from there. I mean, until we know her story, I don’t know what else we can do.”

“True.” I tried to stifle a yawn but I failed miserably.

Dana bused my lips and then rolled over to assume the spooning position by tucking herself against me. Once she was settled she told me, “We should get some sleep...looks like tomorrows’ going to be another long day.” 

That was the last thing I remembered from that night.

Chapter 2 – The Whole Story?

Sunday morning, February 15th

Hannah was in the kitchen whipping up a breakfast feast when I dragged myself out of bed at the late, late hour of 7:00 AM. Katie was sitting at the table with her infant child, whose name I now realized I didn’t even know, giving him a bottle. 

“Jamie’s in the bathroom,” Hannah told me. “If you need in there I can tell her to hurry.”

“No, no. She’s fine. Dana and I have a bathroom in our room. I guess you’ve never really seen the whole house, have you?”

She shook her head no as she flipped a pancake. Boo sat at her feet, staring up at the stove; her attention never wavering. “I’ve been all over your parents’ farm house and this seems to be laid out the same but they don’t have a bathroom in their room.”

“This is the same floorplan but the previous owners remolded it; lucky us.” 

Catching Boo’s attention, I asked her, “Outside?” and pointed toward the door. She looked away from me, right back at the stove. 

Hannah laughed. “I let her out before I started all of this. It’s still really cold; she didn’t waste any time.”

Moving over to the table, I smiled down at the baby and took a seat adjacent to Katie. “I forgot to ask last night; what’s his name?”

She smiled, “Jef.”

“Just Jeff? Not short for Jeffery or Jefferson?”

“It’s spelled J-e-f. It’s a Dutch name that means ‘God Raises’.”

“Oh.” I’d thought I detected a bit of the Amish accent in her English but, given that she didn’t say much the night before and that she’d been dressed much as Hannah and Jamie were, I couldn’t be sure.

“That’s pretty; I mean in a handsome sort of way,” Dana said as she wandered into the kitchen. Boo hazarded a look in her direction but that was all. The possibility of dropped people food took precedence over even acknowledging her mama.

Dana stepped over to the stove and inspected Hannah’s work. As she stole a piece of bacon from under a tinfoil tent, she told our young friend, “I can see that every minute you’ve spent in culinary school has been well worth it.”

“This?” Hannah waved a spatula over the cooktop, “I’ve been making this stuff all my life, just about.”

Katie spoke up, “Girls in the Order learn young; as soon as they can reach the stove.” 

Hannah chuckled again like she had over Boo but continued to watch the griddle. “Coffee’s ready and everything else will be just a couple more minutes.”

“You didn’t have to do all of this, you know,” Dana told her, “but I’m so glad you did. Mel’s Sunday morning cooking is okay, but...” She trailed off.

“Hey! I’m a good cook.” Everyone laughed at my indignant tone. “I am!” I favored them all with a little head waggle. “Besides, I haven’t heard any complaints out of you.” I waved a finger toward my wife but my tone was lighter. I figured she was teasing me.

“You’re good at barbecuing and grilling. Breakfast, not so much.”

Okay, so maybe she’s not teasing, I thought. “You can just starve on Sunday mornings from now on, then.”

“I’m a big girl; I can fend for myself.” She patted the tiny little pooch of her belly then she grinned at me. I couldn’t help but smile back. Even with her leg bothering her in the cold snap we were currently experiencing, she managed to work in at least a long dog walk with Boo every day if not a full blown workout. She’d worked hard to get back to full health after she was shot and she was working hard to stay in shape. Other than a slight limp, especially when it was cold, you wouldn’t know she’d ever been hurt.

She moved over and took a seat at the other end of the table and beamed at Katie with Jef. “He’s a good baby, isn’t he?”

The young woman simply nodded.

“Does he cry at all? I mean, I didn’t hear him cry last night or this morning.”

“Yes, he cries but he does well with his sleep at night.”

As we sat eating, Jef slept contentedly in the car carrier by his mother’s chair. I didn’t want to push her, but she didn’t appear on our doorstep in the dead of night for no reason and the sooner we broached the subject, the sooner we could figure out a plan. 

“Hannah, delish!” Dana cooed and then wiped her mouth with her napkin.  

I caught myself grinning at her again and not wanting to break the spell of happy contentment just yet. I needn’t have worried though. Hannah put down her fork and addressed all of us.

“We should talk about what’s going to happen to Katie.” She looked at the younger girl and then back and forth between me and Dana. 

“Okay.” I played it like it hadn’t been weighing on my mind. “Katie, why don’t you start at the beginning...er, how you and Jef came to be with Hannah and Jamie here in the first place?”

The girl looked down at her plate. Her shoulders shook. Hannah, who was seated across the table from her, next to Jamie, started to rise but Dana put out a hand to stay her. Dropping that, from her position at the opposite end of the table from me, she reached to her right and put her other hand on Katie’s shoulder. 

“It’s all right,” she said to her. “You’re safe here; Jef is safe here. We’re going to do the best we can to help you but we have to know what we’re up against, is all.”

Jef made a little sound from his carrier as he slept drawing his mother’s attention to him for a moment. When she looked at him, her shoulders stopped their tell-tale shake and she straightened up a bit in her chair and glanced around at the lot of us. 

I felt only concern for them both and that’s what showed on Dana’s face too. Hannah gave the girl a smile that I read as encouragement. Jamie’s face, meanwhile, was unreadable. She had stopped eating but she was only present and nothing more. I let it go, for now. 

“How old are you Katie?” I asked her.

“Seventeen.”

Internally, I bristled but, outwardly, I tried to steel my features. “And, you’re Amish?”

“I was. I left the Order four months ago.”

“Why?” Dana asked.

“Because...because I was shunned.”

Dana shot me a look and held out an open palm. 

Realizing she was confused about what that meant, Hannah jumped in. “She was excommunicated from the church which means she’s not allowed to go to worship and no one is allowed to socialize with her, including her own family.”

Dana winced. “That seems very harsh. Is it...was it because of...your pregnancy?”

Katie’s face colored and again she dipped her head.

“Do you want me to tell them?” Hannah asked her.

Instead of replying, she leaned forward, picked up her juice and took a small sip and then replaced it carefully. “I was raped,” she said softly. “That’s how I got pregnant. I wasn’t even courting anyone.”

“No one believed her about the rape,” Hannah added.

Nodding, she told us, “That’s why I was shunned. The elders believe I lied.”

As a cop, I was ready to boil over but I needed her to keep talking so, with the mildest tone I could muster, I prodded her, “Can you tell me who raped you?”

She shook her head no and wouldn’t look at me. Instead, training her eyes on Hannah, she continued, “I saw...when I was there, the man every day and that’s why I left the order. It was just too much, after...after my baby started to show.”

My heart went out to her. “You can’t go back there.” It was a statement, not a question. I caught Dana’s eye and she nodded her agreement.

“And she can’t stay with us anymore,” Jamie said, speaking up for the first time. “It’s...it’s...” She looked to Hannah for help. 

“She stayed with her aunt for a few weeks,” she supplied while Jamie nodded. “She had left the Order a few years ago.”

“Yes, she did,” Katie said. “She’s all alone though and she struggles to afford everything that she needs for herself. She tried to help me but she has a very small apartment and not enough money to feed all of us. I can work but...I couldn’t get a job. No one would hire me.”

Pregnant, no job skills, probably only went to school through the 8th grade, I thought to myself. No surprise there. 

“I didn’t know anyone else living among the English except for Hannah. We...we knew each other back when we were in school. My aunt helped me find her when I’d been with her a couple of weeks.” 

“When we first got together,” Hannah said, “I saw that she needed more help than her aunt could give her. We went and got her stuff and took her to our house,” Hannah finished and looked to her left at Jamie. Jamie just nodded slightly.

“I started staying with them in the fall but their house is very small, only two bedrooms and they share it with two others.”

“We have two roommates already,” Jamie repeated. “One of them is in college and they both work. We tried to make room but, he needs a lot of stuff,” she waved a hand toward Jef in his carrier, “and sometimes Hannah and Bec need quiet time to study.”

Hannah nudged Jamie with an elbow. “My ‘studying’ is cooking. I don’t need quiet time for that.”

“Bec does for her stuff though,” Jamie said. “She’s studying to be a physical therapist,” she told the rest of us.

Sensing their tension, I tried to take a different tack, “I can certainly see that you’re in a very difficult situation but you’ve come to the right place. We can figure something out for the short term and make a plan for long term.”

I hazarded a look at my wife and was relieved to find her nodding in agreement.

“We feel bad asking you two for help,” Hannah said, “but we didn’t know where else to go.”

“Hey, you did the right thing. It’s my job to help in situations like this.”

Dana quickly interjected, “And, you’re both our friends.” She looked at Katie, “And now we have a new friend.”

The young woman smiled but it quickly faded. “I’m scared.”

“I know,” I said. “That’s normal. We’ll figure it all out.”

“Yes, but there’s more. The reason we left last night and came here then instead of waiting was because I don’t feel safe there anymore. I think that now that Jef has been born, his father may be following me to try and take him.”

Dana had started to eat again but now, fork poised mid-air, she paused. “Why do you think he’s following you? Have you seen him?”

“Strange things have been happening since just before I gave birth. I...I feel like I’m being watched all of the time and even followed sometimes.”

“Since you’ve had Jef though, you’ve hardly gone out at all,” Jamie said.

“That’s true. There really hasn’t been any need and it’s too cold for Jef a lot of the time anyway. He’s only a week old. They’ve all been so good about running out to get me whatever Jef needs. I know the stuff’s expensive though...I don’t have any way to repay them.”

“You’re not getting WIC?” I asked her. I got blank stares from all three of the younger women at the table, answering my question. 

“What’s that?” Hannah was the first to ask.

“It’s a nutrition program for mothers and babies.”

“No,” Katie said.

“We’ll talk about that later, then. What brought you here last night?”

“We went out for Valentine’s Day,” Hannah said as she indicated herself and Jamie. “Bec and Patrice were out too. While we were gone, Katie thought someone tried to break in.”

“I thought I heard someone at the back door. I got really scared. I locked me and Jef in their room and hid in their closet.” She waved a hand toward the couple across from her. 

“Why didn’t you call the police?” 

“I don’t have a phone.”

“We all took ours with us,” Hannah said. “Fortunately, me and Jamie got home about five minutes later. When she told us what happened, I wanted to call the police then but she wouldn’t let us.”

Katie hung her head and mumbled, “I felt silly.”

“It’s always better to be safe than sorry,” I told her.

“That’s what I said,” Hannah said. “We talked for a long time about what to do and we convinced her to call the police. We were about to do that when our roommates came home and wanted to know why we were all still up.”

“Bec got pissed off,” Jamie said.

Dana asked her, “About the break-in attempt?”

“No,” Hannah said, “She said that not only did Katie need to talk to the police, she wasn’t safe at our house and was jeopardizing all of us. That’s when I decided we should bring her here.” 

“Wow; again, that’s harsh,” Dana said. 

###

“Just let us get a look at this baby.”

I stepped aside and let my mother Faye Crane and Dana’s mama, Chloe in. They were both in boots and heavy overcoats with dresses on underneath all of that. The chill outside hadn’t daunted them from hustling to our house after church when they heard there was a newborn in residence.

“Word travels fast,” I said, shaking my head.

“About babies, of course it does dear,” Chloe told me. 

“How did you find out?” I asked as I led them into the family room where Katie was snuggled down with Jef.

“Dana texted her father and asked him if he’d mind if he ended up having to stay a little past lunch tomorrow. Said she was taking someone over to the WIC office and she wasn’t sure how long it would take. She was going to take a four-hour shift tomorrow afternoon for him.”

“Oh how absolutely darling! Isn’t he the most precious thing!” My own mother wasn’t paying any mind to my conversation with Chloe. She only had eyes for Jef.

Chloe looked toward the mother and child but, since my mom was already introducing herself and reaching for the little guy, she continued; “Anyway, when we ran into Hannah and her girlfriend – Jamie is it? – at the gas station and when they said they’d brought a ‘couple of friends’ down here to stay with you for a while, we put two and two together. Can’t fool us!”

“No, we certainly can’t.” I had to laugh at that. Nothing got past Chloe Rossi.

Dana, who’d been upstairs clearing out a closet so Katie could use it, wandered in. “I thought I heard you Mama. And Faye, nice to see you.”

“You could have just called and said you had a baby over here,” Chloe said, one hand on her hip while she waggled a finger at her daughter with the other. 

“Surprise!”

“Hmmpf!”

“Oh Mama, I’m just teasing. Isn’t he adorable?”

“That he is.”

“Katie, have you actually been introduced to these two whirlwinds or did they just bum rush you?” 

Chloe swatted at her daughter’s shoulder while Katie sat looking puzzled.

“The one that’s already introduced herself to you and who’s hogging Jef,” I told Katie, is my mother Faye Crane. You can call her Faye or grandma...she doesn’t care. Mom confirmed that with a nod.

“This is Dana’s mother, Chloe Rossi,” I continued and pointed at Chloe who was peeling off her coat and preparing to take over baby holding.

“Everyone just calls me Mama, dear.”

Chapter 3 – Plans?

Mel

Sunday Evening, February 15th 

While I showered, Dana leaned against the bathroom sink. It was the first chance we’d had to talk alone all day.

“I’m afraid,” I said, “that Katie’s baby was fathered by a family member.”

“Really?”

“Unfortunately, there are known incest problems inside the Amish community around here. They’re such a pacifist, peace loving Order to the outside world but, inside, a lot of their young women are sexually abused.”

“Do you think that’s why she’s unwilling to name the father and why she’s so scared?”

“It’s the only thing that really makes sense. Think about it; Why or why else would the father be after her, trying to take Jef? If this was really about shunning and he went back into that community with that baby, with or without her, he’d be shunned too.” I tossed my head around in the spray, trying to get the shampoo out. Dana was quiet. “Are you still out there?”

“Yeah, just thinking. She doesn’t have anywhere else to go Mel. She’s like Hannah when she first left that life. She has no education, few skills and no money and, she’s just so naive.” She echoed my previous thoughts. “We can’t just send her off anywhere. It’s rough out there for anyone but for her...”

“We didn’t get to discuss it. How do you feel about them being here, possibly long term?” I worked in conditioner and waited, holding my breath.

“We have the room.” 

After blowing the air out, I said, “That’s not what I asked.” 

“Mel, I’m not going to turn her out on the street.”

“But you’d rather they went somewhere else?”

“No; not at all. This is the best thing for them. It was a parade of the entire family over here today. Everyone’s excited and wants to help. Hell, I think Beth thinks she gained a sister and a baby brother. No question, she’ll get all the help she needs here.”

“You just sound so unsure...”

“Okay...honestly? Having a teenager around, I have no issue with but having a baby around scares me, personally, to death. I’ve never been around babies. Nate and I put our careers first and then...well, I’m with you now so there’s that. And, we lived in Chicago when Nicco and Jenny had Shannon. I saw her twice before she was out of diapers.”

“Did you want kids; I mean, when you were with Nate?”

“Yeah...I...we talked about it but it was first things first with us. He was in law school and then trying to get his career started and I was on the road a lot with Young doing consulting and such. The timing just wasn’t right.” She waved a hand dismissively. “I’ll adjust. I mean, we’ll figure it out. What about you though? I mean...I don’t know...do you, er, did you ever want kids?”

“It’s been different for me babe. Beth and Cole have always been right here and J.D. was never around. Kris and I and my folks raised them. Before you, my whole world revolved around those two kids.” I grimaced to myself. “You see that a lot of it still does.”

“I get that but now that gives me another thing to worry about. How do you think they’ll handle it with Katie here for what could be months or years even and a baby that everyone fawns over? I mean, Katie’s barely older than them.” 

“Beth will be just fine. My concern is with Cole falling for Katie. She’s adorable and as naïve as he is. Now though, He’s almost 16 and he’s starting to take a lot of interest in girls.”

“Huh,” Dana said. “I hadn’t thought of that. There’s the potential for a mess there.” We both laughed a little uneasily. 

I turned off the water, slid the curtain aside and reached out for my towel. Dana, who would normally try to take advantage of my dripping wet, slightly vulnerable state to mess with me, was staring past me, lost in thought. “Penny for them,” I asked her.

“It is what it is babe. I’ll talk to Katie and Hannah tomorrow but especially Hannah and find out what she did to get set up to finish high school and we’ll get Katie going on that. She’ll need to do at least that much to have any hope of ever making a life for herself and Jef. And, maybe for now, she can help out in the store or on the farm or something.”

I nodded. “We have plenty of time to talk about all of that and work it all out.”

I tried to slide into bed and snuggle Dana the same way I always do but I couldn’t get situated. My sweats were binding me in the crease where my pelvis met my thigh. I flopped around a bit as I tried to rearrange the pants. Dana just laughed. 

“Stop; it’s not funny. I’m not used to wearing clothes to bed anymore.”

“You don’t have to, you know?”

“It just wouldn’t feel right. I didn’t sleep nude when I lived with Kris and the kids either. You never knew when one or the other of them would be up in the night.”

“So, you’re going to dress like a mummy every night for as long as they’re here?”

“I don’t know. I suppose so or, at least until it warms up.”

“What about...you know?” Dana’s cheeks colored just a little bit.

“What about it?” 

“Mel? Seriously?”

“Seriously what?” I was teasing her. 

“We’re not going to have sex for as long as we have house guests?” 

“Probably not for a while. You can go without it for a few months or so. It will do you good...builds character,” I teased.

“Character my ass,” she snarled back at me. “I’m not going months, or even weeks, for that matter.”

“You know, if you could be quiet during sex, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

“I’m not loud.”

I guffawed at that.

“I’m not!”

“Yes you are. You moan and moan and, quite frankly, sometimes you’re a screamer.” 

“Oh, I am not!”

“Are too.”

“I can be really quiet.” She lowered her voice to tell me that but I wasn’t buying it.

“No you can’t.”

“Yes I can and I’ll prove it.”

“How?”

“Let’s go hot shot. Give me all you got. You won’t get a peep out of me.”

“Yeah right!”

“Is the big bad Sheriff lady afraid of little old me?” 

“Don’t even try it. You’re not going to con me into it.” 

Dana knows just what buttons to push. She knows I usually can’t back down from a challenge but I vowed to myself that I was going to stand my ground on this one.

She had other ideas. She reached over her head, flipped a pillow to stand vertically and then slid her body up into more of a sitting up position than she had been in letting the sheet that had been covering her bare breasts fall away. They were creamy white and her nipples were hard and perky already. 

“You play dirty.” I moved to raise the sheet. She grabbed my hand and stopped me.

“Can’t take it, baby?”

My lips felt dry. I licked them and tried to look away. She let go of my hand and raised the hand that had held it to my face. 

Turning me back to look at her she whispered, “I want you now.”

“Babe,” I pleaded, “they can’t possibly even be asleep yet.” 

“They’ll never hear us. That’s a promise.”

We made love and she managed to stay pretty quiet, but the bite marks on my shoulder were going to be hard to explain if anyone ever saw them.

Chapter 4 - Assistance

Dana

Monday morning, February 16th

Mel was out the door before 6:00 AM. Now, it was me, Katie and Jef rushing to get moving too so we could be at the WIC office in Zanesville when it opened at 8:00. 

Katie fed Jef and was dressing him and I’d showered and was getting dressed myself when the phone rang. I debated not grabbing it but when I saw that it was my old boss Russ Young, I went ahead and picked it up.

“Russ? You’re up and at it awful early.” If he was at home or in his office in Chicago, I thought, it was just after 6:00 AM there. “Is something wrong?”

“No, no. Sorry about this but I’m trying to get a jump on a few things before my flight to the West Coast for a consult. Are you up for a background check assignment in the Columbus area? It came up late Friday afternoon and I don’t have anyone in Ohio who can jump on it right away. I know it’s a bit of a drive for you but I thought I’d run it by you.”

“Columbus isn’t too bad Russ...an hour or so. What do you have?” 

“A guy, Roman Bakula, Russian it looks like, here on an H1B visa for IT. His petition with his current employer is expiring and I guess he wants to move on. A Columbus hospital wants to pick him up and renew him for the remaining three years he can be here but, in the job, he would have electronic access to thousands of medical records and all of the associated personal data. They have his history before he entered the country nearly three years ago and his current employer has told them he has an exemplary work record with them but that’s all they’ve got.”

To my surprise, I heard the kitchen door open and Hannah call out. I poked my head out of my room and gave her a wave then pointed at my phone.

“So, what I’m hearing is,” I said, picking back up with Russ, “they want to know what he’s been doing, besides working at his current employer, since he got in country?”

“Exactly.”

“What’s the timeline?”

“They aren’t in a huge rush. I can give you this week.”

“What’s his address?”

“He lives in Whitehall.”

“That’s the east side of Columbus; a piece of cake for me except, where’s his current company?”

“Actually, I’m not sure but, to be honest, I had Rosita email you all the details this morning, just in case you said yes. Will you take it?”

“You’re going to owe her, dragging her in there so early!” I laughed and then told him, “Yes, I’ll handle it.” To myself I thought, I can start right after I take care of this stuff with Katie. How long could that possibly take?

“I didn’t expect you to come all the way down here, Hannah. I figured you’d just meet us at the WIC office in Zanesville. I hate that you wasted all that gas.” She was sitting at the kitchen table, still in her coat and hat, waiting patiently.

“It’s okay. I kind of wanted to get out for a bit even though it’s pretty cold out.” She sounded a little down.

“Is everything okay at home?” I’d picked up the undercurrent of tension between her and Jamie at breakfast on Sunday but I hoped in my own mind that it would all work out now that Katie would be staying with us. 

“Jamie isn’t happy that I took the day off from school to help out today. We had an argument.”

“I see. Hmm, well, I can kind of see Jamie’s point and I can handle this. If you want to just take off and head to class...”

“No. I’ve promised Katie I’d help her and I want to be with her today.”

She wanted to be with her friend. She was an adult – more or less – I couldn’t force her to leave and go to class. Instead, I said, “Okay then.”

“What else is going on? I sort of overheard some of your call. Is there something you need help with?”

“No, no, but thanks. That was just an assignment from a company that I used to work for to do a little...freelance...work for them, is all.”

“If you have something you need to do, I can take Katie to that office. I looked it up. I know where it is.”

“I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

“You’ve done a lot for me and now for Katie and Jef. I want to help.”

I considered her offer while I watched Katie carry her snowsuit clad infant into the kitchen and work on buckling him into his car seat carrier.

“That suit’s adorable. Where’d you get that?” I asked her.

“I got it for him,” Hannah supplied. She beamed with as much light in her eyes as his mother did at my compliment.

“Katie, Dana has some work she really needs to do...” 

I started to interrupt her but she interrupted right back.

“Would it be alright if it’s just me and you today? I know where we need to go.”

“Sure,” the younger woman said.

“See, it’s settled,” Hannah told me.

“Not quite. I do appreciate the assist but you at least need to let me give you some gas money. You’re going to have to take them all the way to Zanesville and then bring them back here.”

“Okay, fine.” 

“And, before I forget, I need to talk with you later about how you got high school finished yourself so we can get Katie started on that.” I smiled over at the younger girl and she smiled back, seemingly very open to the idea.

“Do you want me to explain about it to Katie on the way there?”

“Sure. That’ll give you two something to talk about besides babies.” We all smiled at that.

They left right after that exchange. I put Boo’s little booties and doggy sweater on her, grabbed my coat and we headed out to the writing shed turned office Mel and I had set up for me. 

After I cranked up the little heater and got Boo settled near it, I opened Rosita’s email and started doing the basic research on my new assignment.

###

Hannah

8:20 AM, Monday, February 16th

Muskingum County WIC Office

The woman behind the sliding glass window picked up the sign-in clipboard and called out, “Katie Hershberger?” 

We got up from the molded plastic chairs in the waiting room and moved back over to where Katie had signed in. 

“What can we help you with today?”

I, uh...” Katie looked to me. I nodded.

“She needs to apply for WIC and a medical card for her and her son.”

“Do you have an appointment?” She looked at Katie instead of me.

“No. I didn’t know I needed one.”

“Have a seat again and fill out this form but, before you do that, let me get a copy of your photo ID and Social Security card. A counselor will be with you as soon as one is available.”

“I don’t have a photo ID.”

“She just left Amish,” I whispered to the woman, feeling self-conscious on Katie’s behalf. “They don’t take photographs.”

“You’re going to have to get a photo ID, Miss. If you go over to the BMV today, they can issue you a state ID card for a fee.”

“What will they need from her to do that?” 

“Proof of her identity like a birth certificate and her Social Security card...do you even have either of those?” She looked pointedly at Katie.

“I’m not sure. Not...not with me.”

“We can get a copy of your birth certificate for you here but you’ll want to get Social Security to issue you a duplicate card...if you’ve ever had a number in their system. If not, you’re going to need to apply for one. How about the baby? Do you have a Social Security card for him or did you apply for it when he was born?”

“No.”

“Okay, so before we can do anything, you’re going to need to take his birth certificate to the Social Security office and apply for a number for him as well as going and getting the ID and the card we need for you.”

“Okay...thank you.” Katie handed the blank paperwork back to the woman.

As we moved back toward the chairs we’d temporarily vacated she said to me, “I don’t have his birth certificate either. When was I supposed to get that?” She looked like she was about to cry.

“The midwife should have done some paperwork with you and sent for it or told you where to send it. I guess I never thought about it.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t remember doing any sort of paperwork with her.” She put Jef’s carrier back down on a chair and started zipping the outer cover back over it for our trip outside while I stood by thinking about our best course of action now.

Jef was delivered right at our house by an ex-Amish midwife that I knew. Katie didn’t have any sort of complications so she never went to the hospital. 

I tried to sound positive, “Lucy hasn’t been doing deliveries for a while. She probably just forgot to give you the stuff you needed to get Jef’s birth certificate. It’s okay; we’ll find her first and get her to give you what you need then we’ll figure all the rest out.” 

Katie picked up the carrier and I grabbed the diaper bag from the next chair and we headed outside.

I shivered when the blast of cold air hit on the other side of the double doors and I hustled to my car so I could swing the backseat door open for Katie. I thought it was bad enough that we had to go chasing around in the chill but it would be worse if Jef got sick because of it.

She swung the carrier into the car seat base with a little effort and got it latched down. We’d gotten the set from Jamie’s oldest brother and his wife. It had been used by both of his kids but it was free and it did the job.

“Do you think I should unzip the cover, Hannah?”

“Can he even breathe in there?”

“I think so but maybe I should at least unzip the flap.” She worked the zipper and lowered the flap down. “Oh, he’s already asleep.” 

“Well, you put him in total darkness when he’s all zipped up like that.” 

“His blanket isn’t around him. Is it in the diaper bag?”

I looked at the bag still looped over my shoulder. “No. You never even opened this.”

“I must have dropped it inside. I’ll go and get it.”

She hustled back toward the building. I put the bag on the floor below his seat, closed the door for the time being, got in and started the car so I could turn the heater on. I was still fiddling with that and the radio a few minutes later when I realized Jamie should have been back. 

Figuring she must have had to use the restroom or something, I just leaned my head back and waited. When a whole song played on the radio and then half of another, I began to worry. She’d been gone ten minutes into a building that was only steps away. 

The dashboard clock said it was 8:51. I decided to wait a few more minutes for her before I went looking for her because I couldn’t leave Jef alone and I didn’t want to take him out in the cold again.

I stared at the digital clock while I prayed she’d hurry. At 8:55, she still hadn’t come back. I’d parked across the little side lot from the building in the first space I’d found. The place was already busy when we’d gotten there so I felt fortunate that I didn’t have to park in the bigger back lot. Getting out and looking over at the building, I realized most of the people we’d seen come in when we were inside had come in through the back.

Thinking maybe Katie got turned around when she went back inside, I got back in my car and drove around behind the building. She wasn’t back there. 

Resigning myself to the idea of going back inside myself, I parked, climbed out of the car, got Jef’s carrier zipped up and lifted it out of the base then trudged toward the back door. A woman coming out held the door for me and soon, I was back in the waiting room that was now even fuller than before.

It wasn’t a big room. It was easy to see at a glance that Katie wasn’t there. 

There were different people sitting in the chairs where we had been. Nervous about approaching total strangers but worried about my friend, I did what I needed to and asked if they’d seen her. They told me they’d just gotten there.

I went to the window and waited behind an older woman and a pregnant younger one while they went back and forth with the worker we’d talked to. 

Jef’s carrier was getting heavy. I switched hands and held it with the other for a minute, then switched back. Finally, the two people in front of me moved away and I stepped up to the window.

“Hi, remember me?”

“From a little bit ago? Where’s your friend with the no ID?”

“I was hoping you saw her come back in.”

“No ma’am. As you can see, it’s as busy as always.”

“Where’s your restroom?”

She pointed to a hallway off the opposite side of the waiting room. I thanked her and went to the ladies’ room. Katie wasn’t in there. I walked, carrying Jef in his carrier and growing even more tired, out the front door thinking maybe I’d just missed her and she was out there now, looking for me in the side lot. She wasn’t. 

Cutting down along the side of the building to shorten my path, I went back around to the back hoping to find a confused Katie and have a good laugh at all the confusion.

She wasn’t there either.

I buckled Jef’s carrier back in and got in again. After cranking the heat up, I did something I hadn’t done much since I’d left the order myself more than 18 months before: prayed. 

It was after 9:00 AM now. I decided to wait in place another five minutes, all of which time I spent wishing Katie had a cell phone of her own. 

“Where could she be?” I said aloud and pounded the wheel in my frustration. Five minutes came and went and still she didn’t return.

My mind was running in circles. Maybe she got confused, came out the wrong door and, still not being used to looking for a car, wandered too far from the building and got turned around somehow.

Putting my car in gear finally, I pulled slowly out of the back lot, drove down a side street next to the building on the opposite side and came back out on the opposite side of the front to the way we’d originally come in. I looked up and down Putnam Street. There was no sign of her.

The WIC office was only a half dozen blocks from my house. Mentally kicking myself, I realized Katie really must have gotten confused and, when she didn’t find my car in the small side lot, she must have figured out she was close to the house and walked there. 

I drove as fast as I could back to the little house built like what Jamie’s mom had called a salt box. Katie wasn’t on the porch. I knew Jamie would still be home, she didn’t have to be at work until 10:00, but I wondered why she hadn’t called me after finding Katie on our doorstep. 

Once Jef’s carrier was unbuckled again, I lifted it out, reached for the diaper bag and looped it over my right should and I hustled for the door. It was locked. I knew that wasn’t a good sign.

I shrugged the bag off and held it between my knees so I could juggle my keys around and find the right one then let myself inside and called out, “Katie?” when I didn’t see her right away. No one answered me.

The shower was running in our room. I walked in there with Jef and, this time, called for Jamie. She screamed.

“It’s me, Hannah. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to scare you.”

She shut the water off grabbed a towel and wrapped it quickly around herself in the chill. Why are you here? Where’s Katie?”

“She didn’t come here?”

“No. You’re supposed to be with her, remember.”

“I was but somehow we got...separated. It’s hard to explain. I thought for sure she’d be here.”

“She bolted, didn’t she? She left you with that baby and she bolted. I knew this would happen!”

Chapter 5 - Gone

“No! This is all just a mix up!” I was furious at what she was implying but I didn’t have time to argue with her. Katie was lost out there somewhere and it was cold. 

“Can you keep an eye on him for a few minutes while I drive around the neighborhood and see if I can find her?” I hoisted the carrier onto our bed.

“Are you crazy? I have to leave for work soon.”

“He’s sleeping and it will just be a few minutes. I don’t want to take him out in the cold again. Give me ten minutes,” I pleaded.

“It better be no more than that.” 

She was muttering something as I left but I ignored it. I had to find Katie.

I drove around the neighborhood in a couple of circles looking for her. It was so cold, hardly anyone was out and about so she should have been easy to spot but she was nowhere to be found. 

My dashboard clock showed it was after 9:30. Reluctantly, I headed back to the house. As soon as I parked at the curb, Jamie bolted out the front door, yelling, “He’s all yours,” toward me as she went. I was shocked that, seeing I didn’t have Katie with me, she wasn’t going to stay and help me try to find her.

Jef was awake and crying when I got inside. Figuring he was probably hungry, I did the only thing I could do; I got him out of the seat, changed his wet diaper then made him a bottle and fed it to him while I prayed some more. 

Fifteen minutes later, as I held him over my shoulder and patted his back to try and get him to burp, I watched out the front window for any sign of movement anywhere. There was no one out and about other than a single car that passed down the street. 

###

Dana

10:06 AM, Monday, February 16th

“Hannah, slow down. I can’t understand you.” I was driving and she was coming over Bluetooth like a radio station that’s cutting in and out.

“I said Katie’s lost. I can’t find her Dana and I don’t know what to do!”

“Okay, okay; first of all, deep breath.”

I heard her draw in a lungful of air at the other end of the line. “Now, where’s Jef?”

“He’s with me.”

“And where are you?”

“Right now, I’m back at my house.”

“Tell me what happened.”

She spent the next minute or so trying to explain what happened that day and I got the gist of it but it left me as confused as she was terrified.

“I’ve looked all over. I came back here because it’s not far from that office and I hoped she’d come here but now I think I should have stayed there but Jef is with me and it’s so cold...”

“Hannah,” I interrupted, “listen to me. We’ll find her, okay? You stay there with Jef in case she comes there. I’m going to call Mel and we’ll get the city police, the sheriff, everybody out looking for her.” 

“You’ll look for her too?” 

“I was on my way to Columbus on that assignment I got this morning but I’m just west of town. I’ll get turned around at the next exit and come back. I’ll come to you though. We’ll let Mel and her deputies handle the search sweetie. They’ll find her.”

“When...when will you be here?”

“It’s probably going to take me about a half hour but I’m going to call Mel right now.”

“Okay; hurry!”

I didn’t say anything to Hannah, but I knew calling 911 wouldn’t get me anywhere. The city cops weren’t going to go looking for a teenager that had been missing less than two hours who was a known runaway but Mel, knowing the whole story, would.

When I pulled up outside the little house Hannah and Jamie and their friends rented, I wasn’t surprised to see Mel’s county SUV already there and another cruiser. Mel met me at the door.

“Is Katie here?” I asked right off.

Mel shook her head no. 

“I feel horrible,” I said. “And, I’m mad at myself. I knew I should have put the job Russ hit me with this morning to the side and gone with them today!”

Mel held up a hand to hush me. “Hannah’s a mess right now. We need you to be calm.”

“You’re right; sorry.” I took a deep breath like I’d made Hannah do before. “Any word at all?”

“No. I’ve got a statement from Hannah already. I have deputies canvassing the area using the only picture we have of her, a profile one with her holding Jef that was taken with Hannah’s cell, and I’ve got a dog on the way to the WIC office to try and pick up her scent. She’s a minor so I’m going to get an AMBER alert out for her next and then head over to WIC myself.”

“So you do think someone’s after her?”

“I don’t know what to think. I’m just trying to cover all the angles.”

“What do you want me to do; stay here?”

“I think it would be best if you took Jef and went back to our house with him. I’m going to have Hannah stay here with a deputy for a little bit in case Katie shows up here or...” She trailed off as the girl entered the room with a Deputy I thought I recognized. He nodded toward me.

“Dana, I’m so glad you’re here!” Hannah called out when she spotted me. She ran to me and I pulled her into a quick hug. 

Mel said to her, “I need you to gather up all Jef’s stuff...whatever’s here. I’m going to have Dana take him right now, back to our house.”

“You believe her now, don’t you? You think someone’s really after him?” She wailed then, “Oh no, Katie, what did they do to you?”

“Hannah...Hannah,” I had hold of her shoulders and I commanded her to look at me. “They’ll find her. They will. You have to trust them.”

She calmed down enough that Mel could get her attention again. “Please, gather up all his formula, diapers, anything he has that you didn’t bring with you the other night.”

“I will but I want to go with them.”

“When we find Katie, you can go back with all of us. For right now though, I need you to stay here with Deputy Gates in case she comes back here. She’ll want you to be here.”

It was after 11:00 AM when I was finally underway. It had been a chore to move the car seat base from Hannah’s vehicle to mine and get it all set up correctly and it made me realize, if she hadn’t come down this morning but met us instead, we’d have had no way to secure the carrier in my car. The thought still didn’t make me feel any better about not going with the three of them. I couldn’t help but feel none of this would have happened if I had been there.

I was wallowing in my own miserable thoughts when my cell buzzed. Hoping it was Mel or Hannah with good news, I answered it.

“Hi baby.”

It was Mama. 

“Listen, I’m going to let your father get out of here and do his thing; he’s chomping at the bit to go and we’re not very busy. When do you think you’ll be able to get here, you know, just in case business does pick up?”

Crap! Between the background check assignment and now Katie’s disappearance, I’d forgotten all about agreeing to work in the store and then it dawned on me that Mama didn’t even know what was happening. 

“Um, there’s a problem,” I told her.

“Oh dear; are you all right? Is something wrong with that baby?”

“Mama, it’s a long story but the bottom line is Katie is missing.”

“No! How? Where?”

“We’re not sure exactly how but Mel and most of her department,” I exaggerated a bit, “are out looking for her.”

“Marco,” I heard her tell my dad, “Jef’s little mama is missing. They can’t find her.” I waited patiently while she tried to explain what was happening to him from what little I’d just told her. 

“Where’s the baby? Where’s Jef?” she asked.

“He’s with me right now. I’m on my way back to the village with him.”

“He’s with Dana,” she told dad and then, into the phone she said, “You bring him right here to me missy. You don’t know anything about taking care of a baby but you’re about to learn.”

###

Mel

Muskingum County WIC Office

“Yeah,” the woman looked at the picture, “I’m pretty sure she was the one in here this morning with no ID, no nothin’. Her and another girl and a baby in a carrier.”

“We’re told she left here and returned back inside maybe a minute or two later. Did you see her come back in?”

“No Sheriff; the only one I saw again was the friend that was with her. She came back in and asked about her. Oh wait, but she was carrying the baby carrier that time, I think. It was so busy like it always is first thing Monday morning,” she shook her head, “if the other one came back in, I didn’t notice and that’s what I told the girl that came to the window.”

“Do you have surveillance cameras?”

“No; well yes, but not that work most of the time. You could talk to my supervisor. He might know more about that.”

That’s probably pointless, I thought. “Just one more thing, you said she had no ID with her at all?”

“Not even a Social Security card. I told her she needed to go get a photo ID and a card. She just had to take a copy of her birth certificate and Social Security could pull her up if she was in their system and get her a new card or issue her a number and give her temporary proof if she wasn’t. We’d be able to access the birth certificate from here and get a copy if she was born in Ohio and I told her that.”

“What about the baby?”

“She never even told me his name and he looked like a newborn but if his certificate’s in the system already, I could see it.”

“Can we look at both of those please?”

A man who’d been hovering near us now stepped over to us, “Do you have a warrant Sheriff? Those are official government records.” 

“And this is a kidnapping investigation. I’m assuming you’re the supervisor?”

“Myron Coates, yes.” 

“Well Mr. Coats, I have reason to believe Ms. Hershberger, who is a minor, was abducted off the premises here this morning and that her son may be in danger as well. This picture,” I showed him the cell phone photo, “is all we have to work with, unless, that is, you have any security footage I can watch?” 

“Uh no, not at this time. There are two cameras. They only catch who’s coming in from the front and back and, right now, with the cold and all...they’re old, and...”

“So they don’t work?”

“Uh, no; I’m afraid not.”

“Then I’d like to at least see the birth certificates. The baby’s may be a key in this investigation.” I was grasping for anything that could give me more information about Katie and about Jef’s parentage. 

“Let her have what she needs,” the manager decided quickly and directed the window worker. 

“Let’s go up front, Sheriff.” She led me from the back area of the large open office where we’d been standing, talking, to the window at the front where another worker was handling the duties in her place. Excusing herself to that woman, she pulled the keyboard toward herself and turned the monitor to face both of us. 

“Is it Katie Hershberger or Katherine?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Try Katie first. She’s Amish so that would be more common.”

“How old is she?”

“Seventeen, why?”

“It’ll help if there are multiples with her name. We can narrow it down to a year of birth.” 

She was able to find a Katie Hershberger home born in the Morelville area quickly enough that fit for the age. It has to be her, I thought. I quickly made note of her parents’ names and their address at the time of her birth. Chances were, they still lived there.

“What’s the baby’s name?”

“Jef, spelled J-E-F and, I assume, Hershberger also, born less than two weeks ago.”

She tapped several keys, waited, searched the screen and then tried something else. After finding nothing again she told me, “Sorry, but he doesn’t seem to be in the system yet.”

“How long does that usually take?”

“Depends on how the application was filed: electronically like the hospitals do or by mail like the midwives and home birthers do. If it was mailed right away by, say, a midwife, it’s usually in the state system in a week to 10 days. It might take the official certificate a little longer to get to the mother but we can still pull it up here for her, print a copy and certify it. If his was submitted, it hasn’t made it into the database yet.”

“Any way to tell if it was ever submitted?”

“No, sorry.”

“Can you get a Social or anything else on Katie?”

She turned back to the keyboard and monitor and tapped at the keys then, after a few minutes, delivered the bad news. “The birth certificate is all there is. There’s nothing else in the system to prove she was ever more than born.”

Chapter 6 - Shunned

Mel

12:10 Monday afternoon, February 16th

I realized who Katie’s parents were as soon as I pulled into the address I’d gotten from the worker at WIC. The Hershberger’s ran a little store at the front of their property that sold bent and dent items and overstock that the area grocery stores couldn’t sell at full retail. My family had been long time patrons of theirs, especially for the cereal and snack food items Beth and Cole always scarfed down within minutes of buying it, it seemed.

I parked in the only spot I could find where I wouldn’t be stepping out of my SUV into horse dung and the muddy mess of a winter that was slowly winding down and I picked my way over to the door.

An older teenaged boy was busy shoveling coal into a homemade heating unit not very far from the entrance. I hung back as a shovel full of chunks he tossed inside sent coal dust from spent pieces shooting out. The acrid smell alone was enough to start me coughing.

He turned and gave me a tight lipped smile and then spoke. “My apologies ma’am; I didn’t know you were there.”

“It’s okay,” I wheezed. “I’m looking for Samuel or Rebecca Hershberger. Am I in the right place?”

The young man nodded, “They’re both inside.”

“Thank you.”

There were a couple of people browsing the offerings of the store and a young Amish man, about the same age as the one shoveling coal outside, was speaking with the older woman who I knew worked in the store much of the time. I now suspected she was the Rebecca I was looking for. 

She was taking her time with the young man in front of her. He was smiling and unfailingly polite and she really seemed to like him. Finally, she told him, “Now it will be just a minute and Samuel will bring that out to you.”

He stepped aside and when she trained her gaze on me next, he did too. “May I help you?”

“Yes, thank you. I’m Sheriff Crane. Are you Rebecca Hershberger?”

“I am.”

“Mrs. Hershberger, I’m trying to find your daughter, Katie.” 

I watched as her face went from smiling and cordial through a range of emotions before finally settling for sad.

The man I presumed to be Samuel Hershberger appeared from somewhere in the back area that was draped off and hidden from the retail area with layers of heavy plastic sheeting. He was carrying a straw basket covered with an older but clean linen towel. “Jonah,” he called to the young man, who turned then to watch his approach, “I had five. Now you tell your mother she can have those and when I get more in, I’ll send another along.” When he reached the boy, he handed him the basket directly.

“Thank you, I will.”

Samuel continued, “There should be work tomorrow, shouldn’t there?”

Jonah nodded, “Aye. I should think so. Only a materials issue today.” He turned back then to Rebecca and said “Ma’am,” and dipped his head by way of taking his leave, nodded to me as well and then walked toward the door. 

Rebecca said to her husband, “This one is asking about Katie.”

“Katie no longer lives with us,” Samuel told me. The door clicked closed behind us as the young man he’d called Jonah left.

“When was the last time you saw her, sir?” I was doing my best to be polite and neutral. He looked at his wife for the answer. 

“It’s been four months now,” she told me. “She left the order then.”

“She hasn’t been back at all?”

“No,” Samuel said. “Is there a problem with her?”

“You were aware that your daughter was pregnant?”

“Yes,” Rebecca said with the slight hint of a smile. It was fleeting and I almost missed it. Her face clouded over again as it had before and she dipped her head until she was no longer looking me in the eyes.

“Katie had her baby, a boy she named Jef. He’s about a week old now or a little more. I thought you would want to know.”

“Is that why you came?” her father asked.

“No. Jef is fine and in good hands. However, Katie disappeared this morning. I’m not sure if foul play is at work or if she was perhaps feeling overwhelmed and came back here to her family.”

Her mother looked up at that. “She hasn’t come here. She wouldn’t.”

“Because she was shunned for being pregnant out of wedlock?”

The two of them looked at each other. Rebecca Hershberger appeared to be puzzled but Samuel, his eyes narrowed, was the first to speak. 

“Katie was shunned when she refused to repent and make amends with the church.”

“Pardon?”

“Katie lied,” he said. “When she wouldn’t apologize for her lie, she was excommunicated and shunned. If she comes back and atones for her sin, she’ll be welcomed back.”

My mind was running in circles. I had no idea what to make of what they were telling me; it just didn’t add up. “Did Katie have to leave your household?” I asked then.

Her mother shook her head no but it was Samuel who again replied. “She left on her own. She was welcome to stay here and her child too. We would have to follow the rules of the church in our association with her but she is still our child and Jef, as you said he is called, is our grandchild.”

“Would Jef be shunned too?”

“No,” he said again. “The child is innocent. His mother could bring him here and we could tend to him with no repercussions for any of us.”

“So you haven’t been shunned because of Katie’s actions?”

This time, Rebecca answered, “No. We will not be unless we break the laws of the church and socialize with her while she is still unrepentant.”

“But, just to confirm it in my own mind, she could live here?” I was finally starting to see their ways a little more clearly.

“Yes,” they both said.

“Will you get in touch with me if Katie comes back here? I live in Morelville, so not very far from you.”

“Where is our grandchild,” Samuel asked.

“He’s safe with my family for now,” I admitted. 

The man simply nodded, turned on his heel and retreated behind the plastic sheeting leaving me standing with his wife.

“Do you have access to a phone?” I asked her. 

She shook her head no. 

One of the other customers approached then so I thanked her for her time and left. The young man who’d been outside when I arrived was gone, his coal shovel leaning against the building. 

As I got back in my vehicle, I mulled the two differing stories I now had. On the one hand there was Katie who said she was raped and then shunned for being pregnant out of wedlock and on the other, her parents, gentle folks who seemed genuinely saddened over the whole state of affairs, who claimed she was only shunned for lying. Perhaps the elders of the order felt Katie lied about the rape and maybe she had.

I had more questions now than I had answers.

A half mile down the road, I was slowed when I came up behind an Amish buggy. The horse was straining to pull his load up a small hill into a headwind. 

Buggies were a fact of life in the area and I waited patiently until I could see over the hill before I moved to scoot around it. 

As I pulled alongside, I noticed the driver hadn’t installed the sort of windshield that most of the Amish used to make their travels a little more comfortable in the winter months. Either that, or in the unseasonably warm weather we’d had the previous week, he’d removed it and hadn’t put it back, I thought to myself. 

The buggy driver began to sketch a quick wave as most of them do at passing vehicles but then, when he caught site of me, he waved his whole hand and arm excitedly and pointed up ahead. Jonah, the young man that had been in the bent and dent store, was the driver and it seemed he wanted to talk to me.

While I finished my pass and pulled over onto the narrow shoulder, he did the same, falling in about 50 feet behind me. 

“Can I help you?” I asked him as I approached him. He didn’t seem to be in any sort of distress but, instead, he hopped down too, to chat with me at ground level. 

“I’m Jonah Gingrich, Ma’am. I was in the store a few minutes ago when you were there.”

“Yes?”

“I grew up a quarter mile in the other direction; still live there with my mother and father.”

Not knowing for sure where this was going but curious, I just nodded and let him talk.

“I overheard you asking about Katie.”

Again, I nodded.

“You’ve seen her lately?”

“Yes. She stayed with me for a couple of nights very recently.” 

“But, no longer?”

“I’m not sure what her plans are right now.”

“She had her baby, Ma’am?”

“Yes.”

He smiled at that.

“You like Katie, don’t you?”

His face colored a little. “I wanted to court her when she came of age.” 

“Sixteen?” He nodded.

“How old are you?”

“I’m eighteen.”

“She’s 17 now. You didn’t begin a courtship with her?”

He kicked a little at the dirt of the road berm. “Katie, she’s a shy one. She wouldn’t come out much, even to work in her parents’ store. She liked to do the housework and work with the gardens. I was working up to it, sitting with her after church and such. She seemed all right with that.” He let out a small sigh. “When she got pregnant, my father forbid me to see her. Now that she’s been shunned, I’ll be shunned too if I try to court her.”

“You would still want to?”

“Katie told the elders she was raped. She wouldn’t lie.” His conviction was absolute. I could tell by the tone of his voice and the way he held my eye.

“Do you know who raped her?”

Now he looked away from me and then quickly back again. I knew, if he did, he wasn’t going to tell me. 

He said, “I can’t be sure Ma’am. I never got to talk to her directly about it.”

“But you suspect someone?”

“Katie is safer out of the Order than inside of it Ma’am, as much as it pains me to say it.”

“You love her, don’t you Jonah?”

He held my eye again but pursed his lips and didn’t say anything.

###

9:49 PM, Morelville, Ohio

It was well after 9:00 when I finally got home. Dana and Boo both met me at the door. Dana raised a finger to her lips to caution me to be quiet.

“Jef is asleep,” she whispered.

I smiled at the thought but then, in a normal tone cautioned her, “You never want to let a baby get used to total silence while they’re sleeping. You need to be able to do the things you would normally do. They adjust.”

“Huh, I hadn’t thought of that. Mama said I have a lot to learn and, boy do I.” 

She watched as I collapsed into a chair and loved on Boo for a minute. 

“I take it there’s been no word?”

“None; not a trace. The dog got the hint of a scent and then lost it.”

Dana was quick to put two and two together. “So she may have walked out of the building but she didn’t walk far...got picked up, maybe, or worse, snatched?”

I shrugged. “We don’t know. There are no leads, no witnesses, nothing.”

“It’s been all over the news.”

“I figured it would be.”

“And Hannah has been texting me all day. She’s a mess.”

“I’m surprised she’s not here.”

“There’s something going on there with Jamie. I hate to say it but I don’t think those two are going to make it.”

Bending, I started to unlace the boots I wore when I was in uniform in the winter months. Boo tried to help. I had to edge her off my laces a couple of times to keep her from chewing the ends.

Dana laughed and, though the pups’ antics were annoying, the sound was good to hear. I stood, holding the boots up out of Boo’s reach and started toward the bedroom.

“Are you hungry?”

“No, but thanks. Holly hung around most of the evening. She ordered us sandwiches when it looked like we’d be there a while. I just want to get some sleep, if I can now and get back at it early in the morning.”

“I, uh, have Jef set up in our room.”

“I figured as much. How long’s he been asleep?”

“Since just after 8:00. He took a couple of ounces of formula and went right down.”

“I expect he’ll wake up a couple of times tonight. Do you have diapers and bottles ready?”

Nodding, she told me, “Mama helped me a lot today and your mom’s been here most of the day too. I think we’re all set.”

We lied in bed and watched the first ten minutes of the 11:00 PM news on low. Jef didn’t wake then but five minutes after we turned the set off and said our goodnights to each other, he stirred and woke with wail. 

Dana got up with him and handled him as I looked on and promised to take the next shift. She protested but, in the end, we ended up alternating every 70 to 90 minutes or so as he woke wet or hungry or both. 

By 3:45 AM, I resigned myself to the fact that sleep for me wasn’t meant to be until I found Jef’s mother.

Chapter 7 - Goner

Mel

5:40 AM, Tuesday Morning, February 17th

I was sitting back at the kitchen table, this time lacing my boots back on when my duty cell buzzed from where it lay a foot away. Dana was leaned back against a counter, holding Jef against her shoulder, trying to get him to burp. Boo moved back and forth between us seemingly undecided about what was more interesting, mommy with a baby or my boot laces. 

Since I was trying to get laced up and shoe her away at the same time, I punched the speakerphone button rather than picking the unit up.

“Sheriff Crane,” I answered.

“It’s Treadway, Sheriff.”

I couldn’t tell anything from my always stoic patrol supervisor’s tone. “What’s going on Joe?”

“We’ve found her Sheriff...or someone we believe to be her.”

“You have a body?” I asked softly. I watched as Dana move toward the table and dropped into a chair, her eyes wide. The move startled Jef who let out a little cry.

“Afraid so.”

“Where?”

“A, uh, farm just south of Dresden.”

“Dresden?” I was shocked. That was 15 miles out of Zanesville.

“That’s not all of it.”

Realizing he was about to give me the details, I started to pick up the phone but then left it be. Dana would drag it out of me soon enough anyway. “Go on,” I told him instead.

“This is an Amish farm Sheriff. She’s laid out in a buggy in Amish clothes minus shoes and not dressed for the weather. There are no signs of any sort of trauma. She may have frozen to death. It got pretty cold last night.”

I shuddered involuntarily and shot a look at my wife. A tear rolled down her cheek.

“Who found her Joe?”

“The farmer that lives here. ‘Says he was out to start his morning milking and his dog kept sniffing at the back of the buggy and carrying on. He looked inside and found her.”

“Did he identify her?”

“No, ‘says he doesn’t know her. His wife and a few children are here. I didn’t question them yet but...I suppose I could.”

“Have they seen the body?”

“No.”

“Then don’t do that yet. I’ll be on my way in a couple of minutes. I’ll ID her when I get there and then we’ll just interview them to find out if they had any association with her. Get the Coroner moving for now. I want an autopsy on this one.”

###

When I reached the farm, not only was the Coroner now there but so was my lead detective Shane Harding and a medical squad. The last one puzzled me.

Shane met me as I dismounted from my vehicle. Pointing at the squad, I asked him, “What’s up with that?”

“The farmer that owns the place, Isaac Byler, and his wife are older. The three kids left here that I’ve seen are mid to late teens. It seems when it dawned on him what he really found, he started having chest pains. Joe called the squad and they’re probably going to run him in if he’ll consent.”

“What exactly did he find?”

“Come on, before the doc moves her.”

Shane led me over to a plain white sided barn that was angled off the driveway, no doubt to block out most of the winds that prevailed in such an open area for six or more months out of the year. He took me around to the far side of it, out of view of the driveway. A black Amish buggy rested there. The tarp that typically covered the back opening during the winter months was tethered up and out of the way. The coroner and two of his crew were working, one in the buggy and two outside it, preparing to lift the girl out. 

It was plenty light enough to see well now so I asked them to hold off for a minute and I took a quick look. 

No amount of time spent doing police work numbs you to the pain you feel when you witness death and destruction. This time, seeing Katie lying there, stilled forever and so young, I almost lost it. I choked back the bile that rose in my throat and felt its burn as it receded.

Shaking my head at Shane, all I could say was, “She was only 17.” My own heart skipped and fluttered too. I knew how the old farmer felt. 

We moved off a little way to let the Coroner do what he needed to do. Treadway joined us then.

“There’s not much here to go on,” he told me. He tipped his head toward Shane, “He’s got pictures of the scene. We’ve found nothing out of place and, with all the gravel and hard ground, we can’t find so much as a footprint.”

I took a breath. “All right then. First, we need to get this family interviewed; find out if they knew her or knew of her, what they heard overnight, what they’ve seen...anything that could help us,” I said. “She didn’t get all the way up here on her own and, given the way she’s dressed, I’d put money on there being Amish ties in the mix somewhere.”

Isaac Byler came out of the main house with the paramedics as our group approached the porch. He was refusing to go with them, telling them he felt fine now and that his place was with his family. They were wheeling their transport gurney out with their equipment riding on top where he would have been instead, had he consented to be taken to the hospital.

“Mr. Byler, I’m Sheriff Crane. This is Detective Harding and you’ve met Deputy Treadway. You’re sure you’re feeling okay.”

“I’m just fine. Had a little shock is all.” 

“Okay but I want to know if you start feeling any tightness or short of breath.”

I waited for his affirming nod and then I told him, “I’ve been able to identify the young woman you found this morning. Now, we need to ask you and your family some questions.”

“I see,” he said. Well, you better come inside then where it’s warmer than out here.”

Joe got my attention first. “Do you and Harding have this Sheriff? I’d like to wrap the guys up out here and get them to canvassing the area.”

“Good point Joe. Go ahead.” He stepped off the porch and moved toward the two deputies that were watching the squad and the coroner load up to leave.

Shane and I followed Byler inside. I couldn’t help but note, just inside the door, which led us into the main kitchen area, a car seat carrier similar to the Katie had for Jef, sat on the floor. It, with its’ colorful geometric patterned seat cover, looked so out of place in the sparse starkness of the Amish kitchen.

My unasked question was partially answered when Isaac led us into the family gathering room where a teenaged girl sat giving a baby a bottle. His little flannel shirt with a onesie showing at the neck opening and the blanket covered in ducks wrapped partially around him were all the indicators I needed to see that this was an English rather than Amish baby. Byler said something to the girl in the German dialect members of an Amish Order typically used at home and she rose with the baby and took her leave from the room as I looked on.

“Your daughter cares for children?” I asked him then.

“Aye,” he nodded as he answered. “From time to time for an English couple that lives nearby.”

Shane was anxious to get going. “Is your wife available Mr. Byler?” he asked, almost before the man finished speaking.

Isaac called out for her, again in German, and then turned back to us. “I don’t know how much help we can be,” he said. “I’ve never seen the girl I found today before and your officers wouldn’t let Martha or any of the children go out there.”

Mrs. Byler entered the room then and I introduced myself and Shane. We all sat then and I started off. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Byler, I knew the young woman that was in your buggy personally. Her name is Katie Hershberger. She’s from a family in the southeastern part of the county. Is her name familiar to either of you?”

As I knew would be the case, Martha Byler deferred to her husband to answer. He scratched his head and took his time responding. Finally, he told us, “The name Hershberger is; there are many of them, but not Katie. Who is her father?”

“Samuel,” I supplied.

“Aye, I know a Samuel Hershberger. He goes to the auctions at Krell’s from time to time, as I do, if it’s the same one.”

“Krell’s auction house right out on 60?” Shane asked.

Isaac nodded.

“How would Hershberger get there from the southern part of the county?” 

I hadn’t expected that question out of Shane but then, we didn’t have many cases that involved the Amish and I often forgot how inexperienced he still was with some things.

Isaac didn’t seem surprised though. “He has a driver bring him up. He buys box lots for his store and even livestock there from time to time.”  

“We are talking about the right man then,” I told them. “Samuel Hershberger does run a store. When did you see him last?”

“He comes to the auctions every couple of weeks.”

“Does he ever bring anyone with him?” Shane asked.

“A son, but not always. His driver usually stays the whole time and helps him load what he buys.”

Switching gears, I asked, “Did either of you hear anything at all last night out of the ordinary?” 

Isaac Byler shook his head. “It was as quiet as usual, wasn’t it mother?” Martha simply nodded her agreement.

“No cars approaching,” Shane asked them, “or voices or anything that might have had your dog on alert?” 

Martha spoke up now. “He sleeps in the kitchen, near the stove. He got to fussing for a minute or two last night, didn’t he Isaac?” 

“I yelled and he quieted down.”

“Did you notice anything unusual this morning outside, especially out in front then?”

“Twas pretty dark when we were first out there,” Isaac said, “me and the dog.” 

Martha’s expression changed from polite interest to one more animated and she rose, excusing herself, saying she’d be right back.

Less than a minute later, she returned carrying a full laundry basket. She put it down on the straight back chair she’d vacated and began sorting through it. “These are the Sunday clothes I washed yesterday. I hung them on the porch to dry as there was a breeze yesterday, noon. It didn’t cross my mind as I was pulling them in this morning but now I see. Ruth, our eldest daughter...her dress isn’t here.”

I winced at the thought of clothes drying in a winter breeze but I pressed on. “Katie had left the Amish,” I told them then, “but, when your husband found her this morning, she was in a blue dress similar to what you’re wearing now.”

“That must be what old Amos heard,” Isaac said. “Someone removed Ruth’s dress.”

“That poor child,” Martha replied. She picked up the basket, placed it on the floor and sat back down in the chair. I waited for her to say more but she was silent.

Shane stayed behind and joined the patrol deputies in their canvass of the area. Given that none of the Byler’s heard a thing but the dog, Amos, I didn’t hold a lot of hope that their few neighbors scattered in the area would have heard or seen anything unusual. 

As I drove toward the station thinking all the while of Katie, my heart grew heavier still. Instead of taking the route that would lead me there, I veered the opposite way after crossing the river and, in a few more minutes driving, found myself in a different part of town. 

Thinking I really should be going to tell the Hershberger’s of their daughter’s death, I nonetheless slid down out of my vehicle and approached the little house Hannah and her friends shared for the second time in as many days. 

The place was quiet...the whole neighborhood was quiet. Hannah’s car wasn’t visible in front of the house or in the drive. I took the walkway up and started to step up on the little porch but then, figuring she was either at work or school and not home anyway, I turned to go. 

I’d nearly reached the end of the walk when she called out to me from behind me, “Mel?”

I turned back and faced her but didn’t move toward her at first. 

“I didn’t think you were home,” was all I could manage to say.

Even so young, she was quick to catch the gravity in my tone and in my stance. She knew without me having to say a word but I told her anyway. She sank onto her front step and cried. 

Now I moved from the spot I’d been rooted too. Reaching out a hand, I took her arm under an elbow and applied light pressure until she stood. “Let’s go inside,” I said. “It’s cold and you’re not dressed for it.”

Several minutes passed while Hannah composed herself but then the questions started coming. I demurred and wouldn’t answer other than to tell her we’d found Katie in Dresden. 

“Did she have family or friends there that you know of?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Mel. I don’t think so.” She sniffled and reached for another tissue.

“Has she ever said anything at all about going to Dresden or ever having been there?”

“No;” she shook her head, “never.”

“What about you; no work, no school today?” 

“I don’t work again until tomorrow morning. I’m not going to class today; not now.”

###

Samuel and Rebecca Hershberger were exactly where I thought they’d be; working in their store. A teenage girl I hadn’t seen the day before took over the counter while I walked with them back to their home 50 yards away to tell them what had happened.

Rebecca was inconsolable. She started blaming herself for Katie leaving. Samuel remained stoic and reminded his wife that it was Katie’s choice to leave but it was obvious to me that he too was upset. 

“I’m really sorry for your loss,” I told them again, once Rebecca regained some of her composure. “Given the circumstances, it’s necessary that I treat this like a murder investigation. Katie was found in Dresden. Do you have any idea how she would have gotten up there or who she might have known up there?”

They were both quiet for the better part of a minute. Samuel was the first to speak, “She’d never been there, before she left here. I don’t know about after she left but...” He trailed off and stared at the wall across from himself then. Finally, he repeated, “She’s never been there. She’s hardly been anywhere; Zanesville for a doctor once for high fever when she was younger.”

Realizing they knew nothing at all that could help me, I asked then, “The boy...young man...who was in your shop yesterday, Jonah Gingrich. He stopped me when I left and asked after Katie.” 

“He’s a good boy. A fine young man,” Rebecca said. 

Samuel pursed his lips but nodded his agreement. 

“It seems he had some feelings for her at one time.” 

“He asked me to court her,” Samuel admitted.  

“Yes. He told me. Look,” I said, “I don’t want to get him into any sort of trouble and please, don’t think badly of him; He was concerned for Katie and her safety but he wouldn’t tell me why. He only said that she was safer out of the Order than in it. Why might he think that?” 

They were both quiet. Martha looked away and stared off somewhere. Samuel kept his eyes on me but he held no discernable expression other than that of a polite listener. 

I knew I had to find Jonah. He was the only one who seemed to have any sort of information that would be of help to me. “Can you tell me where Jonah lives, please?”

Samuel cleared his throat and stood up from his chair. “There’s no need to go and drag that boy into this.”

“Mr. Hershberger,” I took an edgier tone as I stood also, “your daughter is gone. Your grandson may be in some sort of danger. I need to find out if Katie’s death was an accident or if it was intentional and, if so, who was after her and why. She may have confided something to Jonah that could help.”

Martha finally looked back to me. “Where is the baby now?” she asked.

He’s safe with my family still. 

“What will happen to him?”

“I honestly don’t know. Given Katie’s death, he’ll be a ward of the state. Children’s Services will have to get involved.”

“But, he’s one of us...” She looked at her husband who was now focused on her. “Sam,” she said to him softly. 

Samuel Hershberger took a single step toward his wife but then he paused, turned to me and said, “The boy needs to come here.”

I had very mixed feelings about that. On the one hand, they were his blood relatives. On the other, there was the whole mystery surrounding who his father was and now his mother’s death. To them, I simply said, “I understand.”

The Hershbergers’ relented and told me where Jonah Gingrich lived. I left them and went straight there, a small farm about a half mile away as Jonah had said. 

A young woman that I assumed to be Jonah’s sister met me at the door. She told me Jonah was working; that he worked as a carpenter, weather permitting, for a Mennonite business. They’d been doing an inside remodeling job somewhere but she didn’t know where; only that the business owner sent a car or a van around to pick Jonah up when jobs were too far to go by horse and buggy and Jonah had left with such a driver early that morning, just after 6:00 AM. 

She didn’t know the name of the driving service and that didn’t surprise me. So many of the people that provided transportation for the Amish worked under the table and off the books that they were affectionately known in politically incorrect circles as ‘Yoder Toters’. 

The girl did tell me the man Jonah worked for was an Alden Plett. At least I could narrow his potential employers down to about a dozen men within a 50-mile radius. Pletts are as common as Yoders, Bylers and Hershbergers in the county. I had my work cut out for me.

Chapter 8 - Torn

Dana

Tuesday Afternoon, February 17th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––
“He’s finally asleep,” Kris said, as she walked into the family room where Hannah and I were sitting. Hannah had shown up distraught and looking for answers. I didn’t have any to give her.

“I want to take Jef back with me tonight. He’s my responsibility now.

“Come again?” Kris asked. 

“I promised Katie that I would help her no matter what when Katie told me early on that she was considering giving Jef up for adoption. I didn’t want her to do that and I talked her out of it. Now that she’s gone, someone has to take care of Jef and since I promised her, I’m going to keep my promise.”

“Sweetie,” I began, “It doesn’t work quite like that. Every state’s laws are different and I’m no expert on Ohio law but I expect that since Jef is now an orphan, he becomes a ward of the state. The state will seek a family member to take him or...”

She interrupted, “Katie’s family doesn’t want him. The state...or whoever...might as well give him to someone who really does.”

“We don’t really know what her parents want or don’t want for sure,” Kris told her gently. “I’m sure Mel or one of her deputies will tell them about Katie and then, when the courts get involved, they’re going to need to make the decision about custody of Jef and that’s their right to do. In most cases that I know of, a near blood relative got temporary custody right away.”

I nodded. “She’s right. I know it’s hard to think about because you loved your friend and you want to do what you think in your heart is the right thing but, even side from the legal questions here, you’re really in no position to take him right now yourself. You need to finish school and get yourself established...”

“And besides,” Kris jumped in, “If Katie was right, from what Dana’s told me – and obviously she may well have been – it might be dangerous for Jef to be in Zanesville. You have to think of that too.”

“She’s so sweet,” Kris was saying. “We should all have friends who will bend over backward to do anything for us without a thought for themselves.”

“You and Mel are both the same way. Your whole family is, so don’t even go there.”

“And, do tell, I know Mel wasn’t going to turn Katie out on the street but I also know she wouldn’t do a thing without talking to you first. You were all set to take the girl in here so don’t even go there.” She smiled then softening her assault and I smiled back. 

My mirth was short lived. Jef let out a wail from the bedroom. I levered myself up off the couch. “My turn.”

“Girl, you’re exhausted. I’ll get him. He probably needs a fresh diaper anyway.”

While she was in the bedroom tending to him, I heard the kitchen door slam. Thinking Hannah had returned, I called out to her, “What did you forget?”

“It’s me Aunt Dana,” Beth called back. “Where is everybody?”

I got up again and made it as far as the archway between the family room and the more formal sitting room in time to converge with Kris and Jef emerging from the master bedroom and Hannah coming through from the kitchen. 

“Ooo, mom, I didn’t know you were here!”

“Did you even stop at home?” Kris asked.

“Um, no. I wanted to see if Aunt Mel found Katie and...well, the baby.”

Kris swayed side to side a bit rocking Jef. She turned her gaze to his tiny little face but I caught her eyes just before she did. I could tell she was trying to figure out what to say to her daughter.

“Do you want me to tell her?” 

“Tell me what?” Beth asked me. 

Kris didn’t even look up so I took the lead. “Beth, honey, it’s not good.”

“What’s not?”

“Honey, Katie’s dead.”

“No she’s not! Why would you say something like that?” the 13 year old wailed. “She’s only 17! She can’t be dead!”

Kris moved toward me then and handed Jef to me and then went to her daughter. She took her by the shoulder and pulled her in close. “It’s true,” she said simply and then held Beth while she cried.

Once Beth calmed down, Jef started crying. Figuring he was hungry, I handed him off to Kris while I went into the kitchen to make him a bottle. By the time I got back not two minutes later, Beth was comfortable in a chair and holding him as he squalled. She smiled when he calmed as soon as the nipple of the bottle I handed her touched his lips.

“Dana,” Kris said to me, “You really do look beat.” 

“It was a long night with him. I’m just not used to it.”

“What’s going to happen to him now, mom?” Beth asked.

“We don’t know. You’re aunt Mel’s probably going to have to do something.”

“I wish we could keep him with us. I’d take care of him.”

“Oh no, no,” Beth told her. “I’m not ready for you to be a mommy yet!” 

“That’s not what I meant...just that...that...oh, never mind!” She squirmed around a little to maneuver Jef into a different position.

“Tell you what; just for now, how about we take Jef over to our house and we let Dana get some rest? He’s worn her out.”

###

Mel

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

“Sheriff Crane.”

“It’s me, babe.” 

“I know. Holly told me. What’s up?”

“Your sister and Beth just left here with Jef. They’re going to watch him for a little while.”

“Okay.” 

“What’s going to happen to him?”

I sighed and rubbed my temple. 

“Mel?”

“Sorry. I don’t know for sure. I’m going to have to call Children’s Services. They’ll send a case worker out to pick him up and they’ll handle it from there.”

“Will they pass him off to the next of kin?”

“If they think that’s best for him; that or another relative that’s willing and capable of taking care of him.”

“I can’t believe that. You know her parents or someone in her immediate family may well be responsible for her death.”

“That’s a consideration, yes, but I talked to Katie’s mother and father yesterday and...and again today and my gut tells me no, they’re not.” I didn’t tell Dana what the Hershberger’s said about Katie leaving of her own accord. Now that the girl was dead, it didn’t seem worth it to cast stones at her.

Dana wasn’t done though. “They didn’t want anything to do with Katie,” she said. “Now that she’s gone, I’m betting they’ll want to take Jef and raise him in the order.”

“Okay, okay, look; there are two sides to that whole story and this isn’t the time for me to get into all of that with you.”

“Just tell me this then; would it be possible to ask Children’s Services to place Jef with us temporarily while they look at the ‘whole story’, as you put it?”

I could feel her anger and her fear, both for Jef and for what she was suggesting we take on now, sans his mother. I measured my words carefully. “There are a lot of things they consider when potential caretakers aren’t family members. We’re not certified as foster parents, for one. I can ask – if that’s what you really want – but I can’t make any promises. They have laws and procedures they have to follow just like I do.”

“Is there anything else you could do to keep him out of her families hands then, until...”

“Really, I don’t know. Maybe I can convince them to place him with foster parents for now that have lots of newborn experience.”

“Would we be able to see him?”

“Actually, I doubt it.” She was very quiet. “Look, I’ll make some calls and we’ll talk about it when I get home.”

Chapter 9 – Kin

5:55 PM, Tuesday Evening, February 17th

Morelville, Ohio

Marco Rossi was outside the store sweeping the front walk when he heard the clip-clop of a horse and the rumble of wagon wheels approaching from the street that ran alongside the building. When the sound stopped, he went to the corner of the shop where the sidewalk met the edge of his lot and looked down the street. He watched as an Amish man dressed all in black tied his horse and rig off to the hitching rail then turn to help a woman, also wearing all black, down from the buggy. 

He remained standing in the same spot as they approached him then nodded to the woman when they neared. “Good evening folks. What brings you out so late in the evening on a night so chilly?”

“It will be dark soon, yes, but this was the earliest we could come,” the man spoke. “We don’t need to purchase anything today but some directions would be very helpful.”

“I’ll help if I can. I’m still pretty new to the area.”

“Aye. I’m looking for the home of the Sheriff.”

“Mel Crane?”

“The woman? Yes.”

“Her house is just a block or so down.” He turned and pointed it out to them. “I don’t think she’s home though. I haven’t seen or heard her truck go by but Dana’s probably there, unless,” he said, “there’s something I could help you with or a message I could get to her? She’s my daughter-in-law. I’d make sure she got it...wouldn’t want you folks having to wait around and then traveling home as cold as it is.”

“We’re here for our grandson,” the woman spoke now. “She told us this morning he was in her families’ care.”

“Ah, I see. Well you better go on down there and talk to Dana then.”

As they returned to their buggy, Marco hustled into the store.

“Who were you talking to out there?” Chloe asked him. 

“I’m thinking they were that girls parents. They said they were the baby’s grandparents and, now that I think about it, they were dressed like they were in mourning.”

“Oh oh!”

“What?”

“Marco, they’ve probably come for him! Where did they go?” 

“I sent them down to Mel and Dana’s place.” 

“Oh my heavens! Why on earth would you do that?” Chloe fired at him. “Quick, you turn around that closed sign. I’ll call Dana and warn her they’ll be there in a few seconds.”

“Mama,” he said to his wife, “Dana can handle them.”

###

Dana

“Yes Mama. Yes, I hear them now.”

I listened as my mother barked orders at my father on the other end of the line. When I thought I had her attention again I told her, “Mama, I don’t need you to come down here. Jef isn’t even here and Mel just called to say she’s on her way home. We got this. You just get the store closed up properly and I’ll call you if I need you.”

“Well, where is Jef?” she asked me.

“He’s fine Mama; I gotta go. They’re knocking.”

I hustled from the kitchen where I’d been trying to put something together for Mel for dinner, across the sitting room to the front door we rarely used. After jiggling the old skeleton key in the lock for several seconds before it decided to turn and then sliding back the nearly as ancient bolt that helped to keep it all secure, I was finally able to wrench the door open. 

I cracked the screen door wide enough to stick my head around it. “Yes, may I help you?” I asked the man and woman standing there as though I hadn’t already been expecting them. 

“We’re here to speak with Sheriff Crane,” the man said.

“I see. Well, she isn’t home yet but she’s on her way. Please, come in.” 

I stepped back and let them pass by me into the sitting room. Instead of the usual blue tones typical for the Amish, they were both dressed all in black even down to the wool coat the man wore and the heavy cloak the woman had on. They both reeked of a mixture of mothballs and an acrid smoke smell that had my nose twitching in distaste. I tried not to breathe in too deeply.

“Are you the babysitter?” the woman asked me then.

“No. I live here,” I told them without volunteering any more. They might have been dressed like they were mourning someone they cared about but I wasn’t ready to give them an inch; not yet.

“Pardon me,” he began, “when do you expect the Sheriff?”

“Soon. She’s on her way. Please, have a seat. Can I get either of you anything?”

“No thank you,” he said. “We would like to see the baby; Jef I believe it is?”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t even know the two of you.”

“I’m Samuel Hershberger and this is my wife. The infant is our grandchild.”

“The Sheriff told us he was in the hands of her family this morning. We’ve come for him,” she said to me then as she nodded to her husband. “Now that Katie is gone, it’s our obligation to see to his care and raise him.” Her tone was polite but insistent.

“I do beg your pardon but you must have misunderstood Mel when you spoke with her. Jef isn’t here.”

“He’s not?” she asked.

“Where is he?” he asked at the same time. 

“Bear with me just a moment, please. I need to check on dinner and then I’ll be right back.” Now it was my turn to be polite but firm. 

In the kitchen, I quickly turned a skillet of chops I’d dug out of the freezer and managed to thaw and get on the stove just before Mama called, down to low and then I covered them. They’d just have to simmer for a bit, I thought. Then, I grabbed my cell and hustled through the little hallway off the back of the kitchen that led to the laundry room and the main bathroom. 

Once I was safely closed into the bathroom, I called Mel. 

“Where are you?” I begged, as soon as she answered.

“I’m six or seven minutes out and I’m driving so I really don’t want to be on the phone, babe.”

“Well hurry, then.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Katie’s parents are here. They came for Jef. He’s still at your sisters but they think he’s here.”

“Hang tight, I’m on the way.”

###

“Mr. and Mrs. Hershberger, again, my condolences on your loss.” 

Mel must have broken speed records getting home after my call. Her truck had crunched into the driveway and around the horse and buggy and then she had maneuvered into her usual parking spot just a few minutes later. 

As she took over with the Hershberger’s, I pretended to excuse myself and retreated past the stairs at the edge of the sitting room and back and around the corner into the kitchen again where I could listen in, unobserved.

“I’m sorry to have to do this with you right now, but I expect that the Coroner will try and release Katie’s body tomorrow or early Thursday so, if you would want to, you could have her back for a traditional funeral.”

“There isn’t any need to rush,” Samuel said. “Given the circumstances of Katie’s excommunication, there will only be a small private funeral at our home, on Friday.”

“What’s this?” I heard Mel ask.

“A coffin is being prepared for her. The name and number of a driver is on that paper. He’ll transport Katie back to us.”

“I’ll see that the Coroner’s staff gets this,” Mel told him.

Mrs. Hershberger was of one mind. As soon as Mel invited Samuel to sit again, she said, “We’re here for Jef, Sheriff. You told us he was in the care of your family. We thank you for that but now it’s our obligation to raise the child.”

“I appreciate that but, that’s not how this works. Katie had emancipated herself from you. She was on her own at the time of her death. Her son becomes a ward of the state, however temporarily, and the state will decide where he should go.”

“Aye, if we were English, that might be true, but we don’t follow English law. We follow God’s law,” Samuel said.

“Your customs, Mr. Hershberger, don’t trump state law in this case. The infant will be turned over to the proper authorities and you’ll have the opportunity to make your case with them.”

“So he’s still with you then?” the woman asked Mel.

The skillet of chops on the stove popped and sputtered and I missed Mel’s response to them. Realizing I needed to pay attention to our dinner before it burned, I covered the couple of steps to the stove and took the lid off the pan. Grease from the fat continued to pop and hiss at me. I turned the meat over, recovered the pan, and checked to see that the flame was still set on low.

By the time I crept back to my listening post, Mel had all but convinced the Hershbergers that the baby was safe and she’d see to it that they were treated fairly by the county courts. I kicked myself for not turning the chops off entirely when I first had the chance.

We were eating dinner about 20 minutes later when Kris knocked and then let herself in. I figured she’d seen the Hershbergers and came by to be nosy. I was right.

“Were those Katie’s parents here just a bit ago?

Mel, chop bone poised in the air, her mouth full, just nodded at her sister.

“Oh, I thought so,” she said. “That’s why I waited.”

“Waited for what?” I asked her.

“Well, I uh figured maybe you two would want a break tonight. Lance is on the road and, really, Jef is already asleep...I can just keep him for the night if it’s all right with you two but, if I do, I need formula. We only took the bottle Beth was already feeding him when we left before.

###

“The news is reporting her death now and showing the same picture,” I called out to Mel who was in our ensuite brushing her teeth. 

She stepped out, brush still in hand and foam on her lips, and watched the local newscaster as he talked about where Katie was last seen and gave the hotline number for anyone with any information.

“Where does that ring to?”

“Shane’s desk,” she mumbled around a mouthful of the paste and then retreated to the bathroom to spit.

“How long have they been putting that number out?” I called to her.

She came back out and moved toward the bed. “Since the noon newscasts, today.”

“Have you gotten any leads?”

She shook her head. “Nothing worthwhile yet. Mostly wannabe psychics and assorted prank callers.” 

Chapter 10 – Nap Time

Tuesday Night, February 17th

Morelville, Ohio

“It already seems weird without him being here.”

“I know,” Mel replied. “But, we have to get used to it. I talked to a friend at Children’s Services today. Jef will be placed with a foster family certified in newborn and infant care. I’m going to turn him over tomorrow.”

“For how long?”

“That depends on how many petitions they get from relatives that want to care for him who have the means to do so. If Katie’s parents petition, they’ll probably get temporary custody fairly quickly and they’ll begin the process for a full adoption.”

“But, what if they or someone in Katie’s immediate family is responsible for her death?” I was nearly panicked at the thought.  

She closed her eyes and held them that way for a couple of seconds before opening them and speaking. “Babe, I doubt those two people did anything to her and, frankly, I don’t even know that she was murdered yet. The way she was found...” She trailed off, shaking her head. 

I thought of something else then. “What about the birth certificate? I mean, he still doesn’t have one, right?”

“Right. I explained all of that to my buddy at Children’s Services. It’s a concern, yes. I have to get with Hannah and we have to find that midwife. She’s responsible for certifying the instance of the birth and the date and time. They’ll also want to do a DNA match against Katie. Once all that’s done, they’re going to try to speed his records through and get his certificate issued.” 

“What’s the rush, at this point?” 

“Honestly? Jef’s never seen a doctor. He needs a two-week checkup, minimum. He’s going to need shots...”

“I didn’t think the Amish believed in those.”

“Some of them do. They get the key ones, at least, around here they do. But, before he can be moved to a foster family, he’ll have to have them.”

“You know, just let me say this one thing,” I pleaded to her.

She took my hand and looked me in the eye. “What babe? Tell me.”

“Something just isn’t right about this whole thing. Someone got that girl pregnant. Someone killed her; I know it. I can feel it. Call it intuition or whatever you want but I feel that down deep. It might be the same person, it might not be. Please promise me that you’ll talk to that agency and convince them to find a good foster home for Jef that’s well away from here until you can get this whole mess gets sorted out? Please?”

She leaned over and kissed the tip of my nose. “Okay, I promise,” she said. With that, she dropped my hand, stretched her arm back and turned off the bedside lamp and then wished me goodnight.  

###

Late Tuesday Night, February 17th

Kris Miller’s House, Morelville, Ohio

“Ughhh, ughhh, helllll...”

“Shh! Quiet! You cooperate and you live. Any more noise and you die!” the man hissed at Kris lying on her back on her queen sized bed. 

She nodded against the hand he held over her mouth. As much as she could in his grip, she turned her head towards Jef, still sleeping soundly, a foot or so away and then looked back up at two men, dressed all in black, as they hovered over the side of her bed.

Moments later she felt the pinch of a needle and then the world went black.

When she woke, fuzzy headed, about 20 minutes after they drugged her, she was still in her room but gagged and tied to a straight backed kitchen chair with cotton rope. Twisting her head toward the bed, she saw that Jef was gone. 

She strained against the rope and bounced around on the chair as much as she could, trying to stretch it enough to get an arm or a hand loose. As her head started to clear more, she managed to bounce enough to get the chair near the wall that separated her bedroom from Beth’s and then she yelled through the gag as loud as she could and bumped against the wall while she prayed that Beth was there and okay and would come to help.

After a couple of minutes of that, Beth knocked on her door. “Mom? Mom? What’s going on? Mom? Should I come in there?” Kris just kept banging against the wall and finally, Beth opened the door and stepped into the room. 

Kris could make her out plainly since she was backlit by the nightlight in the hallway but, in the dim light of the room, Beth couldn’t see her. She tried yelling through the gag again and that’s when Beth turned from gazing at the empty bed to see her tied in the chair, up against a sidewall of the room.

“Oh my God, mom!” Beth screamed. She flipped on the overhead light and ran to her mother. 

Kris jerked her head violently, trying to get her daughter to realize she wanted her to take her gag off. Beth didn’t see it as she moved around behind her to try and untie her hands instead. 

“Who did this? Who did this?” she wailed and then, when she couldn’t loosen the ropes, her voice shook with fear and frustration as she said, “These are really tied tight. I need to get scissors or something!”

Kris tossed her head backwards then and Beth finally reached for the gag and removed it. 

“Call your Aunt Mel right now and get her over here! Worry about me after you do that.” 

Beth stopped then and stood scared, rooted to the spot. 

Cole, hearing all the commotion, finally woke up and stumbled sleepily into the room. 

“Cole; call Aunt Mel right now! Get her over here quick. Two men came and took Jef.”

He moved quickly out of the room at the last only to reappear moments later with his cell phone and a baseball bat. Beth finally calmed down enough to try working on the ropes again as Cole paced agitatedly and waited for his aunt to pick up the phone.

###

Mel

“I’m so sorry...so sorry.” Kris cried. Tears poured down her face. 

I bent over here where she was still sitting in the chair she’d been tied to, the ropes now surrounding it on the floor. “You need to calm down and just tell me what happened.”

“I don’t really remember a whole lot,” she said, her lower lip quivering. “We were sleeping...both of us, on the bed. I don’t know how they got in here or when.”

“How many were there?”

“Two...I think just two. I don’t know. That’s all I saw. Oh, poor Jef!”

“Kris, think, I need you to concentrate. Did you recognize them?”

“N...no. They were both dressed in black clothes and even hats. Their faces weren’t covered though but I only saw them for a second...it was dark and then, and then they drugged me with something.”

Dana came into the room then. “I called in the 911. Dispatch is rolling units and I told them they might want to roust one of your detectives too and get them down here.”

“Thanks.”

“Kris, how are you doing?”

“Oh....” She started crying anew. 

My wife moved toward her, pulled her up out of the chair and took her in her arms, trying to comfort her. I’d never been much for the touchy feely stuff myself but Dana seemed to pick up on just what people needed instinctively. 

When Kris’s breathing became more controlled, Dana pulled back just a little and told her, “Mel and her deputies can find Jef sweetie but you have to give her everything you know, okay?”

“I don’t know what else I could tell you that would help.” She backed away from Dana then and sat down on the edge of her bed.

“Did either one talk,” I asked her.

She nodded. “One told me to be quiet or I’d die. I was so scared...”

“I know; I understand. Think about his voice for a minute. Did it sound familiar?”

She screwed up her face in concentration but then shook her head no.

“Did he have any sort of an accent?”

“Yeah...no...I don’t know. I think so. He didn’t say a lot and I was scared and...”

I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it for now. Let’s just let that one stew in the back of your brain. Can you tell me if either one of them had any identifying features?”

“There was nothing. They were all in black except for their faces; I told you.”

“Think hard Kris,” Dana said. “Any scars? Were they bearded like Amish men?”

“I know one thing for sure; they weren’t Amish.”

“How do you know?” Dana asked.

“They didn’t smell like Amish.”  

Dana seemed confused by that. She gave my twin an odd look as she asked her, “Do the Amish have a certain smell?”

“Every day but Sunday. Most of them only bathe on Saturday night for Sunday church.” 

“And,” I added to Kris’s explanation, “Don’t you remember how the Hershberger’s smelled earlier? You have to add wood smoke or coal smoke to the mix this time of year.”

“They didn’t smell like any of that,” Kris said sadly. 

Chapter 11 - Canvass

Mel

12:20 AM, Wednesday, February 18th

Morelville, Ohio

Since Kris had been knocked out, I had no way of knowing exactly when the kidnapping happened or how long the perps had been gone. They may have had an hour or more head start before she woke from whatever sedative drug they’d given her. I called for an ambulance and I was with her in her living room waiting for it to arrive. Over her objections, I was sending her to the hospital for testing. That’s where our mom and dad found us when they showed up. It wasn’t a surprise at all to see that they were followed shortly by the Rossi’s.

“Cole called us,” dad offered by way of explanation. “He said Kris was hurt and someone done took that baby.”

“Yes. I need to Kris to go get checked out. They shot her up with something and I want to make sure she’s not in any danger.” I didn’t say that I was worried that she may have been given something like Katie was probably given when she disappeared. My mind was running through all sorts of scenarios and looking at all of the possible connections, none of them pretty.

“I’ll ride in with Kris,” my mother said. 

Dad nodded at her, “That’d be best. You watch her close now. I don’t always trust those medics to keep an eye out.” My dad didn’t trust medical personnel, period, but that was beside the point.

“What do you want us to do?” Chloe Rossi, asked me.

“I’m getting road blocks set up and an Amber alert sent out but, unfortunately, we don’t know what sort of vehicle we’re looking for. I need you two,” I looked from her to Marco and back, “to think about anything you might have seen in town today that looked odd or out of place. Anybody milling around? Any unusual vehicles hanging around...”

“You don’t think it was that Amish couple, Katie’s parents, do you?” Marco Rossi’s eyes probed mine. 

“No,” Kris answered him for me. “It was two men, neither Amish.”

“Let me find them!” my dad said. “Just let me!”

“You two think on it since you were around most of the day, okay?” They both nodded their understanding and then Marco took Chloe’s elbow and they moved over to the sofa to sit and talk about it. 

My dad stayed by my side, near Kris who was now perched like a coiled spring on the edge of Lance’s favorite recliner. I knew I had to back him down, but easily. He wasn’t normally a man of many words but he didn’t take kindly to anyone messing with his family.

“Dad,” I began, “I have deputies out there scouring the yard already and we’re going to start a door to door canvass. We’ve got this. If you want to ride in the ambulance with mom and Kris...”

“Hell no, I don’t want to go to that hospital! I’ll stay right here and help.”

“I can’t let you go door to door with us...” I trailed off, not knowing how to finish the sentence. I couldn’t say it was dangerous. He’d known everyone in town far longer than I had. I was the Sheriff sure, but I felt powerless to stop my own father when he got on one of his tears.

Dana poked her head into the living room from the front porch. “The bus is here.”

“Bus?” Dad looked confused.

“She means ‘ambulance’,” Chloe explained from across the room.

###

By 1:00 AM I’d convinced Dad to take Cole and Beth out to the farm for the rest of the night on a school night where they wouldn’t be up for hours watching all of the goings on in the village. Now a half dozen of us, including myself and Mason, were out banging on doors, rousting people out of slumber. So far, I personally was batting zero. Anyone that had been up didn’t claim to have seen or heard anything but I pressed on. 

The pizza shop had closed at 10:00 since it was a weeknight but I could see that lights were still on in the kitchen. Kasey’s SUV was parked outside and so was the car one of her evening cooks drove. Janet and I both converged on the little eatery at the same time from opposite directions. 

I tossed my head to the right and she followed me as we moved from the front of the building down the side where I rapped loudly on the aluminum screen door to the kitchen and then waited.

Kasey answered it herself. If she was surprised to see me there, she didn’t let it show.

“We’ve had a little trouble in the village tonight, lady,” I told my longtime friend. “I sure hope you can help me out.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“My sister was watching a baby tonight and it was kidnapped from her by two men she doesn’t think she knows.”

Kasey’s hand flew to her mouth and she staggered back a little from the door. 

“Can we come in there and ask you two a few questions?”

“Sure, sure,” she told us when she’d regained her composure. “Wow...I just can’t believe it...what’s this little village coming to and all?” She turned and called out to her helper, Nancy, to join us.

“You’re both here awful late,” I said, ignoring her implied opinion as Mason and I followed her through to the dining room.

We all took seats around one of the tables.  

“Yeah, unfortunately. It was busy tonight so it was all we could do to keep up.”

Nancy rolled her eyes at that. “Crazy busy,” she offered.

“I have a lunch meeting I’m catering for tomorrow at the township building and I didn’t have any of the bread baked for the subs or the salads done for sides and such. Nancy stayed behind to help clean up out here and then get that stuff made.”

After introducing Janet to them, I let her take control of the interview.

She started with, “When did you come in today?” which she directed at both women. 

Kasey answered, “I opened up for the lunch crew this morning about 10:30 and then went home once everyone got going. I hadn’t intended to come back until after 1:00 when it slows down after the lunch rush. I was going to start my baking then.”

“You came back sooner?” Mason asked.

“Had to. They were getting slammed and needed help. Tax money’s commin’ in. Everyone’s feelin’ a little flush, ya know?”

“What time did you return?”

“11:40, 11:45 maybe.”

“Did you see anyone lingering around the village that isn’t usually here, anything that looked odd, anything out of place? Did anyone come in here that you hadn’t seen before?” Janet raised a hand and waved it around to indicate the dining and take out counter areas. 

“That’s just it, people pass through the village and stop here all the time for a sandwich, pizza, for pop, beer...whatever. Some days I feel like I don’t know anybody in here.”

Nancy chimed in, “I came in about an hour early, around four and, I’m with her. A lot of the locals say it seems like there are always plenty of strangers in town now, no matter the weather.” She shook her head ruefully, “Things just aren’t like they used to be.”

After five more minutes or so of picking their brains, we were still batting zero.

Chapter 12 – Stunned 

Dana

Wednesday morning, February 18th

I put Boo in her kennel and headed out the door shortly after the sun finally showed up outside. Mel and the FBI were on the case to find Jef. There was nothing I could do there but I had finally realized I’d done next to nothing on the assignment Russ had given me on Monday. I knew I needed to go to Columbus, track Roman Bakula down and watch him for a while. 

The stuff Rosita sent me showed a home address in Whitehall so I tried it first. It turned out to be a townhouse in the middle of a grouping of three set in about the center of a large complex of apartments and townhomes. Bakula had a one car garage included with his unit and a small driveway fronting that. There was no car in the driveway. 

I put on a hard hat I’d kept from my old Customs gear, grabbed a clipboard with some official looking nonsense forms on it and I went to each of the three doors in succession. No one answered at his townhouse as I suspected might be the case or at either one of his neighbors’ homes. I couldn’t see into his garage but I didn’t need to. It was obvious he was gone, probably to work for the day.

Going around to the back of the grouping, I was surprised to find small, fenced in yards behind them. I hadn’t expected that with townhomes. Instead, I figured there would be more units or just a roadway between units like back in Chicago where I’d spent much of the past several years.

While I was contemplating just letting myself in through Bakula’s little chain link gate and seeing what I could see through his lower story windows, a maintenance worker slowed as he drove by in a dump truck and sketched a wave at me. 

I waved back and feigned intense interest in my fake paperwork until he was out of sight and then I returned to my car parked a couple of rows away. I took off the hard hat and stowed it in the trunk and put on a toboggan instead. 

After taking up the clipboard again, I walked back to Bakula’s row and started knocking on the front doors of the group of four units across the street from his.  

Only one door was answered. A young LPN working with a much older lady let me in to talk to her patient. I pretended I was a government worker doing a census canvass before the official surveys went out. I asked a few basic questions about her and scribbled her answers on my clipboard. After that, I mentioned that I had the information I needed from most of her neighbors but I wondered if she knew anything about the man across the way. All she could tell me was that she saw him out and about from time to time when the weather was nicer. She said he was very polite but, other than that, she really didn’t know anything about him.

So far, Roman Bakula was living up to his clean-cut billing. 

###

Mel

10:30 AM, Wednesday, February 18th

The Hershberger’s little bent and dent store was closed. I followed behind as Samuel carrying a pick and two other men and the teenage boy I’d seen shoveling coal, each carrying spades crusted with winter hardened Ohio clay, approached the barn closest to the house. Stopping short, I waited and listened while Samuel thanked the two men for their help and then the three of us watched as they climbed into a buggy and left. 

“Sheriff,” he said, acknowledging me. 

“Mr. Hershberger,” I have some news, I began. 

“I figured. Did you find out how she died?”

“Uh no, not yet. I expect the Coroner’s report sometime today. That’s not why I’m here. I’d like to talk to you and your wife.”

He said something to the young man I assumed was his son in German and then he wheeled around and started for the front of the house while signaling for me to follow him.

Inside, we found Rebecca Hershberger preparing the room where Katie’s viewing and funeral would be held. She was still dressed all in black and she seemed to move about in a slight daze as she moved furniture to the side walls, leaving the center of the room bare. 

“Can we sit for a minute?” I asked. “I know there’s a lot of prep work to be done but you both need to know what’s happened.”

Without a word they took seats and I did the same. I already felt awkward and felt an intense guilt over what had happened right under my own nose and now we sat, three in a row on little hard chairs while I attempted to explain it all to them.

“Jef was in the care of my sister last night,” I told them. “He wasn’t at my home when you were there. I’d been in touch with children’s services and the plan was to turn him over to them today.”

Samuel occupied the chair between Rebecca and me. She half turned in her own seat to face me as I had done from my end to face the two of them. “Has something happened to the child?”

“I’m afraid so.” I drew in a deep breath. “He was kidnapped last night,” I told them as I let it out slowly. Both of their faces registered shock and neither spoke at first so I pressed on.

“We think – we being my department and the FBI who is now involved since it’s a kidnapping – that whoever killed your daughter came back for Jef.”

After a lot of back and forth with the Hershbergers, I went again to the Gingrich farm. I’d had no luck trying to find out exactly who Jonah worked for or where I could find him the day before. My plan now was to talk to his father or mother and see if they could give me better information than their daughter had. I didn’t have time to waste anymore. Every hour that went by put Jef and his mother’s killer that much further out of reach.

This time I made it out of my county SUV and all the way to the door and, when I knocked, it was Jonah who answered.

“Good morning,” I said. “No work today?”

Before he could answer an older man came into the kitchen behind him and said something to him that not only got his attention but sent him skulking away from the door. 

If I’m going to keep doing this job, I thought to myself, I’m going to have to learn German.

“Can I help you?” the man asked me in English as he took up a position in the doorframe blocking my view into the house.

“I’m Sheriff Crane. You’re Mr. Gingrich, I presume?”

He didn’t answer and only barely nodded. I heard more than saw the ruffling of his full beard against his blue work shirt.

“I’m investigating the death of your neighbor’s daughter just up the road here, and I’d like to ask Jonah a few questions.”

“The girl was shunned. He hasn’t seen her.” His eyes narrowed and he stared at me in a way that sent a chill up my spine. 

“Yes; I am aware that she was shunned and I didn’t mean to imply that Jonah has done anything at all improper. I’m talking to everyone I can, just trying to get to the bottom of it.” 

His expression didn’t seem to soften at all and he didn’t bother to favor me with a response. 

“Mr. Gingrich,” I tried again, “Could I please just have a minute of Jonah’s time?”

“Not today. Today is a special day of prayer. Your business will have to wait until Thursday.” With that, he stepped back and started to close the door.

I held a hand out. “I wasn’t aware of that.” I knew he was lying because Katie’s family and those other men had been doing chores in preparation for her funeral and burial but I played along. “I beg your pardon sir, but I don’t have a lot of time to waste. There are other issues at stake in my investigation. Your son is over 18 and able to make his own decisions.”

My attempt to coercing his cooperation was met with disdain. 

“You don’t understand our ways.”

I was getting nowhere and I feared that Jonah would be working again on Thursday and unreachable so I did the only thing I could. I explained the urgency of my need. “Katie Hershberger had her baby before she was killed, a boy she named Jef,” I told him. “He was kidnapped last night. Every minute that goes by makes him that much harder to find. I need to talk to everyone I possibly can. Surely you can understand your neighbor’s pain. Jonah and Katie were close once; he may know something, however small, that can help me find their grandson.”

Now his expression softened, but only slightly. I hoped I’d broken through but my hopes were dashed. 

“I will add prayers for the safety of the child to my prayers, however, I feel no obligation to interfere into matters of English law. 

He watched out the window as I left. 

###

Dana

I spent nearly five hours sitting in a far corner of the vast parking lot at Jov-Tech, the networking company in Gahanna where Bakula worked. When I finally saw him coming out of the building with another man before they split apart and went to their separate cars, I could hardly contain my relief. It was just after 4:00 PM. 

Easing forward, I waited until he was exiting the lot before taking up a position behind another car to try and follow him undetected. I needn’t have bothered. 

He drove straight home with hardly a glance in his rearview mirror. I watched as his garage door opened, he drove in and then as the door closed behind him. No other cars were in the drive or parked nearby.

No one appeared to be at home to greet him when he got there. For all intents and purposes, he really did seem to lead a dull, boring life. 

Chapter 13 – Amiss

Mel

Early Thursday Morning, February 19th

Gingrich Farm,

Morelville, Ohio

I pulled up in my pickup outside the Gingrich farm just before 6:30 AM. A Yoder Toter was already there, presumably for Jonah. The driver beeped the horn but, after several long seconds waiting where no one appeared at the door, I got out of my pick-up and walked up to the oversized passenger van. 

The driver rolled the window down barely a crack when I stopped by his door. 

“You here for Jonah?”

He looked me up and down in my uniform, now realizing as I stood before him that I was a law officer. “Yes Miss. Just given’ these boys a ride to work, is all.” There were two Amish boys about Jonah’s age sprawled on the seats behind the driver. One looked familiar but he had his hat shading his eyes and I couldn’t get a good look at him. 

I figured this guy was probably another one of the many who worked off the books to service the needs of the Amish. 

“You come out here every day to get him?”

“Look, officer, I don’t want no kind of trouble.”

“It’s Sheriff, and you’re not in any trouble and neither is he. I just need to speak with him briefly and I haven’t been able to pin him down.”

He pressed the button and put the window down a little further then. “I pick them all up most days and take them right to the jobsite, wherever it is. Lately they’ve been working on a house remodel up Dresden way.”

“Dresden? Where about?”

“Right off Dresden Road.”

That was close to where Katie had been found. 

The driver beeped again but still, no one came to the door.

“Why don’t you go ahead and get going,” I told him. “We wouldn’t want these two to be late. If Jonah’s going in today, I’ll give him a ride to the job.”

“Alright then, uh, Sheriff.”

Once he was gone, I went to the door and rapped on it. Just as I started to lower my hand, Jonah’s sister answered it.

“I was beginning to think no one was here.”

“I’m sorry ma’am. Mama is out doing the morning milking and I was upstairs doing the beds.”

“You didn’t hear the horn?”

“That was you?”

“No, it was the driver for your brother.”

“That’s why I came down; to tell him Jonah wouldn’t be working today.”

“Is something wrong?” My mind was running through all sorts of possible reasons why he might be skipping work again, most of them involving his controlling father who didn’t seem to be present this morning.

“He’s gone ma’am.”

“Gone where?”

“I don’t know. He left in the night.” She shifted from one foot to the other in the door frame.

I could tell she knew something but she wasn’t sure she should tell me.

“It’s pretty important that I speak to your brother. You’re sure you don’t know where he went?”

“You were here before and you were here again yesterday too?”

“Yes.”

“I heard you talking to father yesterday and so did Jonah. He seemed upset after that. His room is next to mine. He left in the middle of the night; I heard him but I just thought he was going to the outhouse. He said at dinner he wasn’t feeling well and he didn’t eat much.”

“What time did he leave?”

“I don’t know ma’am but he’s been gone many hours.”

“Does your father know he left?”

She nodded. “Jonah wasn’t back for breakfast. Mother tends to them both before they leave for work.”

“Your father went to work then?”

“Yes.”

“Where’s that?”

“At the buggy shop up the road.”

I knew the one she meant. “He wasn’t worried about Jonah being missing?”

“No ma’am but Mother is upset.”

“Did he take a buggy?”

She looked out the door toward the barn. “Father took ours and I see Jonah’s horse poking his head out of his stall so he didn’t take him or the wagon.”

The boy was out there on foot somewhere. Leaving in the middle of the night, from out here in the middle of nowhere, with no access to a phone, he couldn’t have gotten far, I figured.

“Can you answer one more question for me?”

“All right.”

“Why do you think he left?”

The young woman squirmed again in the doorway and her face flushed. “I...I think he may be scared.”

She paused then but I just stood patiently eyeing her, waiting for more.

“He was, I think...I know very taken with Miss Katie and, I don’t want to speak out of turn, but it wouldn’t surprise me if maybe he lost control one night and he got her pregnant. They were courting you know and...well, I heard it said she was raped and she was shunned for that but, just...just maybe it wasn’t rape.”

Her theory flew in the face of my own based on what I’d already heard from Jonah but maybe there were grains of truth in both sides of the story.

“Miss...” I realized I didn’t even know her name.

“I’m Ruth.”

“Ruth, Jonah told me he felt like Katie was in danger and it was good that she left the order. Do you know why he might have thought that?”

She shook her head no but then confided, “Jonah was thinking about leaving the order and just maybe he had planned to join Katie where...wherever she was. Maybe, because she died. it all got to be too much and that’s why he left.”

I was about to respond but held my tongue when I saw the girls’ eyes widen. Turning to look behind me, I saw what she saw; her mother emerging from the barn, a pail of milk in one hand. 

I greeted her and tried to speak with her, and though she invited me inside, she was very upset and not disposed to talk. The only thing of real value I got out of her was where I could find Jonah’s boss, the Mennonite Alden Plett. 

As I was leaving, I said, “The Hershbergers are having a funeral for Katie tomorrow at their home.”

“We won’t be attending,” she told me.

“Because she was shunned?”

“No.”

That was all she said and, for the second time in as many days, the door was firmly closed as I stood on their porch.

###

Mid-morning, Thursday, February 19th

Muskingum County, Sheriff’s Department

“The autopsy report is back from the Coroner boss,” Shane called out to me when he spotted me passing by the squad bay on my way through the building. I wheeled left and walked into the bay instead.

I was surprised to find Mason at her desk too and I gave her a ‘what’s up?’ toss of the head. 

She caught my drift right away. “Shane worked late into the evening yesterday Sheriff. The least I could do was come in and give him a hand this morning.”

“Yeah and you were called out in the middle of the night and worked till the wee hours yesterday morning then came in for your usual shift. You got what, maybe 3 hours of sleep?”

She shrugged. 

“Listen, both of you. I know we have a lot on our plates right now but the FBI is on the kidnapping, we have senior patrol people who are more than capable of assisting in the murder investigation and helping. It’s great that you’re backing each other up but the reason there are two of you in the first place is so you don’t flame out when we need you most.”

I couldn’t really be mad at them but neither did I want to lose either one of them to the burden of the sort of job stress Shane had struggled under for several months before I was able to hire Janet. 

Mason responded, “Roger, Sheriff.” Shane Harding though, didn’t answer. Instead, he was waiting somewhat impatiently to tell me his news.

“Go ahead, out with it. I can see my concern is misplaced.”

“I appreciate it Sheriff,” he said, “I do, but there are some things the report tells us that could be the keys to this case.”

“Like?”

“Well, for one, we should have stayed with the Coroner the other day until they moved the body. Folded up under her was a baby blanket.”

He flipped open a file on his desk and handed me a photograph. “Do you suppose it’s the one she went back for?”

“It looks familiar to me. Hannah Yoder would know, for sure. It’s odd that it would have been with her, still.”

“Is it? Why would the perp want to keep it? What if he were caught with it?”

“True.” I shrugged. “It does go to show that she really did go back for a missing blanket though. What else is in that report?”

“His initial exam shows extensive bruising on the arms, shoulders, back and neck consistent with being punched and hit with an open hand.”

“Ouch...” My stomach churned. The thought of that sweet 17-year-old girl being beaten in a fight for her life made me want to throw up; throw up and then give the man who did it to her some of his own medicine. I glanced at Mason. She wasn’t even trying to hide her anger.

“There are photos.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“The tox screen showed trace amounts of propofol.”

“That’s a sedative, isn’t it?” Janet asked.

I nodded, “Yes. It’s used in surgeries where the patient is to be kept awake to cooperate but where they won’t remember what happened or feel pain.”

“And it ain’t easy to get,” Shane supplied. 

“Agreed. It’s usually handled by oral surgeons or surgeons, period. You can’t get a prescription for it so we’re dealing with someone that either had access through hospital channels or to a black market supply.”

“Is it an injectable?” Janet asked. She had her eyes scrunched up like she was trying to puzzle through the crime as it went down. 

A lightbulb went on for me. “You have something there. Not usually,” I said. “For surgery, even dental surgery, it’s usually mixed into an IV and kept flowing because it’s effects only last minutes but my sister was injected with something Tuesday night that knocked her out temporarily.”

Grabbing Janet’s phone since it was closer to me, I dialed the number for the switchboard over at Genesis Hospital and had them patch me through to their lab. Minutes later, my suspicion was confirmed; Kris had been injected with a small dose of propofol that they were only just able to find still in her system. Another hour between Jef’s kidnappers injecting her and her trip to the hospital and we might never have known that.

Now we knew that Katie’s murder and Jef’s kidnapping were related. We just didn’t have any viable suspects.

I told them about Jonah and my talk that morning with Ruth. “He’s not a killer. I’m sure of that.”

“Then he knows something important,” Shane said. “Do you think he really could be Jef’s father?”

“My gut says no. I believe he really liked Katie and he really did want to court her. He had no reason to seek me out and say anything at all to me. He could have just gone along on his way.” 

I paused, thinking for a minute and then I told them, “I had a run in with his father yesterday. He seems much stricter, much more confrontational than is typical of the Amish. He’s got a hard edge to him that even the old order people just don’t have. I don’t know, I just have a very bad feeling about him. Something is off there.”

Janet visibly shuddered. “This is like déjà vu with the Olivia Stiers case...father, son...” 

Before anyone could ponder that further, Shane’s phone rang.

He sighed and picked it up, “Detective Harding.”

Janet mouthed, “Tip line,” to me. 

We both waited while he spoke to the person on the line. When he started scribbling on a note pad, I stepped toward him to read over his shoulder.

A lady who was at the WIC office on Monday was calling to say she remembered seeing Katie there.

When Shane hung up, I told him I was going out with him to question her. 

“Meanwhile,” I said to Mason, “Since you insist on being here, why don’t you put together a team of deputies and go canvass the Amish areas. A boy on foot wouldn’t have gotten far unless he hitched a ride. I don’t think he did. I think he’s scared and hiding out somewhere.”

“Stiers’ case, I’m telling you,” Janet said. “Bet he shows up at your parents’ farm.”

“Well check there too. Oh, and you might want to talk to his boss Alden Plett. He owns AP Contractors out of Sugarcreek, since you’re thinking this case resembles the Stiers one and all.”

Chapter 14 – Witness 

Late Morning, Thursday, February 19th

Annemarie Beatty lived off of Lexington, close to the Brighton Presbyterian Church. It took us less than 10 minutes to get to her and most of that time was eaten up trying to get my county truck out of squad maintenance. I often swore that they picked the oddest times to decide to schedule oil changes and such.

Beatty was older than I expected she’d be; significantly older. She was gray haired and bespectacled but also well dressed in a pretty blouse and slacks with hose on to match the pants and shoes that complimented the belt she wore. “Annemarie Beatty?” I asked her, when she answered the door.

“Yes.”

I tried not to let my dismay show at the possibility that this was just another crackpot who called in with a half-baked theory about a suspect. Shane had been fielding a lot of those calls. “I’m Sheriff Crane and this is Detective Harding. You spoke with him on the phone just a little bit ago.”

“Yes. Please, come in. Let’s sit in the parlor; it gets the morning sun so it’s warmer in there.”

I shot Shane a look as we followed behind her. He just shrugged, as always, giving someone the benefit of the doubt until proven otherwise.

She offered us seats and then coffee. After accepting the former and declining the latter, Shane flipped open his notebook. 

“When you called, you said you’d been at the county WIC office this week?”

“That’s right;” she said, “on Monday.”

“You had business there?” I asked her.

“Most certainly. My granddaughter Nicole – Nikki she insists on being called – is 19, going on 13; you know the type?” She continued before either of us could say a word. “She doesn’t have the common sense of an ant...flunking out of college and now pregnant to boot. Her parents have just simply thrown up their hands over her.”

“I’m sorry to say it, but my son, who’s on the road with his job more time than he’s at home, married a woman who’s not much better than her daughter. She’s not his, Nicole’s not, by the way, but he foots the bill for a lot of things the girl needs.” 

“So you took the girl to the WIC office, Mrs. Beatty?” Shane asked. 

“Yes. She’s got medical insurance through my son but her mother doesn’t cook a thing; won’t get off her lazy hind end to put a decent meal on the table over there. At least with a WIC card, I know Nicole’s going to get something decent to eat, even if I have to take her to the store myself to help her collect the stuff.”

“So, when you were at the WIC office on Monday, you recall seeing Katie Hershberger and her baby there?”

“Not the baby specifically, but the Katie girl and the other girl she was with. They were sitting in the same row of chairs we were. My granddaughter was being a thorn in my side, so impatient, so I was trying to deal with her more than pay attention to the others around us.”

“But you saw something that made you think you should call us?” I asked her.

She nodded and leaned forward a little from her seat on one end of the sofa. As she splayed her hands out in front of herself, she explained, “The young woman who was killed got called up to the window. They all got up and were preparing to go up there. I felt a little bit of a chill from where I sat as I watched them and I turned to see a man hold the door for another young woman who was leaving with a baby in a carrier. I remember thinking what a gentleman he was; so unlike the boys Nicole chooses to run around with. Anyway, after she passed through, he grabbed a magazine out of a rack near the door and took a seat in the row that was back to back with ours.”

“Was anyone with him?” Shane asked.

“No. That’s the odd thing. As I got to thinking about it all after I saw the news reports about the girl; no one came in before him and he chose one of the only empty seats there. He didn’t appear to be with anyone else in the waiting area and he didn’t go to the sign in window. Don’t you find that odd?” She looked at Shane and then at me for confirmation.

I clenched my teeth and nodded at her. It was odd and the hair pricked up on the back of my neck at the thought of it. 

Shane blew out a breath himself and then asked, “Did he speak to Katie or to anyone else?”

“No, not at first. Not until they left and then the girl came back in.”

I slid forward to the edge of my seat. “What happened then?”

“I saw the girl out of the corner of my eye. She stooped and pulled a thin blanket or something like one of those little receiving blankets out from under the chair where the baby carrier had been sitting. He got up from behind us and came around the end of the little row as she made to leave again and said something to her that I couldn’t quite make out myself. He had some sort of an accent.”

Shane scribbled on his pad but asked the next most obvious question in his mind, “Did she seem to know him?”

“No...well, possibly. I don’t know if she didn’t hear him of if she was just ignoring him at first. She started to go back toward the front door, the way she’d come back in and he called out to her. She turned and smiled at him...must have recognized his voice.”

“And then?” I asked.

“That’s all I know. Nicole was called to the window then and we got up and moved that way. I don’t know what happened after that.”

“You said the man had an accent. Can you describe it?”

“As I said, I didn’t hear much but I thought it might be some sort of Slavic accent.”

“Could it have been German?” I asked. She probably mistook the guys’ accent for a Slavic one when it was more likely the German lilt of someone who was Amish or ex-Amish, I thought. 

“No. It was a harder accent than you hear from a native German speaker; I do know that.”

“Please describe the man for us Mrs. Beatty,” Shane said, his pen poised over his pad.

“He was a fairly thin man, I’d say. He was dressed for winter with a heavy black ski style jacket on and dark slacks – not blue jeans like kids wear everywhere. As I recall, they were navy blue and he had on dark shoes. His hair was dark black too and I’d call his skin tone...what I could see which was mainly just his face and hands, as not quite olive but definitely darker than the average. Not tan...definitely not tan; natural.”

“Anything else; anything unusual you can recall?”

“No Detective, as I said, he was dressed for winter. He was tall though, I’ll give him that but, perhaps that was just my perception. That girl was just a little slip of a thing standing next to him.”

“I’d put Katie at about 5’1”,” I said. “How much taller was he?” 

“Oh, easily a foot or more taller than her.”

“6’3” – 6’4” or so?” Shane asked.

“At least. My husband, God rest his soul, was 6’2”. That man was definitely a few inches or more taller than he was.”

Shane made a note. “Any unusual facial features, any facial hair?”

“No beard or mustache, no. Maybe a half day’s stubble though it was morning. I would have thought he would have shaved but then, it’s cold out so who knows. Oh, and he had dark eyes – brown or maybe even black but, other than his height, nothing unusual.”

She’d given us a lot and, given the height of the man and her insistence that his accent wasn’t German, I was beginning to rule out Katie’s actual abductor being Amish or ex-Amish. This man might well be one who later kidnapped Jef too. 

“Mrs. Beatty, I do thank you,” I began, “for all of your help today.”

“You’re welcome dear. I certainly hope I’ve given you something to work with.”

“It’s a lot to ask, I know, but I wonder if you might do us another favor? Would you be willing to work with an FBI sketch artist?”

“A sketch artist?”

“Yes. The FBI is now involved since the kidnapping of Katie’s infant son. They have a sketch artist on standby who can work directly with you from your description and try and come up with a likeness of this guy.”

“I’ve told you everything I know but I’d be willing to try; anything to help.”

I told Shane to call ahead to the station and get it set up. 

Chapter 15 – A Fight

Hannah

Also Late Thursday Morning, February 19th.

Putnam Street, Zanesville, Ohio

“Why didn’t you go to work?” Jamie asked me, her tone hinting at her irritation with me.

“I called in and talked to Gianni. They have enough bread and rolls to get them through today at the restaurant and they don’t have any catering today so they can handle the bake for the store runs tomorrow.” 

“Are you going in tomorrow?”

“Yes, of course. They’ll need lots of bread and pastry for the weekend.”

Jamie smiled then. “I’m off today, you know. You planned this, didn’t you?”

“Um, no. Why?”

“Then why even call off?” She was back to the irritated tone again. 

“I just don’t feel up to going in, is all. I feel so bad about Katie and now Jef, and...”

Her face fell at my explanation and then she stuck her lip out in a pout.

“Why?” I asked her again after taking note of the look she was giving me. “Were you wanting to do something today or something?”

“We’re both off Hannah. We should go out and have a little fun or, I don’t know, let’s see, roll around in bed with both of those guys gone.” She waved a hand back over her shoulder toward our housemates’ room. 

I sighed. “I suppose we can go and do something but, it’s cold and, well...” 

“And you don’t feel like it. All you want to do is mope around, I know, I know. It’s all about Katie and that baby with you!”

“That isn’t fair Jamie! Katie’s dead.”

She took a deep breath and tilted her head to the ceiling as she let it out slowly. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just, I feel like there hasn’t been any time for us to just go and have fun in a couple of months now and...”

“You mean ever since Katie moved in, just admit it. You never liked her or wanted her around.”

“That’s not true! I just...I just...look, I felt bad for her, I really did but she wasn’t actually our responsibility to begin with Hannah; can’t you see that?”

“And just what was she supposed to do? Did you want her living out on the street somewhere? God help us all that you were a little inconvenienced.” I normally didn’t get very angry but I just couldn’t believe what I was hearing. She must have realized I was about to seriously lose my temper with her because she suddenly backed off, literally taking a couple of steps back away from me.

Speaking much more softly, she pleaded, “I’m going to go in and get a shower and get dressed. After that, why don’t we go and grab lunch somewhere and then maybe just hang out and forget all of this for a little while; at least until you need to go to class?”

That’s when I dropped a bomb on our relationship. “I’m not going to class today either. In fact, I decided I’m dropping out, at least, for now. Maybe I’ll go back next semester. Maybe not.”

“What?” She was shouting again and spewed out a whole bunch of indignant crap at me but I tuned it out. I just didn’t want to listen. I grabbed my coat off its hook on the back of the door, picked up my car keys and announced I was going out. I left her standing there in her pajama’s.
Chapter 16 – A Find

Dana

Early Thursday Afternoon, February 19th

Morelville Ohio

I knew I should have been out spying on Roman Bakula some more but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I couldn’t concentrate on the case when all could do was worry about that poor little baby.

Making myself useful, I headed upstairs to do a little cleaning. Boo trailed right behind me. Mama always said, “Dusting is good therapy.”  I wasn’t so sure about that but, we didn’t use the second floor much since it was just the two of us and, as I had noticed several nights before when we were getting Katie and Jef settled, nothing had seen a dust rag in a while.

After wiping down a stand Mama had found for the hallway when she went on her little decorating spree while we were off on our honeymoon, I pushed open the door to the room she’d set up as a guest room for us and stopped short. In all of the craziness of the past several days, I hadn’t thought about the fact that Katie stayed in there a couple of nights. We’d grabbed most of the stuff she’d brought for Jef when she disappeared but she still had some clothing and a few personal items of her own spread around.

I walked over to the bed and looked down at a plastic grocery bag that, from what I could see, held socks and hair ties, among other things. Sinking down on the bed beside the bag, my emotions overwhelmed me and I started to cry. 

Boo moved to my feet and stared up at me intently. I reached down and stroked her cute little head. She tried to lick my hand. I gave her a little half smile then wiped at my tears with the back of my hand.

After taking a deep breath to try and gather my wits around me again, I decided it would be best to gather the stuff up and talk to Mel about what to do with it. It wasn’t much and it had little value but her family might want it or, I thought, Hannah might.

I nudged Boo back a little and stood. Katie had made the bed up when she’d gotten up Monday morning but I figured it would be best to strip it down and wash the sheets. Eventually, maybe, I thought, we’d use the room again. 

When I got around to the other side of the bed, I realized there was a little backpack sitting on the floor; the kind like Beth and Cole carry to school. Hefting it, it felt pretty light. It was closed but the investigator in me came right out. I unzipped it and peered inside. 

There was a small bible bound in soft, pliable leather in it and not much else. I pulled the book out and leafed through it. Though it had obviously been read, there were no markings in it other than Katie’s name, inscribed in ink, inside the front cover. 

I placed the Bible on the bed and then reached around in the bottom of the main pocket of the bag. My fingers passed across what felt like a business card. Grasping it gently, I pulled it out and just barely got a glance at it when I heard a car crunched into the driveway down below.

Boo started hopping about in circles as if she knew exactly who was there and then ran for the bedroom door. I went and checked out the window first. Hannah was getting out of her car.

As I tucked the card in my pocket, I headed for the stairs.

###

“Why would you drop out of school? I thought you loved it...”

Hannah took a small sip of her hot chocolate, winced at the heat of it and replaced the cup on the table. She shook her head then and began, “I just don’t think I can do it right now. There’s so much...so much going on in my head. I called them before I came over here. I can go back when I get my head all straightened out, they said.”

I nodded because I felt her pain but I didn’t interrupt. 

“Katie and I got pretty close while she was staying with us. It was like having a sister but one that didn’t Judge me for...well, you know, liking girls. She just listened and I tried hard to listen to her too. She loved being in the Order Dana, she did.” She looked at me for a response. I just nodded.

“She didn’t want to leave. She felt like she didn’t have any choice, you know?”

“I know.” After speaking with Mel, I knew more than Hannah did but that information wouldn’t change anything so I let it be. 

There was more to this than just Katie and Jef though, I sensed that. “Anything else you want to talk about?” I asked her.

She blew across her cup and took another small sip and then, finding the liquid cooler, a little bigger one. 

“I’m just going to come out with it; is everything all right at home; all right with you and Jamie?”

Her head dropped.

“Do you want to talk about it sweetie? It might help.”

She took a deep breath and looked up at me. I stirred the spoon around in my own cocoa but I didn’t drink, just waited. 

“I think we’re probably going to break up,” she said. “Jamie’s mad about me wanting to leave school...I left the house and called them. She doesn’t even know I actually did it.”

“Oh, Hannah...”

“I know, but I just can’t do it right now; I can’t concentrate on it and she doesn’t understand that. It’s almost like she’s happy that Katie’s gone...almost.”

“I’m so sorry that you feel that way. Have you tried talking with Jamie about it?”

She shook her head. “We just end up arguing.”

“So what will you do? I mean, are you going to try and stick it out, are you going to leave there? Where would you go?”

She curled her hands around her still warm cup and gave me a half shrug. “I guess I’ll have to start looking for a little place. I love my job with Adornetto’s and they want to give me more hours.”

“You’re really happy there?”

Now she nodded. “I’m still apprenticing but I can do all of the pastry work for the restaurant plus, I occasionally work the line. I do love it and they pay me well enough. I really feel like I know enough that I don’t actually need to finish culinary school just to open my own bakery someday or to keep working there and bake cakes and stuff on the side. I’m getting all the pastry training I need for that, right where I am.”

“You don’t want to be a full-fledged chef someday?”

She shrugged again. “It isn’t necessary.” She drained her coca, got up and went to the sink to rinse her mug. 

“Besides, I want to help to find Katie’s baby. I’m serious Dana. I want to raise it.”

“Sweetie, you’re so young. You have your whole life planned out...”

“He’s part of the plan and he wouldn’t be the first baby I practically raised.”

There was no doubt in my mind that she couldn’t juggle a job and child rearing...probably better than most, but there was so much else to consider. 

I didn’t want to discourage her but, I explained as gently as I could, “The longer time goes on, the less likely it is that Jef will be found and, even if by some miracle he is, it’s in the state’s hands now that Katie is gone over who has any say in the child’s life. Ultimately, the courts will decide.”

“I know that. I believe that Jef will be found and I believe I can make a good case to be his mother.”

Her faith was unshakable; I had to give her that. I stood and delivered my own cup to the sink where she took it from me and rinsed it. I leaned back against the counter and jammed my hands in my jeans pockets.

When I did that, I found the business card I’d stuffed in one earlier. After looking at it myself and seeing only a small flower logo and a phone number on it, I showed it to Hannah.

“When you got here, I was straightening up, upstairs. I found this with Katie’s things. It’s an odd business card.” I handed it to her and pointed at it. “There’s no name or anything; just a phone number. Do you recognize it or know where she might have got it?”

“No,” she said simply as she handed it back to me and then reminded me that Katie didn’t even have her own phone.

“I’m going to call it then and see what it’s all about.”

Hannah followed as I moved into the next room and picked up the house phone. I dialed the number and while it rang, I asked her, “6-1-4 is a Columbus area code, right?”

She just nodded.

After the fourth ring an automated answering service picked up and played a vague message asking only for the caller to leave a name and number. I hung up.

“Come with me out to my shack,” I said to Hannah. “Boo needs to pee and while we’re out with her we can do some checking on this number.”

Chapter 17 - Victorian

The number turned out to be unlisted but, using resources available to me via my association with Young International, I was able to pinpoint it to an address pretty easily. We pulled it up on Google Maps. It turned out to be associated with an old Victorian home in an area of Columbus known as the Italian Village. I’d never been there but it looked like a nice area. 

After a few more clicks, I was able to find out from the Franklin County auditor’s site that the building was zoned commercial and held in a private trust managed by a large bank. 

“Might be an apartment building or something,” I said to Hannah. I flipped back to the satellite image and then checked the street view image. There was nothing unusual or anything that stood out about the place at all. 

I sighed. “Looks like a dead end, my friend.”

Boo scratched at the door and Hannah let her into my little hut, as I liked to call it. Mel had a gas heater rigged up professionally for me which I kept on low all the time so my computer equipment didn’t freeze. We cranked it up a bit when we entered so we were plenty warm now. Boo took her usual spot right in front of the unit.

“So now what? What’s Mel working on; do you know?”

“You know she can’t talk a lot about police business. I know though that she’s working on trying to find Katie’s killer.”

“But what about Jef?”

“That’s in the hands of the FBI now. Of course, she’ll work any lead she finds there but finding kidnapped kids is what the FBI does.”

I swiveled in my chair, looked up and studied her face for a moment. She held my eye. “Look,” I finally told her, “there’s not a lot we can do. I had hoped this card would provide some sort of a lead but it doesn’t appear to be anything important. Meanwhile, you my friend, have some things you need to get sorted out and you really should have a heart to heart talk with Jamie.”

“I know...I know, but I don’t even know where to begin.” She gave me a pleading look. 

“Honey, how do you really feel about Jamie?”

Hannah let out a heavy breath and sank down along the wall to assume a sitting position. Boo, noticing that, crawled right into her lap. She stroked her fur absently as she tried to frame her thoughts.

“I love her...or I did...I don’t know. I guess I’m just not really sure about anything long term for us. I mean, we’re from – as you’ve said yourself – different worlds. Jamie’s older than me but sometimes she acts younger, you know what I mean?”

I just nodded.

“She likes to go out and dance and party and have a good time and I only like those things a little. I’m not even old enough to go to some of the places they want to go and that annoys her. Anyway, it’s fun sometimes but sometimes I don’t even care what she does or her and her friends do. I’d rather do stuff at home or with Katie...” She stopped then.

“You’re still rooted in a lot of the ways of the Amish, where home and family came first.”

“I suppose so.”

“I know so; and there’s nothing wrong with that. Eventually, you’ll find someone else who feels the same or find someone you can agree on some middle ground with.”

###

After Hannah left, I turned back to the computer. Picking up the business card again, I tapped it against the desk as I worked on possibilities in my head. I ran through a few other look ups and learned, after about 15 minutes of digging deeper, that the trust the building was held in belonged to a foreign company, Grigori Resources.

I decided I’d go and stalk Roman Bakula for one more day on Friday and, while he was at work, I’d swing into Columbus and have a look at the house. I figured, what could it hurt? 

I jotted the actual address down on the card, tucked it in my pocket and then buckled down to do some more computer searching on the IT guru I was actually supposed to be investigating.

An hour and a half later, I rubbed my eyes, swiveled away from the desk and stood. Boo looked at me, half stood up and then did her usual doggy stretch before coming to sit at my feet and wait for whatever was next.

“He’s either squeaky clean, baby girl,” I told her, “or he’s so good at covering his digital footprints there’s nothing left out there to find.”

She just did her usual head tilt and looked at me expectantly.

Chapter 18 - Sketch

Mel

Thursday Afternoon, February 19th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

Annemarie Beatty was a good sport. She spent more than two hours sitting in my conference room working with the FBI’s sketch artist. What he came up with was a composite that she claimed looked as much like the guy that approached Katie Hershberger at the WIC office as she could possibly remember.

I had my assistant Holly send the sketch out to all of the services and to the news stations and papers. As I suspected would probably happen, within a couple of hours his picture was being shown everywhere online and on television and Shane’s phone started ringing off the hook. Everyone in the viewing area seemed to think they knew the guy. Within two hours of the first call, we had more than 30 leads to follow. 

With a lead on a potential suspect, the FBI stepped in to assist with the murder investigation as well. It was getting harder for anyone to deny that the two crimes weren’t directly related.

I gave Hannah a call and asked her to come by the station to look at the sketch to see if she could remember the guy being there that day. To my surprise, she told me she’d just left Morelville and she’d be happy to stop...anything to help, she said.

“I remember a man sitting behind us but I really didn’t pay a lot of attention to him.”

Hannah looked over the sketch again. “I think this looks like him. From what I remember, it’s pretty close.”

“You’re sure?” I asked her.

“Pretty sure.”

The artist had sketched him in black and white and mostly from the neck up. I needed a better affirmation than ‘pretty sure’ so I went at her again. “Can you remember anything about what he was wearing?”

“Dark colors...all black, I think or, at least his coat was and maybe his pants were. They might have been dark blue, now that I think about it.”

Now we were getting somewhere. “You live so close to that office. Have you ever seen him around anywhere before, near your place, anywhere you shop, eat or hang out in the area?”

“No, I don’t think so. I remember seeing him kind of from that day but not before that.”

###

There was a large scale effort by law enforcement in Ohio and in the neighboring states to find the man that Beatty and Hannah both seemed to recall and hopefully to find Katie’s son. I wasn’t any more in charge of the manhunt once the FBI stepped in than I was of the kidnapping case but the Bureau was using some of my building space to coordinate some of their effort from and since it was Shane’s phone everyone was calling their tips into, they kept me in the loop.

I wasn’t born yesterday. I knew the FBI was the most focused on finding the child. Their task force chief confided that they that they’d been working some other disappearances and stolen babies that they felt had a similar MO in a several county area. 

I believed the man we were all looking for was not only a kidnapper but a murderer and I wanted to find him personally and make sure he was charged with Katie’s murder too. 

I pulled Mason into my office, shut the door and her and I and Holly put our heads together to brainstorm ideas on ways to track him down. Me going it alone and trying to figure it out myself wasn’t an option. We didn’t come up with much between us though. I had to satisfy myself with knowing that now that the guys’ picture was out there on the airwaves, someone in the know might turn him in. I prayed that he was on the move out where he could be caught and that he didn’t just hunker down and wait for it to all blow over.

Down in my gut, I worried most of all that Jef was probably already in the hands of a parent or parents who paid a lot of money to adopt him and, as sad as that made me, I knew I needed to find justice for Katie too.

###

8:40 PM, Thursday, February 19th

Morelville, Ohio

The station didn’t close until 9:00 and Kris was working so I stopped by there on my way home.

“Looks like you’ve had a long day,” she greeted me.

“You don’t know the half of it. Seems quiet in here though.” 

“It’s been slow. What’s up? You didn’t stop here to talk about my day or the weather.”

“No, actually I want you to take a look at something.” I pulled out a copy of the sketch and showed it to her. “Does this look like either of the guys that...”

“That kidnapped that poor baby? A couple of my earlier customers were talking about this. I tried to pull it up from the news channel site on my phone but the reception here is so lousy, it wouldn’t load.”

She studied the picture for several long seconds then shook her head. “It really could be Mel but I can’t swear to it. It was so dark. I didn’t get the best look at them before they knocked me out and I didn’t see their hair at all. I told you, they were both wearing hats...toboggans, as a matter of fact.”

Dana stared at the TV screen intently as she watched the 10:00 newscast from our bed while I watched her wondering what she was thinking. I didn’t have to wait long to find out. 

Rolling on her side to face me, she said, “You’re not going to believe it when I tell you this.”

“Tell me what?”

“That guy I’ve been working up a background on?”

“Yeah; what about him?”

She looked back at the screen again but shook her head as if to clear it as the news broadcast moved into the next story. “I can’t help but think that there’s a striking similarity between the guy I’m doing a background check on for Young, Roman Bakula, and this guy you’re looking for. I don’t know that it’s the same guy but, wow, the resemblance is striking.”

We got out of bed and moved into my den. I booted up my laptop then waited while she got into her email and pulled up details Rosita had sent her about her assignment.

She had a copy of his driver’s license. The photo didn’t render perfectly over email but, seeing it, I had to agree that he looked similar; not the same, but close enough that he could have been related.

“I admit, his features are a bit different and so is his hair and skin tone, if this drawing is accurate,” Dana said. 

Joking with her in my first real release of tension all day, I said, “Every case you pick up from here on out isn’t going to be related to my cases, you know?”

Chapter 19 - Conniving

Dana

Friday morning February 20th


I was out the door and headed to Whitehall as soon as Mel left for work herself. Feeling guilty about leaving Boo alone all day, I took her and her favorite toy and blankie with me. I didn’t figure on having to do much out of the car .


Traffic was heavy for so early in the morning. I got to Whitehall in just enough time to see Roman Bakula leaving his townhouse for work. “Right on schedule,” I told Boo.

I followed him and waited in a store parking lot as he stopped to get gas at the station next door. Instead of paying at the pump, he went into the station. A few minutes later, he came back out with coffee, got back in his car and continued on to work.

We sat in the parking lot at Jov-Tech for about an hour after he went into the building. Other workers poured in, none of them paying us any mind. Hardly anyone came out. The work day had officially started. 

I drove out of the office park and found a Wendy’s that served breakfast. After letting Boo relieve herself out behind their building, we got back in the car, got into the drive-thru lane and grabbed breakfast. Boo got excited when we pulled up to the window. She’d never been through a drive-thru before but somehow I think she knew people food was coming. 

We ate slowly...well, I did. I knew it was going to be a long day of waiting but I had another mission planned to occupy some of our time.

After we finished and disposed of our mess, I pulled up Google maps on my phone and let the beautiful mechanical lady voice guide us to the Italian Village just north of downtown Columbus. 

Finding the Victorian wasn’t hard. It was well cared for but it stood out a little in a neighborhood of mostly brick homes and former homes that now housed businesses like professional law offices. 

We drove right past the Victorian. There was no signage out in front of it to indicate that it was any sort of business and no overt indication that the two and a half story structure with a basement as well was any sort of apartment building as I had originally suspected. 

There were only two outside entrances visible; one off of a traditional front porch and another at the right side as I looked at it, off the driveway. There were no outside stairs leading up to the second floor or the half story attic floor above the second like would have been necessary for apartments. 

As we slid by I noted a single car, a white sedan, parked at the back part of the driveway in front of a single car, detached garage. 

To my surprise, since I hadn’t studied the map of the area very closely, at the end of the street was a little community park. I parked there, got out and beckoned to Boo. She was sated from sharing my breakfast and stretched out on her favorite blanket on the front seat so she was in no hurry to get up and go out into the cold again.

It took a little coaxing and the promise of a chewy treat but I finally got her out and her leash attached. We walked through the park and then up the street, past the Victorian. 

It was just after 9:00 AM by the time we were passing in front of it and warming up a little but I didn’t see any activity at all in the house. Sure, there was a car in the driveway but, if anyone was home, they didn’t seem to be up and about.

Dejected, I took Boo around the block and back to the car. As I worked to get her settled back on her blanket with the promised chewy, I got an idea. First, I made sure she was wrapped a little and would be warm enough and then I took up her leash, exited the car with only it and locked her inside.

I worked my way back up the street to the house holding only the leash. As I neared the home, I started calling for Boo and swiveling my head like I was actually looking for her. 

When I reached the home, I stood on the front sidewalk for a minute calling out, “Boo! Boo, come!” I scooted back and forth and even edged up the driveway as I acted like I was looking for my runaway dog.

No one came out of the house. Realizing that the only way I was going to find anything out about the place at all was to be a lot nosier, I went and rang the bell.

An immaculately dressed woman in a burgundy skirt suit with knee high white boots on and a white turtleneck sweater answered my ring with one word, “Yes?”

“I’m so sorry to bother you. I live just up the road and I was walking my dog. She saw a cat and she slipped her collar and took off. She darted into your back yard.”

“There are no cats here,” she responded with just the hint of an Eastern Bloc accent.

“I don’t know where it came from,” I told her as I snuck a peak over her shoulder as she leaned slightly out the storm door toward me. 

The front entry opened into a rather large foyer type area that seemed to be set up as a waiting room. There was even a desk I could see just behind her that was neat and tidy but unoccupied. 

“I just know she chased it that way.” I motioned as if to point behind the house. “Can I please go and look for her back there before she gets too far?”

“Suit yourself,” she said and then tugged the screen door closed with a click. I heard the main door close with the firmer sound of a thud as I made my way off the porch and down the driveway side of the home that I now knew was really the office space for some kind of a business or professional practice.

I pretended to go looking for Boo around behind the structure. While I was walking back there, I called out for my dog but I paid as much attention as I could to the windows and other entrances into the place. The windows on the right side had heavy drapes and, toward the back, the last window on that side had internal shutters on the lower half. There wasn’t much I could see.

At the very back, to the left was a screen door atop a set of three stone steps that came down from the house to a tiny, empty patio. That set of doors was all closed up but I imagined it led into a kitchen or mud room. Set off from that, almost perfectly centered at the back of the house was the covered stairway entrance to an old root cellar; the kind with two double doors that opened up and out. One door was just slightly offset from the other. It appeared that the last time they’d been closed the wrong door had been pulled in first, leaving them slightly ajar.

Realizing I was staring that way, I turned to face out into the yard and called out, “Boo,” rather loudly while I contemplated whether I should try to gain entry that way. Now, after turning my attention away from the structure, I noticed that there was a board fence that started at the opposite corner of the back of the house, turned quickly at the property line to run along the side of the back yard and then turned inward again to run along the back where it ended at the back left corner of the garage. There was a gate at the very back near the garage that I presumed led to an alley. 

The fence appeared to be more for privacy than containment since it didn’t encircle the yard but I could see no evidence that anyone ever spent time out there other than to do a little maintenance. It was still winter but it was obvious the few trees and shrubs around were tended to and the grass had been mowed to a reasonable length sometime in the late fall, before the snow started to fly.

I began to move in the direction of the gate and called Boo again when a sound behind me caused me to turn and look back. The woman who’d answered the front door was now wearing a long overcoat and she was coming through the back screen door.  

I made a show of getting down on my hands and knees and looking under a slight dip under the board fence. “Boo seems to have gotten under here,” I called back over my shoulder. Is it all right if I go through this gate?”

She waved a hand at me dismissively. I trundled through the gate, into the ally and went right instead of left toward the park, calling for Boo as I went.

Chapter 20 – Nabbed

Mel

Friday afternoon, February 20th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

I was waiting patiently at the booking desk while my deputies Treadway and Gates brought in a man I’d had run-ins with before, Galeb Radenovic, and a woman they said was with him at the time they grabbed him. Radenovic, I recalled when I heard he’d been arrested, was a reasonable match for the sketch rendering of the man Annemarie Beatty claimed she saw at the WIC office and he had the Slavic accent she’d said the suspect had to boot. He was a known violent offender to me and, when I pulled up his record, I found out he was currently wanted on a warrant by the Columbus PD. 

“Leopards don’t change their spots,” I told the desk sergeant as I watched Treadway propel Radenovic through the doorway into booking from the sallyport area beyond. The man was cuffed and in shackles and still fighting Joe the whole way. 

Gates followed with a thin, spaced out looking woman in cuffs walking meekly along. She barely blinked as Radenovic upped his antics when he saw me. 

“Just settle your ass down,” I bellowed at him or you’ll be maced and left to burn in holding until you can act human.”

He tried to spit on me. 

“Get me a hood,” I commanded the intake deputy. 

“Right here Sheriff.”

Gates took a cuff off the female and reattached it to a chair then reached for Radenovic’s arm opposite the one Treadway already had a hold of. Between them, they jerked the man to his knees on the floor. I stepped forward and looped the spit hood over his head.

“Take him straight to interview, for now.” I told Joe.

To my deputy Lomas Gates, I asked, “Who’s this one?” as I pointed at the female.

“Name’s Sasha Nist, according to her State ID. She was with Radenovic when Treadway stopped him. Shook her down, boss. No warrants but she’s got enough of what’s probably meth on her that we can book her for intent to distribute.”

“Probably not.” I looked at the woman closely. “She’s a user. He’s probably her supplier and keeping her high so she’ll do his bidding like all of the others before her.” The woman looked at me unblinking as I talked. I don’t know that she understood a word I said.

“Get her booked,” I said to the intake deputy, “but keep her close. If he starts offering up excuses and alibi’s, we may need her. Get her some food too. She’s gonna’ need it.”

Radenovic had come to the U.S. on a work visa from Yugoslavia. He married an American to get a green card and then divorced the woman a year after he got it. He moved back and forth between Columbus and Zanesville a lot. He had a history of known violence against women that led to a couple of my tangles with him. He also had ties to the Russian mob and had been known to deal drugs, thus my other run-ins with him. 

In questioning he refused to say much at all other than to claim he was with Sasha the day Katie disappeared through the next night when the baby was kidnapped on until Joe nailed him after pulling him over for speeding. With that information playing in my head, I pulled the junkie up from holding to question her too. 

“Is the address on your ID correct, Ms. Nist?”

“What address you got?”

I read off the Columbus address to her from the printout copy the desk made of her state issued ID card.

“Naw. Ain’t lived there in a while.”

“Where do you live now? With Galeb?”

She rolled her eyes but didn’t answer.

“Do you stay somewhere?”

“Sometimes with a friend, mostly on the street.”

She was homeless. “Do you deal for Galeb?”

She shook her head no. 

“He your dealer?”

She didn’t answer.

“Look, I really need you to cooperate. There are some things at stake here, some people’s lives.”

Her eyes widened at that but all she said was, “I don’t know anything.”

“You don’t even know what I’m going to ask you about yet.”

She licked at her dry, cracked lips and then dropped her head even lower. I couldn’t see her eyes at all.

“Look at me,” I commanded.

Slowly, she raised her head about half way.

“You’ve got to tell me the truth, okay? It’s important.” 

That earned me a half nod. 

“How long have you been with Radenovic?”

“Seeing him?” She looked confused. “We don’t date, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

“You been hanging out with him for a couple of days, a week, how long?” I tried to sound a little casual about it.

“I don’t hang out with him. He tracks me down when he wants a blow job or a piece of ass and he supplies me with enough drugs to keep me high for a couple days. It’s the only way I can stand to sleep with him with his little ass dick.”

I winced but now that she was talking, I wasn’t about to stop her.

“Thinks he’s hot shit, trying to shove himself down my throat. He’s got maybe five inches when he’s hard but he struts around like a damn proud peacock...” She laughed at her own analogy.

“Is he abusive?” I knew the answer to that but I wanted to hear it from her.

“Hell yeah! He’s got, what do you call it? Little dick complex; makes him mean.”

That was the first time I’d ever heard a woman give voice to a possible explanation for his violence. I wasn’t buying it completely but I figured it probably did have some bearing on his criminal history.

“Back to my previous question; how long have you been with Galeb this week?”

“What’s today?”

“Friday.”

“Picked me up Wednesday night...late Wednesday night...Thursday...yesterday morning. Probably early, early yesterday morning.”

“Where’d he pick you up from?”

“Oh, I was hangin’, you know.”

“In Zanesville?”

“No. In Columbus...with friends.” She dropped her head and spoke more softly but I caught the words. “It was so cold.”

She’d been outside among the homeless and he came along and offered her relative warmth and drugs in exchange for sex, I thought. “Were you with him at all earlier in the week?”

She shook her head no.

“Think hard. Over the weekend? Maybe Monday or Tuesday?”

“I told you; no.”

“She doesn’t corroborate his alibi,” I told Shane who still had Radenovic sitting in the other interview room unaware we’d brought Sasha up and questioned her. “Get a hold of Annemarie Beatty and see if she’ll come in.” 

He smiled sheepishly. “I’m a little ahead of you boss. I sent Joe back out for her. She’s waiting upstairs with Holly.”

“Well then, let’s get her down here.” They were learning, my detectives. They were learning.

Annemarie peered through the one way glass at Galeb Radenovic. “He looks similar but I don’t think it’s him.”

“You’re sure?” I asked her.

She nodded. He’s got the right build but, even sitting down, I can tell he’s too short. The guy at the WIC office was much taller than the girl. This guy would be, I don’t know; three maybe four inches taller?”

“I can have him stand,” I offered.

She waited while I interrupted Shane and we hauled the man to his feet. He seemed to know what was going on and he didn’t want to cooperate. He clammed up again after that making me hope Mrs. Beatty had heard enough of him speaking.

“How tall are you Sheriff,” she asked me when I re-entered the observation room.

“Five-six.”

“And he was only just as tall as you. You said Katie was five-foot-one. I told you the man at the WIC place was at least a foot taller than her. That’s not him. He looks close but he’s not tall enough and he doesn’t sound quite right.”

Chapter 21 – Snooping

Dana

Friday Afternoon, February 20th

Once I got back to the car, I started it and sat there for a few minutes to let the heater do its job then I drove from the park to a spot on the street where I could watch the front of the house for a bit. Boo was content to continue to lie on the passenger seat as she finished off the chewy bone I’d given her.

After about a half hour, I watched as a couple that appeared to be in their early to mid-thirty’s went up on the porch, rang the bell and were admitted inside. I kicked myself mentally for forgetting to grab my binoculars out of the trunk in the rush to get Boo settled and get going when we left that morning. I could tell it was a white man and a white woman but nothing much more and I couldn’t make out the numbers on the license plate of their car where they’d parked it, from my current vantage point.

We sat for better than an hour waiting for something, anything else to happen. Just as I was contemplating rolling down the street and getting a look at their plate number before I headed back to Jov-tech, the couple emerged.

The woman was carrying what appeared to be an infant wrapped in a pink blanket with large white polka-dots so big I could make them out even from where I sat.

Finally realizing what I’d been looking at and snooping around, I smacked my own forehead and called myself a dummy out loud. Boo shot me a look and then stretched herself upside down on the opposite seat.

“It’s probably a private adoption agency,” I said to her as I scratched her exposed belly. While I watched the woman work to get the infant into the back seat, presumably in a car seat, I thought about all that I knew. The card with nothing but a phone number, the vague answering message, no signage outside, not letting a stranger inside and keeping close tabs on me while I was on the grounds; their secretiveness and their vigilance was all explained now. Someone from there had given Katie the card at some point. She had been considering giving Jef up for adoption. It all made perfect sense. 

Satisfied with what I now was reasonably sure was going on, I left the Italian village, grabbed a sandwich for lunch and drove back to Jov-tech.

Roman Bakula left work just after 4:30 PM and drove straight home. He pulled his car into his garage as before and entered his townhouse from there as the garage door closed behind him.

Around 5:10, Boo was getting very restless and I was contemplating leaving when a man rounded the corner of Bakula’s little group of townhomes from the opposite end of my position, passed by the first one, walked up to his front door and knocked.

I cursed myself again over leaving my binoculars in the trunk. “I should have grabbed those damn things when we stopped for food and for you to pee,” I told her. She ignored me and continued to hop around.

I couldn’t get a very good look at the man now on Bakula’s doorstep without my optics. To stay somewhat concealed, I’d had to park a bit further away than I would have liked. Against the cold, the man was wearing a long, heavy overcoat and a hat with a brim that shaded his eyes...not that I could see them at my current distance anyway. 

Bakula answered the door. The new guy pulled something out from inside of his coat and handed it to him. They chatted for maybe 30 seconds and then Roman closed the door and the other man turned to leave.

He headed back in the opposite direction of where I was, crossed the road, and got into a car parked well up from me and then drove away. Finding that really odd, given that he’d come from around behind Bakula’s building to start with; I decided he was worth a follow to see what sort of intel I could gather on him.

Chapter 22 – Co-inky-dink

The mystery man drove north on Yearling Road and took a left at 5th Avenue. In the evening rush hour traffic, 5th was a long slog even though we were going toward downtown Columbus instead of away from it. All hope was dashed for me when he kept in the left lane and just kept going.

“Boo, we’re not going to make it home in time for any kind of a reasonable supper time,” I told my short haired, Boston terrier companion.

A little sense of relief flooded my system when we got on I-670 and blew through downtown Columbus rather than continuing to traverse city streets. By the time we reached it, most traffic had left the immediate downtown area and was gone to face the trek out to the suburbs. That relief turned to a dumbfounded sense of shock when the guy exited 670 onto North 4th Street and then a few blocks later, made a left on East 1st Street and entered the Italian Village.

“What are the odds?” I asked out loud as I pounded the steering wheel. “Of all the neighborhoods you could be going to in the whole metro area...”

I almost caused an accident when he turned his maroon Ford right onto Hamlett Street, the same street where the place I suspected was an adoption agency was. Speeding past Hamlett, I took the next legal right I could take almost two blocks away and went as fast as I dared in the residential neighborhood up to 2nd Avenue where I hung another right and scooted back toward Hamlett myself. 

When I got to the old fashioned, cobbled brick street, I looked right and left but I didn’t see the Ford. He was gone. Dejected, I turned north to go up the street past the agency and toward the little park. I figured I’d let Boo out at the park to relieve herself one last time and then we’d head home. 

As I passed by the Victorian house, I couldn’t help but look that way. Parked halfway back in the driveway near the side entry door was the maroon Ford. The driver wasn’t in it. It was all I could do, not to do a double take. 

I did drive to the park but I nearly forgot all about Boo as I sat and shuddered and tried to calm myself. “It’s just a crazy coincidence, a crazy coincidence.” I said to myself. 

Finally, as I rocked myself back and forth in my seat, she yapped at me, breaking through my swirling thoughts. I hooked her to her leash and we got out of the car but, while she did her business, I continued to run all the possible scenarios through my mind. Only one made any sense. I realized the little scene I’d witnessed a half hour between this guy and my background check assignment guy may have been a payoff for something. 

“Maybe he’s not as squeaky clean as I thought,” I whispered to myself. 

I didn’t know what to do. One part of my brain was telling me I was making wild assumptions with absolutely nothing to go on but the other side of my brain, the one that represented the curious investigator in me was dying to know more. Was it all just a coincidence or had I inadvertently stumbled into the unthinkable, I asked myself.

The investigator won out. I bundled Boo back into the car, gave her a little drink from a water bottle I’d bought in between stops earlier and then I locked up and hoofed it up the back alley that ran behind the houses on the Victorian’s side of the street.

There was a bit of a gap between the gate and the fence post it latched too. In the waning light, I peered through it. There wasn’t any movement at the back of the house or even any lights on. I could still see the car that had been there in the morning parked up close to the garage and the maroon Ford parked about midway up the drive, next to the house. I figured at least the woman who’d answered the door and the mystery man were inside, at a minimum. 

I checked over my shoulder. There wasn’t a house across the alley directly behind me. No one seemed to be around at all. 

I pulled gently on the gate. It was unlatched, just as I’d left it. Ducking, I crept low along the fence across the back yard and then up along it toward the back side of the house, opposite of the driveway side. My left leg, injured months before when I took a bullet in it in the line of duty and already aching from the cold, screamed with pain from the odd crouching walk but I pressed on. 

Working my way along the back of the house, I made it to the little patio, mounted the steps and peered through the screen door. The heavier door beyond had a window that began at waist height and continued upward. It was curtained like the other windows but with a much more sheer fabric. 

The kitchen was the only room in my view and it was dark. I listened intently but I could hear nothing.

I stepped down, backed up to the building again and contemplated entering the root cellar. I was already trespassing; might as well add breaking and entering to my list of crimes. If these people had Jef and I could prove it, any charges I got slapped with would be worth it to me.  

“I’m making a real habit out of eavesdropping these days,” I whispered to myself as I eased the door on the right that overlapped the left one open. 

A set of sandstone steps, weathered with age but still largely intact led down to the basement. I stepped down carefully as I hung onto the edge of the door. I knew it would be dark when I closed it but I didn’t want to risk leaving it open and having someone see it so I eased it down. The old hinges creaked even more than they had when I opened it. I held my breath and waited several beats to see if anyone moved about above.

I descended carefully them pulled out my cell phone and used only the main screen for light. I was standing on a packed hard dirt floor. Over the years, it had never been upgraded. There was a tiny bit of light coming in through a single dusty window to either side of the room I was in. There was a dividing wall out in front of me with a doorway set in it more to the left. 

There wasn’t anything but dust and grime in the area I was in and I couldn’t hear the occupants of the house. Assuming I was under the kitchen, I went toward the opening and stepped into what had to be the main part of the basement.

There was one set of rickety wooden stairs that led from the right that I assumed went up to the main floor. I moved around stuff that was stored in the room to those and tested my weight on the bottom step. It held me but creaked a bit. Taking note of the rest of the staircase, I realized there was no way I could climb up them to tray and listen in at the top without being heard and discovered. They were mostly unsupported and would moan and groan as I moved.

While I was trying to pick my way in the darkness carefully and form a new plan, I heard muffled voices coming from a few feet over my head. Backing up a little, I stood back and shined my phone screen indirectly on the spot where I thought the sound had come from. There was a heating vent there and the sound of people speaking came from it again but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. 

Stuff was all around me. I found a couple of curiously heavy cardboard boxes and stacked them under the vent then climbed them to get an ear as close to it as I could. 

A slightly accented male voice was saying, “It’s been difficult to get the paperwork done for the male child. There’s a couple waiting but we can’t seem to get a birth certificate that will pass.”

Another male voice, also slightly accented, responded, “Once Roman is at Riverside, that little problem will be a thing of the past.”

Realization dawned for me quickly; these people have Jef! In my mixture of horror and excitement, I jerked back away from vent and lost my balance.

I fell off the boxes and bit my tongue to keep from crying out as I hit the cold, hard dirt of the floor. Tears flooded my eyes from the physical pain shooting through my mouth and continued as I thought about the possibility that I might be within a few yards of Jef. 

I pulled my cell out again and powered the screen on. That’s when I realized the boxes I’d been standing on were actually banker’s file boxes full of paperwork. I lifted the lid of one and pulled out a thick file. Nothing was legible in the dim light of my phone so I pulled out several pages, folded them in half and stuffed them into the inner pocket of my ski jacket. 

Chapter 23 – Bereaved?

Mel

5:50 PM, Friday, February 20th

Morelville, Ohio

Hannah Yoder’s car was parked off to one side of the gravel driveway leading to the Hershberger’s home when I pulled onto their property. I parked my county SUV behind her vehicle, stowed my personal cell in the console and got out. I was surprised to note she was there and even more surprised when I went inside and entered the room Rebecca had been preparing to see her standing demurely in a plain black dress of ankle length, with lace up black boots like many Amish women wore in the winter months. Her head was unadorned and, I noted, she wore no makeup either as she stood and talked quietly with another young woman, also in black and obviously practicing Amish. I nodded to the two of them and went to pay my respects to the family.

There weren’t many people there. Besides Samuel and Rebecca and Hannah and the girl she was talking to, who I assumed to be another daughter, and a couple of young men I knew to be sons including the one I’d seen a couple of times before, there was only one other person present; a man I took to be the minister who would conduct the funeral service. I was sad for Katie that these were all who would her passing. Even in death, the practice of shunning continued.

Katie’s coffin, a simple pine box traditional for the Amish, was closed. I had only been to one other Amish funeral and that coffin too had been closed, I assumed because the decedent, a friend of my father’s, had been killed in a horrific sawmill accident. Now I wasn’t so sure it just wasn’t the Amish way. 

I gave the two parents my condolences, paused briefly at the bier and then took a seat along the wall opposite it. 

No sooner was I seated than all eyes turned as the front door opened and, seconds later, Jonah Gingrich, the young carpenter every deputy in my department was searching for, walked into the room. I watched as one of Katie’s brothers strode to the door and, though he said nothing, gave him a look that could only be read to say he wasn’t welcome. Jonah however did speak and though I couldn’t understand what he said because he spoke in German, his words seemed to calm the other man and he stood down, moving aside to let Jonah proceed to Katie’s parents and the bier beyond them.

Rebecca Hershberger hugged the boy and Samuel took his hand and said something to him softly that, even had they been speaking in English, I wouldn’t have been able to make out. 

He moved over to the coffin after that and placed on hand gently against it for just a brief moment as he muttered something in German that I did know roughly equated to ‘rest in peace’. He nodded at the minister and took a seat along the end wall at the front of the house, well away from where the family stood and the bier where Katie’s coffin rested. 

The minister cleared his throat and the others, realizing the time had come for the service, found seats. Hannah came and took a seat next to me. We shared a glance but didn’t exchange words. 

The funeral service was all in German and quite short, lasting less than half an hour. I remembered the congregants singing at the service of my father’s friend but that wasn’t done here. If any of the address even mentioned Katie, I couldn’t tell it. I wasn’t able to pick out her name from the eulogy that was given that seemed more like a sermon than a tribute to the deceased. 

When it ended. Katie’s father rose. He addressed us all in German and then again in English, probably specifically for my benefit, inviting us to supper. The family rose then and filed out with the minister following. Jonah Gingrich fell into line behind them.

As Hannah and I stood, she asked, “Are you staying to eat?”

I watched as one after the other, the line of folks filing out the door turned toward the back of the house until Jonah reached the doorway and turned left to go back out the front.

“No,” I answered her. “I need to talk to someone.”

Striding fast to catch the boy who was hustling toward a horse and an open wagon, I called out, “Not staying to fellowship with the family?”

He looked back over his shoulder at me and then stopped short as if he was noticing me for the first time.

“No, I have to get back.” He toed the gravel nervously.

“Back where?”

“To the family I’m staying with.”

“Jonah, I’ve been looking for you, my whole department has been looking for you for the last couple of days.”

“Am I in trouble?”

Before I could answer him, the sound of a car door opening just behind me caught me off guard. Hannah was getting into her vehicle.

I shook my head in confusion. “I thought you were going to stay?” I asked her.

All she said was, “I can’t,” and then she closed the door and started her car. 

I stepped to the side of the driveway I was standing in the middle of and so did Jonah as she maneuvered away from the edge, did a sort of ‘K’ turn to get herself turned around and drove by us as I sketched a wave at her.

“She couldn’t stay because she’s shunned,” Jonah said. You left; she would have had to sit and eat alone.” 

“I don’t understand; they were talking to her when I got here.”

“No one will be rude ma’am but neither will they socialize.”

“We really need to talk,” I said to him then, letting go of the strange Amish customs for the moment. “It’s cold and I know you want to be on your way in that open rig before it gets much worse.” 

He nodded. “I’m only going to the Browning Road ‘Y’.” 

I was incredulous. “You’re staying along there?”

He nodded.

It was less than three miles from where we were standing. 

“I’ll follow along behind.”

“Or you can meet me there and save yourself the frustration,” he grinned as he framed his reply. 

“You’ve got me there.” I really didn’t want to do the six mile per hour crawl a trip following his rig would take and I knew down deep that I could trust him. My gut told me there was a good reason why he disappeared and he would tell me in due time.

He told me what farm to meet him at and I departed. Five minutes later I was parked at the base of a drive to a place I knew was owned by Mennonites. I waited there patiently for him in the warmth of my vehicle. Twenty minutes or so later, true to his word, his horse and wagon rig passed me by and he turned up the drive. I followed. 

I left everything in my vehicle including my gun belt. This conversation was going to be off duty and off the record. I helped him unhitch the horse and lead it to the barn where, while he fetched it water and then got it rubbed down a bit I began my informal interview.

“Why are you staying here?”

“I work with one of the guys whose family lives here. They’ve given me the bed of a daughter just recently married who now lives with her husband.”

“So you’ve continued to go to work?”

“Yes. He doesn’t drive. We ride in the van from here to the job site.”

“Wherever that might be?”

“Yes.”

I was angry that my detectives hadn’t followed up with his boss as I’d asked them to do but I pushed those thoughts aside for now. “Why did you leave your family?” I asked him instead.

“I couldn’t stay there but I haven’t left them ma’am. I’m still going to help take care of them.”

“Take care of them? They think you ran away.”

“No, my obligation is to them...I just couldn’t stay there.”

I tried a different tack, “Level with me; did you have any sort of a physical relationship with Katie Hershberger?”

“No!” He shook his head vigorously. “I’ve never even held her hand.”

Somehow, I believed him but that meant that his sister was either speculating a lot or she had flat out lied. In either case, her actions would be highly unusual for a woman – or anyone for that matter – that was a part of the Amish community. I found myself growing concerned at all of the possible reasons why she might lie.

“Tell me then, why did you leave you father’s house?”

“Because of him.”

I mentally shuddered. Like Janet had mentioned only a day or so ago, I had a similar déjà vu feeling come over me. It was as if I was talking to Nevil Harper Jr. from the Steirs case, all over again but I shook the eerie thoughts off and tried to concentrate only on Jonah. “What has he done?” I questioned him softly.

Jonah stopped brushing the horse and turned to face me. “Katie’s brother and me, we came up together. That’s how I know her. We work together.”

“The big guy who stopped you at the doorway when you came in tonight?” The one I saw shoveling coal and returning from digging Katie’s grave, I thought to myself.

He nodded. “Caleb.”

“What does Caleb have to do with it?”

Jonah put the brush away and pulled down a blanket for the horse. I helped him get it over him while he tried to decide what to tell me. Finally, he just came out with it. 

“Caleb said he was there when Katie told her ma and father she was raped. He let me have it at work one day; said my father did it to her and got her pregnant and that now she was dead because of him.”

Words escaped me but Jonah wasn’t done.

“I was ashamed and angry. I had to leave. If I stayed there, I might have done something a good son should never do.”

“Did Caleb say your father killed Katie?”

“No. He didn’t say that.”

“Do you think he did?”

A tear rolled down his cheek then and he swiped at it angrily as he answered. “I don’t think so. Deep down, I believe he may have...may have...”

“Raped her?” I supplied.

“Yes, but I don’t think he killed her. I know he didn’t...”

“How can you know that for sure?”

“I can’t know it for sure but...but I know where he’s been and he’s hardly been anywhere at all these last couple of weeks...at least, not while I was there.”

“Katie disappeared on Monday, Jonah.”

“I remember.” 

“Where was your father then?” 

“At work just like every day but that, that Wednesday when we were all home...the day after...”

“After we found Katie,” I finished for him again.

“Where does he work? I thought he was a farmer.”

“Aye, both. He’s a wheelwright too.”

“For buggies?”

“Yes.”

“The shop close to your house.”

He nodded.

“He goes there every day?”

“Most days, even Saturday sometimes, especially in the summer.”

Though I had bad feelings from the start about the man, Jonah had no reason to lie to me and I was well aware that his father had no means to get to Dresden where Katie was found or even to Zanesville unless he commissions a ride, something I’d be willing to bet he didn’t do very often. 

Now I was torn; on the one hand I had a guy locked up who fit the description almost to a tee, other than his height, and who had a history of violence against women and on the other I had a man that would have had easy access to Katie and other young women and very well may have been her rapist but who had no real means to go after her more than 10 miles from where he lived, transport her more than 10 miles further north from where he found her and then return more than 20 miles home. It just wasn’t plausible...or did he have help? Why? To what end?

Chapter 24 - Dilemma

Getting out of the cellar under the old Victorian undetected and getting a message to Mel were my top two priorities. I tried in vain to send her a text from my seated position on the dirt floor but there was no reception down there. 

I got up gingerly and flexed my knees. The pain from my injury combined with the effects of the cool dampness of the pseudo dungeon I was in was superseded by the throbbing pain in my tongue. I prayed the latter at least would dissipate soon.

Gingerly I picked my way back across the bigger room to the smaller room under the kitchen. As I was about to remount the sandstone stairs to go up, the floor above me creaked with the weight of someone walking across it. I stood as still as I could possibly manage and held my breath too, not wanting to make a sound.

Water ran in a sink above me and then pipes rattled over my head. Moments later heavy feet moved back across the floor the way they’d come. I didn’t know if that was good or bad but I knew I needed to get out of there. I had no idea if the place was a residence for the people that were there or if at least one of them would be leaving soon but I had to take my chances. 

I made my way up the steps using my phone for light, found the inside handle for the door with one hand and then stowed my phone in my front jeans pocket with the other. Slowly I opened the door and rose from the depths of the cellar. 

The blast of cold air that hit me was a real wakeup call and I hustled to get out and reclose the door as I’d found it then I skittered back around the fence low, the same way I’d come and out the alley gate.

If I could have run back to my car, I would have but my leg was screaming. All I wanted was a heating pad and some ibuprofen.

Back at my vehicle, Boo jumped up scared when I grabbed the door handle, scaring me in the process. I heaved for a couple of breaths of air then, my nerves calmed, slid into my seat. “Let’s go home girl.” 

I pulled to the edge of the park and debated going down Hamlett, past the house again or finding another way back to 670 and out of town. Opting for speed, I turned left onto Hamlett and started down the street. 

I’d gone about a block and could see the Victorian up ahead. The maroon ford was backing down the driveway. Making a quick decision, I stopped and started to parallel park in an empty space on my side. The driver of the Ford finished backing and turned to go the direction I had been going.

“Okay,” I said to Boo, “so he doesn’t live there. That’s one.” I waited until I couldn’t see his tail lights anymore and then I moved to start pulling out of the slot I was in but I jerked back quickly when the white sedan that had been parked back in front of the garage backed down the driveway. It was too dark for me to tell who or how many people were in the car but my questions were answered when the woman in the white boots emerged from the front with a baby carrier and crossed the front walkway to the vehicle. 

She went around to the passenger side out of my view but then the dome light came on in the car as she opened a door and it stayed on. It appeared she was locking the baby carrier into the back seat.

I was completely torn. It could be Jef in that carrier, my brain kept telling me. It could be Jef!

––––––––

I cursed myself for not writing the plate numbers down of either car while I had the chance to during the day. I was too busy following and snooping and now I was paying the price for my very rookie mistake. 

She got in the front seat when she was done with the car seat and they too backed down the driveway and then turned to come toward me. I ducked to avoid being seen and berated myself profusely until I was sure they had passed. My engine was running and my lights were still on. I hoped they hadn’t seen me. 

Once I was sure they’d passed, I wanted to do a U turn and follow them but there wasn’t enough room to make that sort of maneuver given the other curb parked cars on the street.

I tried to call Mel’s cell. There was no answer. I called her duty cell. There was no answer there either. “Where is she?” I asked the air. Boo yipped at me in response. 

“Damn, damn, damn!” I pounded the wheel. 

I checked the rearview mirror. The white sedan was nowhere to be seen. I’d missed that opportunity. Going home and telling Mel everything was now my only option. 

Before I could gather my wits about me and get moving, I noticed a car coming up the street very slowly. It was creeping along by the time it reached the Victorian. I swallowed hard as I watched it turn into the driveway and stop, barely off of the road. It was the maroon Ford. 

Ducking down again and hitting redial, I tried to call Mel’s duty cell a second time. There was still no answer. I started to panic wondering what might have happened to her but then I realized that I was the only one in any immediate danger, since I now knew of at least two of the key players in what I figured was an illegal adoption agency scheme and probably at least four.  I knew she wasn’t under any threat and that eased my mind a little. I just had to get out of my current predicament and get back home...

That’s when it hit me. Either Bakula or the other guy, most likely the other guy, must have followed me the day I picked up Jef from Hannah in Zanesville the day of Katie’s disappearance. How else would they have known where to find the child later? Someone had to be watching Hannah’s house, followed me when I took Jeff, I thought, and then our house the whole time to know that Kris came over and took Jef later.

It dawned on me then: the guy in the driveway might have come back because he recognized my car either as the one that followed him here or as the one he followed from the WIC office to Morelville.

“I’m not paranoid, right?” I asked Boo as I nuzzled her close. “This could really be happening to your mommy, right?” 

Since I’d ducked and was cuddling my dog, I was already laid half way across the passenger seat. I reached up and set the button for my dome light so it wouldn’t come on when I opened a door and prayed that my headlights being on, even though the car was parked, were blinding enough that the guy in the Ford couldn’t really pick up my movements. 

I moved Boo to the floor then wormed my way across the passenger seat and opened the door just about a foot. The light didn’t come on and just a bit of relief flooded through me. I slithered out like a snake, turned around and picked up Boo, closed the door as quietly as I could and then half squatted and waddled duck style alongside three more cars that were parked along the curb behind me. 

There was a gap after the third one for a driveway where there were several cars parked, the last one jutting out a little over the sidewalk. I looked up at the house. Multiple lights were on and I could see people moving about. They were having some sort of gathering inside. 

I knew I was still too close if the guy had a half decent gun to chance getting out in the open and going to their door to ask for assistance. Instead, I worked my way around to the front of the last car in the driveway and between it and the next one up then we stood just a little and used the passenger side of the second one and the others in front of it for cover to get back between that house and the house next door. 

An alley ran behind the houses on that side of the road too. My leg was screaming with pain but I moved as fast as I could up it carrying Boo until we got to the corner. There wasn’t much to choose from there, just some older row houses and one all brick building half a block up that looked like it might be occupied by a business. Most everything was dark. 

Feeling uneasy with this part of the neighborhood and not sure if the guy had caught on and was pursuing me, I opted for the business, even though it appeared closed. I went into the little alcove where the front door was and tried it...locked. There was a gated off area to the right that protected a small lot and some loading docks. A heavy padlocked chain looped through the fencing of the big swinging gate and the stationary fence opposite but, because the gate was set slightly crooked, there was enough of a gap at bottom between it and the fence for me to squeeze through. 

I put Boo down and pushed her through the opening then wiggled through it myself. When I tried to stand again, my left leg nearly gave out. Boo, happy to be down, darted around me and almost toppled me again when I reached down for her to keep her from going back outside the gate and scampering off.

“You need to stay with mommy,” I scolded her as I pulled her back up to my chest. 

We moved back into the shadows of the loading dock and I took out my cell. I had service but I was almost out of juice. Trying to call Mel again wasn’t my best option. I dialed 911.

“Just up here. That one.” I pointed at my car. The maroon Ford was gone. 

The city cop pulled his cruiser alongside my car. “Your window’s been shattered,” he told me as he turned to look at me sitting in his back seat. 

I could see that. Someone had also turned my lights off and, from the lack of sound, shut the car off too. I didn’t tell the young patrol cop they’d sent round to me when I called in to report someone following me that I’d left it running, only that the keys were in it because I was afraid I’d lose them as I snuck away. 

“Do you see him?”

“No. Well, his car is gone, anyway.”

He got on his radio and called for backup then he told me, “Stay here. Let me check it out.” He put his hat on and stepped out of the cruiser. 

He peered into my car, front seat and back first then, reaching a leather gloved hand through the space where my driver’s side window used to be, he opened the door, leaned in and took a bit closer of a look. 

When he returned to the cruiser, he told me, “Your keys are still in it.”

I feigned relief and nodded and stroked Boo as she sat in my lap. 

“You said you hadn’t locked it.”

“Yes.”

“I’m curious why anyone would smash the window.”

“Maybe he didn’t check to see if it was unlocked first.”

“Hmm, doesn’t seem likely. Could someone be stalking you, ma’am?”

“I...I don’t think so.” I tried to play dumb. 

I cringed as a set of headlights came down the street toward us but then a quick burst from a light bar on that vehicle had me breathing a sigh of relief. 

A female officer wearing lieutenant’s bars pulled up beside us, blocking the entire road, moments later. The young patrol officer sketched the story I’d given him and told her what he’d found. I half listened as she instructed him to do a full report.

“Shot out or smash and grab?” she questioned him.

He stammered out, “I’m not sure,” in reply. “Her keys are in it.”

Looking around, I could see a few people standing in the shadows on their porches watching. If he had been hiding anywhere around, he was gone now.

“Look,” I interrupted them, “I just want to get home. If you can help me deal with the glass, I’ll use her blanket to cover the window. We’ll be all right. I’ll call my wife to come and provide an escort.”

“Excuse me; who’s your wife?” the lieutenant asked me.

“Mel Crane, the Sheriff in Muskingum county.”

Chapter 25 – More Questions

I had no intention of calling Mel. After convincing them to give me a police escort to the city limits, I bid them goodbye in my head and sped off for home. 

I’d plugged my phone in as soon as I’d started the car. Now I punched the preset for Hannah and waited until she picked up.

“It’s Dana,” I started quickly. “Where are you at sweetie?”

“I’m at home.”

“Listen, I’m sorry if this is a bad time to talk but I need your help.”

“It’s, um, okay.”

“That card I found; it’s for an adoption agency. I need you to think hard. Where would Katie have gotten it?” 

I needed to know where these guys were hanging out looking for expectant mothers and babies. I knew they couldn’t just be hanging out at WIC offices all of the time. That seemed pretty risky. And, I thought, coming from Columbus, he really went way out of his way to do that.

“It had to be the park near our house, where you met me,” Hannah answered. “In the fall when Katie first came to stay with us. She liked to go there.”

I shook my head to myself. The bastard, he probably chatted her up and found out she’d left the order. She’d be polite to him because she was raised to be polite and always deferential to men.

“That could be it. Maybe these guys choose places like WIC when it gets too cold to hang out at parks...they move around between places outside of the bigger cities that they know will be populated by women and infants.”

I’ll bet, I thought to myself, he would have taken both Katie and Jef or just Jef that day at the WIC office if Hannah hadn’t been there. He saw his chance to separate Katie out of the mix and get her out of the way so he could grab Jef later. 

“I went to Katie’s funeral tonight, Dana.”

“Really? Why didn’t you say something? I’d have gone with you. You didn’t go alone, did you?”

“I did. I needed to lay her to rest in my own mind. But, I wasn’t completely alone. Mel was there. 

“Oh. Well, that’s interesting. She didn’t say anything to me either.”

“She was talking to Jonah Gingrich, a boy Katie told me wanted to court her before...” She didn’t finish. 

I made a mental note to ask Mel about that but, knowing what I did, I figured she was on the wrong track with the boy. I changed the subject instead.

“Is Jamie there right now?”

“No. She went to see her sister.”

“Did you two talk?”

“Yes...a little.”

“And?”

“It didn’t go well. I’m going to start looking for my own place and move out as soon as I can.”

Chapter 26 - Confession

Dana

8:40 PM, Friday, February 20th

Morelville, Ohio

Mel came out and stood on our little side porch as I pulled into the driveway. I’d called her minutes before I reached the village limits and told her I was on the way and that there’d been a problem.

When she saw me and my blanketed driver’s side window, she went off. 

“What the hell happened? I’ve been worried sick. I had multiple missed calls from you and then, when I tried to call you back, my calls rolled right to voicemail and now this.” She waved a hand at my window. “Are you alright? You’re limping pretty badly.”

“I’m fine,” it was just...just a comedy of errors today.” Actually, there was nothing funny at all about it but I just want to get into the house, get Boo settled, get out of my filthy clothes and get warm before I got into what really happened.

As we walked toward the house and Boo spun circles around us, I told her, “I locked my keys in the car with it running. My phone was practically dead. While I went for help, someone broke into the car and shut it off.”

She didn’t buy it, not even for a second. “Why on earth would someone do that? People leave cars running all the time, this time of year; It’s cold!”

I sighed. “That’s only part of the story.” I peeled off my coat and hung it on the back of the door where I always did. “Let me get out of these clothes and I’ll explain.”

She followed me into the bedroom as I peeled and walked. I gave her the shortened version of what really happened leaving out my own little breaking and entering incident. 

“Babe,” she started when I’d finished, “you can’t just make wild assumptions like that. You didn’t get a good look at the guy you followed and you don’t really know anything about the agency either. Besides, we have a guy in custody now that looks good for it.”

Hearing that took the wind right out of my sails. After pulling on clean boxer briefs, I sank down on the bed and looped fresh socks over my feet. 

Mel rubbed the back of her head absently and just stared at me for several long seconds before speaking. “Not every case we each get ties together. Things just don’t work out that way.” 

She was exasperated; I could tell. “This guy you have, you’re sure he’s the one? Did he tell you where Jef is? What kind of proof do you have?”

Now she rubbed her face. No, we don’t have Jef or know where he is. In all honesty, the guy fits the description but our witness couldn’t ID him. We’re holding him for our 48 hoping to crack him and then we’re going to turn him over to Columbus PD on an outstanding warrant.”

“I’ve talked to Hannah on and off today. She’s splitting up with Jamie but, in the process of telling me about that, she told me she saw you at Katie’s funeral; said you were talking to a Jonah somebody there that was a former suitor of Katie’s.”

Mel nodded. “Yeah, Jonah Gingrich. I’ve actually been trying to track him down for a couple of days.”

“You think he’s responsible for something...is he the father?”

“No, and no. He’s a good kid caught in a bad situation. It’s pretty likely that his father Ennis is the one that raped Katie, that’s the rumor, anyway.”

“Oh my!” I let that thought run around in my head for a minute as I rose from the bed, went to my dresser and dug out sweat pants and a t-shirt. 

Her tone said a lot. “You don’t think he’s the killer though, do you?”

“No.”

“How stuck are you on this guy you’ve got in custody as being that guy?”

“Why?” She eyed me suspiciously as she took a seat in a chair opposite the bed. 

I sat back down on the edge of the bed and faced her and then came clean. “Mel, there’s more than what I’ve told you but the other stuff I know was illegally obtained.”

“Do I even want to know?”

“Just hear me out, okay?”

“Oh, I’m listening.”

I told her about eavesdropping and what I’d heard. 

“I’m upset that you put yourself in such danger, number one, the crime aside. Secondly, how much detail do you have? Names, numbers, anything that I can use to corroborate the illegally obtained stuff with legit stuff?”

“I have a phone number, an address and descriptions of vehicles and people. I don’t have any plate numbers or names.”

“Frankly, it’s more than I have or the FBI has. At least. it’s something to work with.”

“Work fast babe. Once they get paperwork set up for Jef, he’ll be gone.”

“It’s out of my hands. Everything you’ve told me is out of my jurisdiction. I’m going to have to go to the feds and I don’t have a clue how I’m going to present this so that my confidential source – you – doesn’t get into a lot of hot water.” 

Chapter 27 – A Word with Mama

––––––––

Dana

Saturday Morning, February 21st 

Morelville, Ohio

“Oh good, you’re up.”

“Of course, it’s after 9:00 Mama. Why?” 

“I went by there twice last night and neither one of you two was home. I need some help this morning.”

“Sure; with what?”

“Can you come over and work in the store for a couple of hours? Your dad got Jesse to come and help him with something and they’re going to be gone two or three hours or so. Saturdays can get pretty busy in here.”

“Just let me put shoes on and grab a coat. I’ll be right there.” I was grateful for something productive to do. 

I walked the block to the store wondering all the while what Mel was doing and if she’d spoken to the FBI. I told her before she went out the door to go ahead and reveal me and what I’d done to them and let the chips fall where they may. After the day I’d had Friday, I realized that my body, and specifically my left leg, were not even up to the task of doing private investigations let alone doing the type of stuff I’d done before being medically retired from the Customs Service. Who was I kidding?

When I was right across the street from the store, waiting to cross, I spotted dad and Jesse, my father-in-law, loading Mama’s pedicure chair into the bed of Jesse’s pickup truck. 

I rushed across the state route and into the store.

“Mama, what’s wrong with you new chair?”

“The pedi chair?” Her answer was borderline coy.

“Yes...and you know what I meant.” 

“Nothing’s wrong with it.” Now she was acting evasive.

“Then where are they taking it?”

Finally, she relented. “I was hoping they’d be on the road before you got over here. You really were up and about, weren’t you?”

“I get up with Mel; you know that. Tell me what’s going on.”

“Let’s just say, our ‘retirement’, is a lot busier than we planned for. Something had to give. Between the store and the decorating jobs, which I really love, I just don’t have the time to do the nail stuff too, especially during the day. Your dad can’t always handle the flow in here by himself.”

“You could hire help on either side or both.”

“It wouldn’t pay to hire help for the store beyond you or Faye coming in once in a while or Beth coming in after school and, as much as women are clamoring for it, I’m doing all of the nails I can on the side but no more. Without certified help, I just can’t work in enough customer appointments to keep everyone happy.”

“It sounds like your mind is made up.”

“It is and, don’t you worry, I’m happy with the decision. That chair’s going to a shop down in Newark that needs one that will work with their plumbing set up. They gave me almost what I got in it, for it plus delivery which makes your father happy because he and Jesse, I’m sure will blow that money on steak or wings somewhere down there.”

We both grinned at the thought.

“So missy, what have you been up to? What had you out so late yesterday? I was by there after 7:00, after I had the books done here, and neither one of your cars...er, yours or Mel’s truck were there. She still working on finding that poor baby?”

I hesitated and then said, “More on finding Katie’s killer. The, um, FBI is working on finding Jef.”

“What else?”

“Hmm?”

“What else Dana Marie? That’s not all of it.” 

Mama was the only woman in the world that could read me like a book. “I can’t really say.” A customer came in wanting sliced deli meat rescuing me for the moment. I went back and checked the coolers and stocked a couple of things while I mulled over what to tell her. I knew she wouldn’t let it go.

A trickle of customers were in and out, one right after another and so a good 20 minutes had gone by before Mama could turn her bulldog like attention back to me. By that time, with her eyeing me, letting me know I wasn’t off the hook, I decided to just tell her everything.

“We need to do whatever we can to track that baby down and get him back. He needs to go to his rightful grandparents or to someone else that will love him equally well and maybe even let those grandparents be involved in his life. Your dad met them. He said they seemed like decent people.”

“We?”

“Yes, ‘we’. This whole family is in this Dana.”

I couldn’t help but smile at her automatic linking of herself with the Cranes. Still, I knew there wasn’t much we could do. “Mel’s talking to the FBI now Mama. She can’t personally do anything because all of these people that I found that are probably holding Jef and responsible for Katie’s death are out of her jurisdiction. Besides, if...when the FBI finds the Jef, he’ll likely become a ward of the state, at least temporarily.”

“Yes, but if we find Jef first, maybe he doesn’t goes into the court system, become a ward of the state, yada, yada. Isn’t that how these things work, after all? Ohio can’t be that different than PA. Remember when your brother had that baby somebody left in his cruiser while he was out on a call?” 

Now I was really torn. I told mama about Hannah and what she wanted to do.

Hannah knows if she’s ready,” she said when I finished. “It’s not our place to make that decision for her. If anything, that’s between her and the grandparents. They’re older honey; Katie was probably the youngest...she would have probably been the one to take care of any new babies that came along in the family.”

I looked at her odd but I knew she was right on that point. 

“We have to go and get him back. We can’t wait on the FBI to do whatever they’re going to do.”

“What? Steal him? We can’t do that.”

“It’s not stealing. They’re the kidnappers. Think about it: what if we got in there legitimately, got Jef and called in the Calvary?”

“How on earth would we do that and what makes you think the FBI isn’t already trying to take the place over? Mel has surely given them all that information.”

“They have to get warrants.”

“Not with probable cause. Besides, we don’t know that he’s even there.”

I told her about my car window. “After that, the people that I saw carrying a baby out of the house yesterday evening probably got word they were being watched and they’re laying low.”

“We have to try.”

“And do wha...” I stopped and rushed back to the office where I’d laid my coat across a chair. I remembered the paperwork I’d taken and put in my inside coat pocket. 

I pulled out the little stack, unfolded them and scanned through what I had. It was part of an application for adoption by a couple only six months before. There was about ten pages of their background information and a part of their agreement with the agency. One of the forms was signed by a member of the agency. I had a name!

Chapter 28 – A Slight Deception

As if she was clairvoyant, Hannah showed up at the store. Mama started babbling out the whole story and I let her then I showed them both the paperwork.

The three of us pored over it and, against my better judgment, a plan formed.

I went home to research the man that apparently ran the show, Vasily Arnoff. He was a naturalized U.S. citizen. I got an address for him and a Lucetra Arnoff, his wife that was in Bexley, a swanky, old money Columbus near suburb, just out of downtown. I was trying to dig a little more information up on her when my cell phone rang.

I glanced at the number – Russ.

“Hey Dana,” he started right in when I answered, “I haven’t heard from you. I thought you’d give me a call yesterday on Bakula.”

“I intended to,” I lied, “but some new information on him as come to light. I’m trying to follow up but I won’t know more until later today.”

“Bad stuff?”

“Let’s just say that if the client is demanding a report, you might want to tell them to sit tight on renewing his H1B and maybe even consider any other candidate that they have.”

“Wow, that bad?” 

“Probably criminal, Russ. I’ll know more later.” I was speculating but I was as confident as I ever was in an investigation.

“Be careful Dana.”

###
11:52 AM

The Italian Village

Columbus, Ohio

I put my hair in a ponytail, put on a ball cap that shaded my eyes and drove my dad’s car into Columbus. Mama left a vague note for my dad then closed the store for a ‘family emergency’ and she and Hannah followed me in her car. 

The plan was for me to break off from them a couple of streets before Hamlett. They’d go on to the adoption agency and, if anyone was even there, try to gain entrance. Hannah was going to pretend to be four months pregnant and upset, wanting to give her future baby up for adoption. Mama was going to pretend to be her supportive grandmother. They were going to use the names of the couple from the paperwork and say they referred them there. 

I thought to myself, what could possibly go wrong?

Mama told me later, when she and Hannah got there, a man and a woman were taking boxes of paperwork from a side door to a car parked about mid-way up in the driveway. They agreed to give them just a couple of minutes of time after Mama apologized for bringing Hannah by unannounced and on a Saturday to boot. 

She said the man walked down the drive a little way and looked up and down the street, she thought, suspiciously.

I worked my way quickly over to the alley behind the Victorian on foot. I was still hurting but the weather was a little warmer so I didn’t hurt quite as bad as I might have. I had a mission and I intended to fulfill it.

I used the root cellar door to sneak into the basement again and then picked my way very slowly and carefully up the rickety stairs to the main floor. Every creak had me pausing for several seconds, worried I’d be heard and discovered.

When I reached the door at the top of the stairs, I prayed it wasn’t latched and that it wouldn’t squeak when I opened it.

Taking a hold of the ancient metal knob, I turned it oh so slowly. The catch clicked back and the door started to open. 

The stairs had angled up toward the back of the house from the bigger basement room.  Through the crack in the door I could see now that the door opened into what was probably once a formal dining room. Now it held a small conference table and chairs and some book cases. No one was in there and I breathed a sigh of relief.

I listened closely. I could hear Mama’s voice coming from somewhere at the front of the house. The coast was clear so I opened the door just far enough to squeeze out and left it that way. 

I took a quick peek around. The kitchen was right behind the dining room at the very back of the house as I had suspected before. A hardwood center hall led up toward the front and the stairs going up to the second floor. There was a small water closet style bathroom tucked in along it and a small room that must have been a den, once upon a time. It was full of filing cabinets. A couple of drawers, one each in the two end cabinets, were hanging open and empty. A banker’s box half full of files sat on the floor in front of one of them. 

Continuing on, I tiptoed up the hallway as quickly as I dared, hugging the wall along the stairs to go up as I went. I knew I’d be exposed if anyone peeked out of the room I could hear them all in at the front end of the hall but I thought I had a better chance of not treading across a squeaky old floorboard by scooting along where I was. 

There was no diaper bag in the large foyer or anything else that looked like it might belong to a baby, just the desk and waiting chairs I’d seen before. Discouraged, I still pressed on. Mama was firing away with questions in the office giving me great cover so I took advantage and worked my way upstairs. 

Up there, the floors were carpeted which had me a little less worried about the sound of my footfall but I still clung to the walls fearful of crossing a place with a bad board underneath that would give me and the whole jig away. 

The door was closed tight to the first room I reached. I skipped it for the moment. The next one was open and in it I found what I would describe as a basic nursery. 

There were two cribs in the room bracketing a changing table to the left and the right. They were made up with linens but were empty otherwise. Some supplies for newborns and very young babies were evident on the shelves under the changing surface; diapers, wipes and cream. At the end of the crib on the right, closest to the door, was a small chest of drawers. It was obvious to me that infants didn’t spend a lot of time here. 

The door to the last room on that side was closed too. I didn’t bother with it either. On the stairs side, at the far end of the hall, there was one room, a bathroom. It made sense that it was there even if it had been added years after the house was built. It would be over the kitchen and probably shared water pipes. 

I felt defeated. I had nothing but confirmation they did bring infants here and I already knew that. Now I had my work cut out for me to get back out of the house undetected.

Chapter 29 – A Sighting 

Mel

12:37 PM, Saturday, February 21st

A Gas Station on Rt. 60, Southwest of Dresden, Ohio

“He parked a red Ford, a Focus I think, at a pump on the other side of the island. I only caught the first couple of plate numbers but the guy looked like that drawing they keep showing on the news.” The 60 something year old station attendant waved his right hand up and out toward the television mounted on the wall over the drink coolers.

“I couldn’t remember what the hell number I was supposed to call so I just dialed 911 like the owner’s been pounding into me all these years. You and your men...pardon me Miss,” he dipped his head toward Janet, “you can handle this. I don’t want no part of it, just doin’ what’s right, is all.”

“Which way did he go when he left?” I asked him.

“Pulled out of here, headed northeast.”

“We’ve had a lot of false leads, Sheriff.”

I looked back over my shoulder, through the glass doors at the old guy who was watching me too. Turning so he couldn’t read my expression, I told her, “This one’s on to something.”

“How’s that?

“The farm where Katie’s body was found is only ten minutes from here.” I didn’t bother to reveal that Dana had nearly tangled with a guy in a maroon colored Ford. 

“So, now what?”

“We take a look around after we give the tip to the FBI task force.”

Chapter 30 – Now What?

No baby, no surprise, I thought. They know someone is catching on to them. They left Jef somewhere else and they’re packing up everything incriminating and taking it off site too. I’m sure they won’t take it to their house in Bexley, so where will they take it? I knew I was going to have to follow them, when they left.

Once I snuck back out of the house and got back to my dad’s car, I texted Mama our signal then I pulled out and found a spot a way down Hamlett street where, with the binoculars I remembered to grab this time, I could watch and wait. Within five minutes of sending the signal, I saw Mama and Hannah leave. They drove off the opposite way of where I was parked, much to my relief.

The white sedan the Arnoff’s had gotten into on Friday evening was parked at the curb across from the house, facing in my direction. If they were getting in the car I now could see with my binoculars was a Cadillac model when they left, and coming this way, it wasn’t ideal for me but I didn’t have a lot of alternatives. 

I was so busy trying to figure out a plan to get turned around without losing them, I almost missed them backing out of the driveway in a black car I hadn’t seen before. When I’d come in the back, I didn’t bother to look around and notice it. I just made a beeline for the root cellar door. Now it was headed in the same direction Mama and Hannah had gone.

Not knowing at first if one or both of them was in that car, I had no choice but to get in gear before I lost sight of it and follow it. 

We drove out of Columbus entirely getting on first I-670 North, then State Route 161 staying on that as it successively turned into State Route 37 and 16 in turn. A man was driving and I could see at some points a woman lean slightly left from the passenger seat. They didn’t seem to be conscious of me but the further along we went, the further I hung back, putting as much traffic between me and them as I dared to do while trying not to lose visual site of them. I didn’t want to be noticed and, fortunately for me, there was a lot of Saturday afternoon traffic to use for cover.

When I started to see signs for Dresden, I began to realize that we might be nearing the end of the line. My thinking was dashed when we turned off of Route 16 onto State Route 60, going south. We would be bypassing the entire town, shooting down my theory.

My dismay was short lived. Just south of the last exit for the town proper, the car slowed, then turned off to the right. As I came up on the spot where it turned off, I saw that it was an Amish style farm. There was another vehicle in the driveway, the maroon Ford.

Lacking any sort of vantage point at all to stop at, I did the only thing I could do; I drove right on by. In my rearview mirror, I saw a man get out of the driver’s side and the trunk lid pop up.  

I drove nearly another quarter of a mile before I found a place where I could get turned around, park and sort of keep the car hidden from view. Try as I might though, I didn’t have a very good view myself of the farm.

Fearing that the three of them were going to take the paperwork I thought they might have in the black car out of it and destroy it, I broke down and called Mel.

Chapter 31 – Baby?

Mel

1:08 PM, Saturday, February 21st 

“You need to get here ASAP and just trust me.”

“Where’s here?”

“I’m pulled off the road off of State Route 60, just south of Dresden, on the left about a quarter mile past some Amish farms that are on the right.”

Whether she knew it or not, she was close to the area where Katie was found. 

“Oh, and I’m driving my dad’s car.”

“This better be good...”

“Trust me, please? Just get here or get a patrol unit here quick.”

“As it happens, I’m only a few miles away.”

Thinking fast, I had Mason call in patrol then I doubled around and came at the position where I thought I would find Dana from the south. She was where I suspected she would be and we stopped to collect her but not before I hopped out of my county vehicle and went over to her driver’s side window where she gave me a brief overview of her days’ activities. I wanted to kill her and kiss her all at the same time when I heard what she’d been up to and had dragged others into.

“We’re going to have a long talk, you and I later,” I told her, allowing just a little bit of anger to seep out in my voice. 

“I know.”

“Do you? You could have been seriously hurt or killed Dana...or your mother or Hannah!”

“I know, Mel. Let’s just nail these scumbags and you can have me drawn and quartered. I don’t care, I don’t. I was only thinking of Jef and so were they.”

We just stared at each other for several long seconds. She gave in first but not out of weakness. 

“I’m going in with you.” 

“I figured as much. You’ve come this far. I don’t suppose you thought to put a vest on today though?”

“Didn’t wear it, but I brought it.”

“Get it on. At least one patrol vehicle will be responding. As soon as they’re here, we’ll roll.”

Less than five minutes later, we descended on the farm, me leading with Mason riding shotgun, a patrol vehicle behind me and Dana in her father’s car behind him. As we were stepping out of our vehicles another one of my department cruisers made the turn into the driveway. 

I ordered my two deputies around to the back.

“That first car there belongs to the man I’ve been seeing that may be the one everyone is looking for,” Dana said.

The vehicle matched the description the gas station attendant had given too.

––––––––

No one was outside. A black car stood behind the maroon Focus, the trunk of it unlatched but the car otherwise closed up. Using a single finger, I raised the trunk lid. Two boxes of files rested on the floor inside. I left those as they were for the moment and continued forward.

I approached the porch to the plain white house first with Janet a couple of feet behind me. I hadn’t even raised a foot to mount the low first step when the front door burst open. A man I estimated to be about age 60 hustled out with a woman following right behind him.

My hand was on my gun but I didn’t draw. They didn’t appear to be armed.

“Whoa,” I held out a hand. “Where’s the fire?”

The woman gave me a haughty look. “Fire? There is no fire,” she told me with an accent that I placed as Russian, even from my limited experience. 

“Is there something we can help you with officers?” the man intervened. “We have an appointment, you see and we mustn’t be late.”

“You’re not going anywhere except back inside. I waved toward the door.”

“You’ve no cause to hold us,” he tried again.

“I have probable cause and that’s all I need.” 

Just as those words finished spilling out, shouting arose from the back of the house.  I herded the two of them inside and ordered Mason and Dana to hold them then I bolted back out the way I’d entered and charged around behind the house.

My deputies had chased a man matching the description of the WIC man as he tried to escape from a back door with a box load of paperwork. He missed the edge of a pond that was iced over and still covered in a light layer of snow, broke through and fell in. By the time I got to the pond, they’d hauled him out of the freezing water and were in the process of performing an arrest.  

Once everyone was inside and our pond guy was wrapped in a couple of blankets, I took a look around. The guy that got dunked was a pretty good likeness for the sketch the artist did from the recollection of Annmarie Beatty. We really had something there. My deputy handed over that guy’s wallet. I looked at his driver’s license, shook my head and then handed it to Dana who glanced at it and quickly stifled a smirk.

The woman in the room matched the description Dana had given me the night before. She was, in turn, staring daggers through Dana. It was enough for me. I looked at my wife. “Start talking Rossi. Everything you know; out in the open, now.”

Dana stepped forward and eyed the three people arrayed in front of all of the rest of us. “Katie Hershberger moved into a house on Putnam Avenue in Zanesville late this past summer with four friends. She was young, naive and from a culture very deferential to men.  She’d been raped by one of her own and, at 17, she was several months pregnant, as a result. She was approached by Mr. Bakula here,” she pointed at Drago, the runner, “most likely in a park near the house where she was staying, about giving her baby up for adoption. Being the gentle, kind and deferential soul that Katie was, she listened an even took a business card from him. This card.” Dana fished one out of her coat pocket.

“The card led me to the adoption agency run by these two. They’re Vasily and Lucetra Arnoff; Russian immigrants who naturalized in the 1970s. The agency is legitimate some of the time and a front for black market adoptions the rest of the time, only the potential parents don’t know that.”

“She’s out of her mind,” the male Arnoff said. “You have no proof of any such thing. I demand that you release us at once.”

“On the contrary Mr. Arnoff. We have this card, we have three boxes of files, at least, an eye witness who can ID Mr. Bakula and we have the other Mr. Bakula, Roman, the one you’re trying to get into Riverside Hospital so you can steal identities from stillborn babies and other infant deaths from their systems. Finally, there’s another witness who can ID both of them as being the men who kidnapped Jef Hershberger.”

“Jef Who?” Lucetra asked.

“The baby they took from my sister’s home that Katie Hershberger gave birth to less than three weeks ago now,” I said. “Where is he?”

“We don’t know what you’re talking about,” the woman sniffed. We don’t have a baby in our custody right now nor do we have any babies we expect to be born in the next 24 hours or more, all to legitimate clients of the agency. All of our clients are completely legitimate.”

Vasily added, “We’d lose our licensing if there was ever any question about any of our placements.”

“Funny,” I reminded them, “you’re out here attempting to destroy files for one thing and, second, we’re right next to the Amish farm where Katie was found dead. A strange coincidence, don’t you think?”

Vasily shrugged. “I feel for the poor child but it means nothing to us. Our neighbors are Amish. They keep to themselves and so do we. We know nothing of that.”

“Are you saying you live here?” Janet asked.

“No, they don’t live here,” Dana said. “They live in Bexley. This is some sort of safe house. I mean, just look around.”

She had a point. The place was even more sparsely furnished than an actual Amish home would be. 

“We’ve done nothing wrong. If you’re going to search here, you need a warrant.”

“Why does it matter if you’ve done nothing wrong?” I asked him. “I can search since I have probable cause to believe there’s a minor child – an infant – here whose life is in immediate danger.”

I had my deputies place the three of them under arrest. Mason, Dana and I conducted a search of the house.

There was no nursery there and nothing to indicate a child had ever been there, not at first. I called for a forensics team to come and dust the place down and pick it apart but we didn’t even need to wait that long.

Drago Bakula, still shivering from his dunking, started sneezing uncontrollably. One of my deputies grabbed a roll of paper towels for him from out of the kitchen, the only sort of thing around that he could wipe his nose on. He happened to look in the trash can when he was in the kitchen, something I had personally failed to do on a quick pass through the room looking for signs of Jef or other infants. Inside it he saw two unopened and unexpired cans of powdered baby formula, giving them all away but making me, Janet and Dana sure we got there too late and Jef was gone.

I held a can up to the three of them. “Where is he?” I demanded. “You were obviously prepared for him to be here at some point.”

The two men refused to answer at all. Lucetra couldn’t help herself, claiming, “We don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

Dana zeroed in on the wet and shivering Drago, asking, “Why’d you kill Katie? How many more young women have you killed?” He clucked his tongue at her but otherwise continued to refuse to answer.

I called in the FBI. I pulled aside the team leader who’d been working the Hershberger case, Rudy Gear, when he and his team showed up on site just over an hour later and gave him the lowdown. 

“Katie Hershberger’s body was found by the Amish farmer that owns the next property over, Isaac Byler. The people I’m holding inside appear to be running an illegal adoption ring and this house appears to be a safe house they use from time to time. Jef isn’t on site but I have reason to believe he hasn’t been placed yet and is being held nearby.”

Something dawned on me, right at that moment. Before he could say a word, I held up both hands and told him, “And, you might start next door with the Bylers. I just remembered, they take care of ‘English’ babies over there.”

“English?”

“As in, not Amish. That’s what the Amish call all non-Amish, English speaking Americans.”

“Got it,” he nodded.

He immediately set his team about confiscating the records in the car and the box my deputies had brought back into the house and had a couple start going through the house. He and a woman on his team went personally to the Amish farmhouse that was a couple of acres’ distance away.

An hour or so later, they came back armed with sworn statements from the Amish farmer’s wife and their daughter who cared for the child and, most importantly, with Jef. 

Rudy told me he planned to seek no charges against the Amish family as they legitimately appeared to have no knowledge of the illegal nature of some of what the Arnoffs did and they surrendered Jef willingly with full instructions for his care to the female agent who was a mother three times over herself.  

Dana was still on the scene when the county social services office was called in. The FBI agent and the case worker she was transferring Jef to let us both hold him briefly and say goodbye to him before they took him. My wife was crushed and crying after that and I broke all sense of official protocol to hold her and try to console her. 

My breaking heart shattered when she sobbed into my ear, “I don’t know what I’m going to tell Hannah.”

Chapter 32 – Young International

Dana

Sunday morning, February 22nd

“Roman Bakula and Drago Bakula are cousins, Russ. Drago is the muscle for an illegal adoption ring run by their uncle, Vasily Arnoff. It looks like Roman gets pulled in from time to time to help do some of the dirty work of obtaining healthy, white, male infants.”

“Ouch! So, criminal charges are going to be filed?”

“That’s only half of it. A little birdie found out the real reason why Roman wanted to go to Riverside...or at least why his Uncle wanted him there.”

“You don’t think he was going to try and steal babies right out of the hospital do you?”

“I think that some version of that may have been part of a plan Arnoff and Drago were working up but they had something slightly more sinister in mind for Roman. My takeaway is that they were going to have him alter hospital records and create birth certificates to get legitimate paperwork for the kids they kidnapped.”

“Sounds like he’s going to jail if they can make any of that stick.”

“He’s cooperating fully with the authorities but he’s been identified in a line up and it’s likely he’ll be facing either criminal charges or deportation for his part in the kidnapping. The rest will be harder to prove unless he cops to it.”

“That’s right, ‘a little birdy’ dug most of the background up.” He laughed briefly and continued, “You’re damn good at this Dana. I really need to start throwing a lot more work your way.”

“Yeah, about that...”

“What? You don’t want it?”

“I can’t Russ. I enjoy it but anything but the computer and research work kills me. I’m talking to you from Mel’s easy chair with my left leg elevated and throbbing in pain because I refuse to take anything stronger than what you can buy over the counter. The boots on the ground work is just not for me anymore.”

“What will you do then?”

“Technically, I’m medically retired and I got a nice settlement to boot. I don’t have to do anything. I was trying to write but I kept getting stuck. I think I was trying to write the wrong things.”

“Romance?”

“No, not romance. I was trying to write mysteries but I’ve lived thrillers and maybe that or even non-fiction about my cases is the way I should go. And, if you ever need any deep digging done, you can throw it my way.”

“As long as you don’t write about it.”

“Deal!”

Chapter 33 – Loose Ends

Dana

3 Months Later

Mel stopped my new Explorer SUV at the Hershberger’s to pick them up. Hannah watched from the back seat silently as Samuel and Rebecca approach and then she slid into the middle so they could take positions on either side of her. They were both resplendent in what was probably their Sunday best for our adventure downtown today. I sent up a silent prayer for a good day for all of us.

Glancing at the back seat occupants in the rearview mirror, Mel told them, “I have some news to share.”

I looked back over my shoulder at Samuel who simply nodded. Hannah started straight ahead, wringing her hands until Rebecca covered them with one of hers and whispered, “Everything will be all right.” 

To Mel, Rebecca said, “Go on dear.”

“Our lab found what we call trace evidence under Katie’s fingernails where she scraped them against her attackers’ skin. The DNA in what we found matches Drago Bakula.”

“I don’t understand,” Rebecca said.

“It means,” I told her, “that they found skin cells that could only belong to Drago on Katie. Where they found them indicates that she was fighting him when he abducted her or when he killed her or both.”

Mel nodded and continued, “He’s denying everything at this point and demanding to be allowed to return to Russia but he won’t be deported. Instead, he’ll be tried for Katie’s murder.”

The Hershberger’s both looked horrified and relieved all at the same time.

We rode mostly in uneasy silence for the next 30 minutes, everyone lost in their own thoughts. When we finally arrived at our destination, the Muskingum County Court House, we were met in the entrance area, just past the metal detectors by a county caseworker and the foster family who had temporary custody of Jef and, much to everyone’s’ joy, Jef was with them.

Now just over 4 months old, he was happy, alert and smiling at everyone. We took turns fawning over him for a few minutes and then we all moved on to the family courtroom to wait for the Judge.  

“The DNA test cannot rule out Ennis Gingrich as the father of the minor child with 99.9 percent probability,” the presiding Judge informed all of us that she’d allowed to be in her courtroom, given the unusual circumstances we were there under. 

Mel, Hannah and I were sitting behind the bar, right behind the Hershbergers who sat at a counsel table before the Judge with a lawyer I’d helped them secure. I watched as their attorney leaned over and explained to them that Ennis had been confirmed as the father of Katie’s baby. Their consultation went on for a couple of minutes while the Judge waited patiently.

Their attorney stood, “Your Honor, Mr. and Mrs. Hershberger decline to press charges against Mr. Gingrich.”

That took me by surprise and I looked at Hannah for confirmation. 

“The church will punish him as they see fit,” she leaned toward me and whispered.

The state appointed Guardian Ad Litem attorney for Jef stood then and dropped a bombshell of her own that made me think back to something Mel had said to me months before when Katie first came to us.

“Your honor,” she said, “Mr. Gingrich stands accused of molesting and impregnating his own, 16-year-old daughter. We cannot compel the girl to testify but she has been removed from the home and we are reviewing all possible avenues of redress in the service of justice.”

I watched as the Hershberger’s exchanged a look. Samuel took Rebecca’s hand in his then to comfort her, much as she had done for Hannah earlier.

Mel looked across Hannah at me and mouthed, “Those poor kids, her and Jonah.”

The Judge began to speak again. “Pursuant to the needs of the minor child, Mr. Gingrich will be served with a writ for court ordered child support. He will be barred from seeking custody of the child or having visitation rights in any capacity irrespective of any future charges brought by the state against him.” She handed some paperwork to her bailiff, looked to the court reporter who nodded that he was caught up and then she turned back to the Hershberger’s lawyer.

“Mr. Crisp, you have the floor.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.” He looked briefly at Samuel and Rebecca and then to the table where Jef, his caseworker and the state’s attorney sat then he addressed the bench. “Samuel and Rebecca Hershberger are the surviving blood relatives of Jef.” He pointed back to the state’s table. They originally planned to seek full custody of the child.”

“I understand that has changed, Mr. Crisp?”

“It has Your Honor.”

“In the interest of expediency, barring objection from your clients, why don’t we get straight to the point?”

Samuel nodded to Crisp.

“My clients have decided to drop their case for full custody given the circumstances of the child’s conception and given their advanced age. They move instead to be given full grandparents rights pursuant to the laws of the state.” 

“Their motion is not at all unexpected but are they aware it does have the potential to change the dynamic of the rights the natural father might have for custody and visitation, should he not be charged and convicted in an abuse case by the state, given their own lack of desire to press formal charges?” 

“They are your honor however I defer to the state’s attorney on this matter.” 

“You do?” The Judge lowered her glasses a little on the bridge of her nose and peered over the top at first Crisp and then at the Guardian Ad Litem. 

She stood again. “If it pleases the court, the state has reached a tentative agreement with the Hershbergers and with Ms. Hannah Yoder for Ms. Yoder to adopt the minor child.” 

Hannah grabbed my hand then and clung onto it as she sucked in a deep breath. We’d been preparing her for this moment for a couple of weeks but now that it was here, she was nervous and scared.

“Ms. Yoder,” the state’s attorney continued, “is willing to grant the Hershberger’s their requested writ of grandparent’s rights and she understands that, by adopting, she’s waiving all rights to support payments from the biological father who has agreed to sign away his parental rights to custody and visitation.”

“And what, do tell, is compelling that?” The Judge pulled a face. “You just told me you were seeking legal redress against him in another grave matter.”

“Correct your honor. Mr. Gingrich is acting under instructions from his church.”

I looked at Hannah. She pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows. We were aware the state was attempting to get Gingrich to waive his rights but we didn’t know he’d actually agreed to o so and why.

The Guardian Ad Litem requested to approach the bench where she presented the Judge with a waiver of rights she told the court was signed by Gingrich. 

The Judge visibly shuddered. “I suggest you make haste putting together the state’s case because, if I allow this, this man – a rapist and an abuser – will be walking free to do as he pleases again.”

The Judge grew quiet as she bowed her head and reviewed the motion before her and then, looking up, she asked, “Is Hannah Yoder present?”

With one last squeeze of my hand Hannah stood a little shakily but, with a confident voice, replied, “I am.”

“Ms. Yoder would you please take the stand.” The Judge held an arm out to her left to indicate the witness stand.

Mel and I both stood, hugged her quickly and wished her luck before she moved forward. While Hannah proceed past the bar and up to the stand, the Judge watched Mel. 

Rather than address Hannah, the Judge addressed Mel, “Sheriff Crane, what is your status here today? Are you here in an official capacity?”

“No Your Honor. I here for support only for Ms. Yoder.”

That seemed to satisfy her for the moment and she ordered that Hannah be sworn then she began to question her directly. I crossed my fingers that Hannah remembered what we coached her; answer only the question asked with the shortest possible answer.

“How old are you Hannah?”

“I’m twenty.”

That answer garnered her a long look as the Judge studied her but Hannah smiled and didn’t waver.

“It’s unusual to allow someone your age to legally adopt.”

Hannah looked confused. “Is...is that a question?”

Light laughter rose in the courtroom and the Judge smiled. “No Ms. Yoder, it’s a fact.” Again, there was a smattering of chuckling. The Judge ignored it and pressed on. “What’s your relationship to this child?”

“Katie Hershberger, his mother, was my friend.” 

“You’re not a blood relative or a relative by marriage in any way?”

“No ma’am...Your Honor; not directly.”

The Judge quirked an eyebrow. “Not directly?”

“I’m Amish...was Amish, and so was Katie. Sometimes...” 

Hannah’s face colored as the Judge waved a hand and stronger laughter rose in the room. 

“No need to continue. That picture was painted long ago, even before the likes of Ennis Gingrich.” She paused and took a sip of the water from the glass that sat atop the bench to the right of her gavel. 

“I’m not normally inclined to grant outright custody to someone your age but you seem to have the support of the decedents family and,” the Judge looked at Mel and at me this time too, “the support of others. There’s something they all see in you. Tell me what that is and why you want to do this.”

“Katie was a couple of years younger than me but I’ve known her most of her life. We attended the same church and fellowshipped together as we grew up in the Amish Order. I left the order about a year and a half ago for personal reasons but, when Katie left...seven...eight months ago now, she sought me out. She needed help from someone who understood her and I did. I promised to help no matter what and I’m doing that.”

“There’s a difference between keeping a promise made in the heat of the moment,” the Judge cautioned, “and taking on the lifetime commitment that is raising a child.”

Hannah nodded. “I know Your Honor but it’s not just about the promise anymore. I’ve been prepared my whole life to raise children. I love children and I love Jef. He’s a part of me right here.” Hannah tapped the middle of her chest.

The Judge leaned back in her chair and studied her for several long seconds but again, Hannah’s gaze didn’t waver. 

“You’re prepared to and you have the means to care for this child?”

“Yes your honor.”

This time, I thought her answer was a bit too short but the state’s attorney stood then drawing the attention of the Judge. 

“Your Honor, if I may?”

“Go ahead.”

“Ms. Yoder has, in the past three months done all of the required background and taken all of the same classes a prospective treatment foster parent would be required to take in the state. Additionally, she’s in an excellent position to provide for the minor child and she has a strong support network in place.”

“Ms. Yoder, it would seem the state’s attorney is definitely in your corner, no easy feat in these sorts of proceedings. Please fill me in on your living arrangements and how you plan to provide for...Jef.”

Hannah looked over at the two of us and smiled, took in a deep breath and then replied, “I live with Melissa and Dana Crane in their home in Morelville, which is only a couple of miles from Jef’s grandparents.” Now she smiled at the Hershbergers. “I’m in culinary school during the day now where I’m scheduled to finish in six months.”

“You’ll be a chef then?” the Judge asked. 

“Yes, technically. I’ll be able to do lots of things...I, er, already can...but my focus will be on cakes and pastry.”

“Do you work?”

“I still work weekends and for catering events with Adornetto’s here in Zanesville.”

“And you make enough doing that to support the child?”

“Nearly but that’s just until I finish school. Mel...Melissa and Dana are helping me financially until that time.”

“And what’s the plan then? Back to work full time?”

I crossed my fingers because I knew what the judge was pressing and I hoped Hannah would hit all her marks. She was so shy normally, I could see the rapid fire questions were starting to get to her.

“I’ll be opening my own bakery.” She stopped there.

The judge raised both eyebrows this time. “That’s an expensive proposition. Who’s helping you?”

“The Rossi family, Dana’s family, owns the general store in Morelville. My bakery is already being fitted into space that is no longer being used there.”

“Sheriff Crane? Can you confirm all of this?”

Mel rose. “Every bit of it and then some Your Honor. The entire Crane and Rossi families support this young woman and that baby.” The caseworker’s nod at the next table seemed to punctuate that further for the Judge. “She’s already supplying the store with some baked goods that they allow her to do specially in the commercial kitchens at Adornetto’s since the store hasn’t been cleared for commercial production yet,” Mel added.

“How long are you willing to let Ms. Yoder and any child in her care stay with you?”

Mel looked at me and smiled then looked back at the Judge. “Forever Your Honor. We love having her there and we can’t wait to have him in our lives full time.” She blushed a little as she continued, “I’ve been around my sisters’ kids since day one and helped to raise them. This is all new for Dana but she’s excited and, to prove it, we’ve both gone through all of the same training as Hannah has.”

The Judge sat back again. “Well then, she said as she turned her head to look at Hannah, “it looks like you have this all figured out.”

Hannah just smiled.

“You understand of course that there will be piles of legal paperwork ahead for you?” She watched Hannah closely.

Realizing what was about to happen, a spark of hope lit Hannah’s eyes. She nodded solemnly, “Yes Judge...er, Your Honor.”

“So it shall be.” She smacked her gavel down on the sounding block. “I hereby grant custody of the minor child for the purpose of adoption, Jef Hershberger, to Hannah Yoder. This court is adjourned.”

The end...or not. 
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[image: image]The Turkey Tussle: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 9

The old-fashioned country village of Morelville holds a secret.

Faye Crane has the perfect life as a homemaker, farmer’s wife and grandmother...or she did until her daughter-in-law Dana went and stirred up a mysterious murder, never resolved and long buried in the Lafferty family lore – before Faye ever became a Crane. Now she’s been reminded of some startling questions about her families past that she’s not sure she wants to know the answers to.

Dana knows to tread lightly around Faye. Their relationship is far from perfect but she just can’t help herself; she’s certainly intrigued by the unsolved case. The down to earth, gentle residents of the village are more than happy to fill her in on all of the old gossip too. She even gets an education in oil drilling and backroom poker along her way to trying to clear the Lafferty family name and bring some closure to her mother-in-law. The question is, can she figure it all out and, if she does, will the Lafferty’s and the Crane’s be better off or far worse?

~~~

Introducing the spin off Morelville Cozies series featuring meddling mothers Faye Crane and Chloe Rossi in mysteries all their own.

[image: image]The Passed Prop: The Morelville Cozies – Book 1 – The first book in the Morelville Cozies series featuring meddling mother sleuths Faye Crane and Chloe Rossi.

Chloe Rossi wants to retire with her husband and move away from suburban sprawl to bucolic Morelville; the only trouble is, Morelville is experiencing its worst crime wave ever and Marco Rossi wants no part of a move there. What to do?

Faye Crane would like nothing more than to have her good friend Chloe move closer to her and to Chloe’s own daughter. She’s got Chloe convinced it’s a smart move but Marco is a tougher nut to crack. A string of brutal crimes around Halloween with no witnesses and little evidence to work with has her own Sheriff daughter and her entire department stymied. Marco is second guessing even taking his retirement since Sheriff Mel can’t get a handle on it all and bring peace and well-being back to the tiny village.

Someone has to root out a killer. Can Faye and Chloe nose around and figure out what the police can’t to solve the crime? If they do, will Marco still waver or will he consent to move?

––––––––

[image: image]Opera House Ops: The Morelville Cozies – Book 2 

Murder and other sinister goings-on at a vacant 1800’s era opera house in Morelville and a modern-day property developer that wants to raze the historic building for his own gain have the residents of the village all tied up in knots and Faye Crane trying to play savior to history.

Faye Crane and Chloe Rossi are back in a second Morelville cozy mystery. This time, sinister goings-on including the discovery of a dead body at a vacant late 1800’s era opera house in Morelville have the residents of the village all tied up in knots. When what first appears to be an accident turns out to be murder, the duo of meddling mothers quickly gets enmeshed in another round of crime solving. It doesn’t help that, everywhere they turn, a property hungry developer with more money than sense, wants the land the building sits on and he’ll seemingly stop at nothing to get it.

Is there really another killer in their midst? Is the same person responsible for all of the strange occurrences? What will it take to make the crimes stop, make a developer go away and to save the historical building for future generations?
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Anne writes romance too! If you enjoy lesfic romance, look for the books below and future romantic themed short stories and novels wherever you buy your books online in eBook or paperback.

[image: image]Broken Women 

Can two women, unlucky in love, find solace in each other?

Where do you go when you lose everything? Who do you turn to next when nobody seems to want you for more than a causal fling?

When death unexpectedly takes the love of your life, the best you can do is to try to cope and to hold on to the good memories. When your beloved’s family takes everything else you have, hope is all that’s left...if you can hang on to that.

You’ve been smitten more than once. You’ve even been in love a time or two. The trouble is, your feelings are always only yours. Cupid’s arrow always fails to land.

Can two love weary people, from different worlds, find strength together? Can they find more and even a happily ever after?
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[image: image]Healing Embrace – The stand alone sequel to Broken Women

Barb and Janet were a couple...and then they weren’t. What now?

They started a tentative relationship that led to sex a little too soon. Both shied away but their friends knew the two women belonged together. They conspired to put them together in a neutral place where they could talk it out and it worked. 

They talked. They started slow, with actually dating the second time around...but now what? They’ve both been shattered by love lost. They’re both wary of getting deeply involved again. It doesn’t help matters any when Barb’s focus gets drawn away from her own happiness to tend to the needs of others. 

Janet tries to be understanding of Barb’s need to be there for her family. She knows she loves the fiercely independent blonde but she’s not so sure they belong together in a committed, long term sort of way, especially when her attempts to lend a hand from time to time seem to bring out more ire than gratefulness.  

Barb’s dad and his health problems have her feeling years older than she already is. When she looks at the only slightly younger Janet, she sees the exuberance and inexperience of youth. She loves the curvy cop with her heart on her sleeve but she’s afraid the younger woman too often leaps before she considers all of the consequences.

What will it take to convince the two women that their personalities complement each other and that they’re a good match?
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[image: image]Loving Blue in Red States – A lesfic romance short story series that kicks off with a visit to the little town of Sweetwater, Texas. 
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