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            "Beauty is only skin deep, but ugly goes clean to the bone."

--Dorothy Parker

 

"Virtue has a veil, vice a mask."

 

--Victor Hugo

 

"Injustice never rules forever."
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Chapter One
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OH, THE CASES YOU CAN get stuck with solving when you’re a detective on the police force!

The call had come in shortly after a December midnight and was answered by old Josie, one of the switchboard operators at the police station.  She roused the Chief, who turned around and contacted me, waking me up from a sound sleep to give me all of the details.  

It was regarding an address I recognized immediately, although I wasn’t really supposed to know offhand who lived there.

Yet I did.

Or maybe that’s not exactly the right way to put it.

I was a cop.  A detective.  It wasn’t at all unusual for me to know exactly who lived where in my small town, really.  

It’s just that, in connection with this particular address, I’d known the identity of the freak who resided there even long before I ever became a cop.

Petra Turkett.

A so-called “teacher.”  

From way back when I was a student in middle school.

Oh God.

Petra.

And her latest conquest resided there, too.  One Davey Teeple.  Her husband.

The phone call that came into the station told the dispatcher that someone was dead, murdered, at 7550 Starlight Lane.  

Petra’s exact address.

Petra the child molester.

Was it Petra?  

Or was it Davey Teeple?  He was her husband, yes.  He was also forty-two years younger than she was, and I always thought something was definitely wrong with that.

Or might it possibly be somebody else, a friend or intruder or visitor or something?  Imagine being a visitor to a house like that one.  Talk about your disasters waiting to happen.

Petra was sixty-seven years old at this point.  I knew it because I’d kept track of her for years, and not out of any sense of love and affection for a former teacher, either.  I hated that loathsome woman’s guts.  I was well aware of the fact that she was dangerous and, some way or another, knew she had always managed to fly under the radar.  Always.  

Sometimes there’s quite a bizarre twist of destiny happening in the universe, and the degenerates who richly deserve to be taken down manage, instead, to have all the luck. That’s the way it was with Petra. 

So I had long ago started quietly compiling information about her, learning whatever I could about her activities, making mental notes.  Without being in any way obvious about it, I sort of kept an eye on her situation, if from a safe remove.  

I thought of it as being on “Degenerate Watch.”

There aren’t that many cops here in our small town of Beaumont, Wyoming, which is usually a pretty quiet place.  Most of the time we investigate burglaries, graffiti, or a few infrequent car thefts, and we can even often predict who the usual suspects will be, since most of them live in a certain corner of the east side of town.  

Not on this night, though.

The Chief told me over the phone to report to the station immediately. He said he was also contacting my new partner, Marigold Rivas, to show up there as fast as she could, so that she could take this case alongside of me.

It only took me about ten minutes to get dressed and drive over there from the house I’d inherited from my grandparents in my red Jeep Grand Cherokee.  The station was less than a mile away.

As soon as I was inside the door, I hailed Marigold, who had already arrived, from across the squad room.  “Come on, Mari, we’re on this one,” I said to the lovely young rookie.  She was named after a flower and only twenty-three.  I liked her more than I ever let on.

I motioned for Marigold to follow me outside and into our squad car.  She rose from her desk, where she had been bored to the point of playing a game on the Internet while awaiting my arrival, and joined me.

I tried to stay calm.

I’m a grown man, for God’s sake.  I’m thirty-four years old.  I’ve been a cop since before I was Marigold’s age.  Yet I was internally shaking like a leaf, remembering being a teen during those days, long ago.  

Recalling what it was like to be pushed against a wall and at the mercy of that creepy predator, Petra...

Nothing transpired, of course.  Petra wanted lots of things to happen with me, but hey, nothing did.  I saw to that.  

I may have been young in those days, just thirteen, I thought as I got behind the wheel of the cruiser, but I hadn’t been naïve, or easily manipulated, either.  When Petra put her hands on me, up against the wall in the deserted school gym, right near the climbing ropes, I yelled at the top of my lungs, “Get the hell away from me!”  I hadn’t previously known I could be so loud.  A lion probably couldn’t have roared as ferociously as I did in that moment.

Then I gave her a shove that sent her flying.  

As a matter of fact, from the hard way she landed on the gym floor with a thunk, thanks to the wonderful way I managed to throw her the hell off me, she even somehow or other twisted an ankle.

I still thought of this as my greatest accomplishment during the eighth grade.

It was also the first time, and the last, that Petra Turkett ever tried to mess with me.

This debacle had happened after weeks of her attempts at buttering me up with a forced chumminess that I didn’t want or like, in addition to her handing me lots of compliments and encouragement.  I had been getting more and more uncomfortable.  

Petra hadn’t been pleasant about my rejection, let alone the magnificent shove I gave her, either.  Whoa, no!  She had cursed at me, and called me a slew of names, and said I was psychotic, and neurotic, and delusional, and crazy, and sick, and more, and worse, all spoken in a full-on rage.  It was a deliberate attempt at piling a mind game onto me, to make me believe her actions, and my instinctive reaction, were somehow all my fault, and not hers.  

Unbelievable!

I hadn’t initiated the creepy encounter.  So it didn’t work.  

And oh, how Petra Turkett did not like it that it didn’t work.

Tough.

She didn’t stop there, either, declaring, while still on the floor, “You are so disturbed you should be expelled!  I’m going to see to it that you have to see Dr. Witzler!”

I remember thinking, oh, God, no!

Dr. Bernice Witzler was the Beaumont Board of Education’s excuse for a child psychologist, and she was awful, a dowdy woman in her fifties who reeked of stale cigarette smoke, wore too much makeup, and had bleach blonde hair so full of hairspray that it looked as though it had been shellacked.  I’d been chosen for the wretched “honor” of meeting with her after a boy from my street, Jasper Somerset, had gone missing.  

I had only known Jasper, who was a grade below me, by sight, and we weren’t friends, but in a misguided attempt at “helping” the children who might have been “upset” by his disappearance, the school foisted Dr. Witzler on any kid they thought might have known him.  It was one of those situations where the adults were causing more problems by trying to solve ones that really didn’t exist in the first place.

Dr. Witzler was easily the last person I ever wanted to see again, ever.  She asked a lot of stupid questions about my “feelings” concerning Jasper, which were nonexistent, and then tried to connect the fact that he’d vanished from Beaumont with my parents’ deaths in a car crash when I was three.  Never mind that the two situations bore no relation to one another on any level at all.

“For you,” Dr. Witzler had proclaimed, blue eyes piercing me with melodramatic concern that was probably totally fake, “this must feel like yet another abandonment, and you’ve already had two in your sad young life.”

This was how this awful grown woman with a degree in psychology was talking to me!  “Abandonments.”  My “sad young life.”  Ridiculous! What was the school thinking of, I had to wonder, by forcing this con woman on me? Honestly, if a kid really was screwed up, and then fell into the clutches of such a charlatan, she’d only talk them into getting worse.

“My parents didn’t abandon me,” I had replied evenly, “they died in an accident.  It wasn’t like they wanted to.  And I didn’t really know Jasper except to see him around.  You can’t say he abandoned me.  He didn’t even know me.”

Dr. Witzler hadn’t given up on her nonsensical theme, however.  “Yet it’s still another trauma,” she insisted, “a child from your street who was there and, suddenly, is not.”

I rolled my eyes and said, “I have to get back to class.”  With that I got up off and left her office.  Dr. Witzler had given me nothing but a case of the creeps, and I didn’t go back for more.

So Petra Turkett’s threat of sending me to see that awful old dragon again was a frightening one, and her declaration that I ought to be expelled was even worse.  I might have even pretty much forgotten the whole weird incident of Petra grabbing me where she had no right to tread if it hadn’t been for those threats of hers.  Expulsion from school?  Another visit to Witzler?  And wouldn’t both of those possibilities have to come along with my trying to explain all of this at home?  

What could be worse?  

I lived with my grandparents.  They were very good people, if a bit old-fashioned, and wouldn’t have liked this, to put it mildly, let alone understood it one bit.  I didn’t fully comprehend what Petra had been trying to do to me, either.  But I couldn’t get thrown out of school, didn’t need to see a psychologist just for defending myself, and it would have been a royal uphill battle if I had had to tell my grandmother and grandfather why I did what I did to Petra. 

Both were gone now, my Grandmom and Grandpop, and I missed them terribly.  At the time, though, just the thought of having to reveal any of this to them had had me in terror.

That’s what stuck with me in the long run.  Not what Petra did so much, but what she threatened to do to me later.

Of course, in the long run, Petra Turkett hadn’t made good on either one of her nasty threats.  I wasn’t expelled for shoving her off.  I wasn’t even formally disciplined by the principal or anything.  I hadn’t been forced to endure another meeting with the wretched Dr. Witzler, either.  After all, if I had had to talk to either the principal or the kiddie shrink about what happened, I might have spilled the beans and implicated Petra, and her first priority had been to shut me up.

I didn’t realize that part of it until I was a whole lot older, however.

From that point on, though, it didn’t help Petra Turkett’s attitude toward me that she limped for a couple of weeks after that incident, thanks to my efforts at sending her airborne, and her subsequent well-deserved injured ankle.  She glared dagger eyes at me any time she saw me in the school hallways.

This incident happened maybe a month before that awful school year ended, and back then I was thanking my lucky stars for the timing of it.  The Beaumont Middle School only served grades six through eight.  The following year I was going to attend Beaumont High School and, I believed, I would never have to be stuck in the same building as one Petra Turkett again.

Or so I thought.

When I was in the tenth grade, wouldn’t you know it?  The filthy-minded freak went and transferred to my high school to teach gym there.

I hadn’t been the only boy who she’d had in her sights.  There was another one I’d noticed her paying too much gooey-eyed attention to during the eighth grade, and that was my best friend, Asher Muldoon.  He was like me, cute in an elfin way, an undersized boy with blonde hair and freckles, looking more like a ten-year-old than an early teen.  Some boys just don’t grow at the same rate as others.  I didn’t, either.  Without meaning any disrespect to Asher, he just wasn’t what you could have called stud material at that particular time in his life.  Any reasonable person, and I stress the word “reasonable,” would have thought he was hardly the kind of boy to attract advances from grown women. 

Neither was I.  I was just as blonde and blue-eyed and small for my age as Asher, way back then.  My big growth spurt didn’t start until almost a full year later, at the end of ninth grade. I ended up six feet tall, so being undersized in the eighth grade turned out not to have mattered one whit, though it seemed to mean something else, something attractive to Petra.

That woman hadn’t realized, however, that tiny though I may have been for a thirteen-year-old when the monster made her move on me, I was nevertheless strong enough to send her straight to the floor.  I was completely outraged by her actions and that did it.

Meanwhile, Petra Turkett always seemed to light up like a Christmas tree whenever my buddy Asher was anywhere near her.  It turned the blood in my veins to ice every time I saw it.

I could easily recall the day she turned up at the high school.  She was in a dark green jogging suit, with white stripes up the side of the legs, and with her trademark whistle on an orange and yellow lanyard around her neck.  

She was stationed near the school’s atrium on hall duty, monitoring who came and went from the classrooms and checking to see if kids had passes to go to the water fountain or the john.  Asher was walking just a couple of feet in front of me as we changed classes from science to math.  That sick woman nearly jumped into the air with joy and delight when she saw little Asher.

Uh-oh.

He still hadn’t had his growth spurt at the time.  His wouldn’t begin until about a year later.  That was the luck of the hormonal draw, to be sure, but still, in an instance like this one, it added up to not being good for him.  Not if he was in her sights.

I, on the other hand, nearly threw up at the first sight of her.  

There.  

Working at a school I attended again.

I had been reluctant to voice my concerns about Petra to anyone.  As a thirteen-year-old, I’d even been ashamed of what she had hoped to do to me, the way uninformed kids often reacted to predators, though I shouldn’t have been, and realize that now.  She’d not only pushed me up against a wall but had made a mad grab for my crotch, and how dare she?  

Petra Turkett was desperate, sick, without boundaries, and out of line.  

Yet I’d shoved her away from me, and that, I had believed, had ended that.

But had it, I thought when she joined the high school staff?  Here she was again!

All those years in the past, people just weren’t as tuned in to the fact that child molesters even existed.  That kind of criminal awareness came later.  Back then, though, it was easier for those types such as Petra to go unnoticed, strange as it seemed to me now.  

Yet the Petras of the world play on the idea that kids will be embarrassed or confused by their actions.  That we won’t want to tell.  That we children would be harboring the mistaken belief that we, not the predators, had done “something wrong.”

Just look at the stream of attack terms she had levied in my direction right after I had the good sense to knock her to the floor.  Psychotic.  Neurotic.  Delusional.  Crazy.  Sick.

All of those designations actually applied to Petra Turkett herself, and not to me.  She was frantically hoping to make me doubt myself.

But it didn’t work.  Don’t ask me how.  It just didn’t.  I guess maybe some children can be manipulated, but all kids can’t.  I jolly well knew right from wrong, and what she had done was wrong, not right.  I just hadn’t wanted to shout what she’d tried to do to me out loud to the world, since grabbing me where she had was just the first step, and I could imagine what she planned to do to me after that.

Instead, I had begun, right from that day, that moment, to keep my eyes and ears open with regard to the gargoyle that was Petra Turkett.  She hadn’t managed to have her way with me, and I’d seen to that, but I always thought, if she did unto others as she’d tried to do unto me, it was only a matter of time before her degenerate luck ran out.  

Twenty-one years later, though, she was still on the loose. 

Still working with kids. 

Not charged.  

Not arrested.  

Not yet, anyway.

Marigold and I hastened outside the station.  

It was a dark night in the middle of December.  There was an uncomfortable gusty wind blowing like mad, and with it came a feeling that snow might just be in the air.  Getting into the squad car and out of the cold came as a relief to us both.

I said nothing.  Just drove.

“What’s wrong, Knox?”  Marigold asked me now, as I drove the car along the route to Petra Turkett’s house.  “You’re so unusually quiet.”  Marigold Rivas was sharp-eyed and extremely savvy.  She never missed a trick.

“This address we’re headed for.  I’m not sure what the story is exactly regarding the guy who lives there, Davey Teeple, but I can tell you this much.  The woman he’s married to is a card-carrying pervert.  I can fill you in on the whole story later.  Meanwhile I’m not sure what we’re about to walk into, but I have a bad feeling.”

At that point, I turned off the main street of Beaumont, unimaginatively named Main Street, made a left onto another, smaller road, and then, there we were, arriving at 7550 Starlight Lane.

The call that had come into the station was the report of a murdered body at this accursed address.  

God help us.
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Chapter Two
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I HAD PREVIOUSLY SEEN Davey Teeple around town every now and again.  I didn’t know him, and hadn’t ever wanted to get to know him, either, considering he was connected to her.  They had been married for about two years now.

I was still good friends with Asher Muldoon, though, and he was a real estate agent now.  One day when we were seated during lunch at the window of a little restaurant on Main Street, having burgers, Davey Teeple just happened to stroll by, and Asher had pointed him out to me.  

“There he goes, Knox.  Davey Teeple.  Petra Turkett’s new significant other.”

If Petra was sixty-seven now, and I knew she was, Davey was twenty-five, if that, and he was a young-looking twenty-five into the bargain.  If someone had told me he was still a college kid, I’d have believed it.  He was blonde-haired and blue-eyed, just like Asher and me, and young-looking in the extreme. He wore horn-rimmed glasses which made him look owlish and even more juvenile.  

Just the way La Petra liked them.  Juvenile.

At least this one was not a minor.  At least.

Now, as Marigold and I arrived at the house on Starlight Lane, he was standing outside on the front steps of the beast’s grayish-colored ranch house, in the dim light of a porch lamp, dry-eyed, but waving his arms around in the air, looking like a modified windmill, and screaming like a banshee.

“Over here!  We’re over here!  Help!  Someone’s killed her! Help! Somebody killed my Petra!  My wife!”  He was carrying on like some kind of a nut.  

And he probably was one.  Only a screwball, in my humble opinion – okay, in my less than humble opinion, in this particular instance – would have teamed up with the likes of Petra Turkett in the first place.

I couldn’t help it.  Petra was the body?

Petra’s dead?  

Woo-hoo!

Joy to the world, I so much wanted to shout out loud, but of course, I didn’t.  I couldn’t.  I was a cop.  A detective.  A very respected member of this community.

I had to remain professional.  

Efficient.  

Concerned.

Even so!  I was inwardly woo-hoo-ing anyway.

I recalled that hideous long-ago day in the gym near the climbing ropes, that awful scene that I still saw, every now and then, in my nightmares, and found it extremely hard not to break out in a smile at the thought of Petra being gone from this planet.  It would have been fabulous to shout out loud, “So long, psycho!”

Of course, I didn’t.  

But still, I wanted to.

I reasoned that if Petra was dead, the little boys of Beaumont were in a safer place right now, this minute, than they’d ever occupied for years.  Safer children?  That was nothing less than a cause for celebration.

And yet I had to take charge of investigating this debacle, which was also, ironically, an incredible development.  A town without a Petra.  And right before Christmas, too, like a gift.

The wind howled.  A maple tree near the house swayed wildly from the force of it.  Someone rode by in the street, on a bicycle, dimly lit by a streetlamp.  

Marigold, screaming Davey, and I were still outside, on the steps of the house in what was fast becoming a gale, and it wasn’t what anybody could ever call a nice night.  But even so.  I knew I’d remember it as one of the most pleasant ones I’d known in years. 

Petra.  Dead.

Was it so wrong of me to want to do a happy dance and shout hallelujah?

I couldn’t, so I kept mum.

“Okay, sir, I realize this is a shock, but please try to stay calm,” Marigold said to Davey, in a warm but take-charge voice.  “Can we have your name?”

“David Madison Teeple!  Davey!”  It came out practically like a shriek.

The maple tree seemed to engage in a frantic dance as the wind howled, which struck me as an appropriate backdrop to this man’s hysteria.

Marigold continued, “Mr. Teeple, okay, then, please come inside with us and show us what you’ve found.  We need to take a look inside the house to see what’s going on.”

“Just be sure you don’t touch anything,” I added.

“Yes!  I get it!  I watch those crime shows like Hawaii Five-O. I’m not stupid!”  Davey informed me.

Neither of us had said he was.  

He continued by needlessly shouting, “This way!”  

Davey led us both into the small house he had shared with the old dragon.  The front door opened right into the living room where we could easily see the body.

And there she was.  

Petra Turkett.  

Dead on the floor.

The nightmarish lady was lying face down on the rug.  She had been stabbed in the back with what looked like it was probably a steak knife.  I wondered if, perhaps, it came from her own kitchen.

If it did, that meant it also hailed from Davey’s kitchen.  Obviously.  He lived here, too, the poor bastard.

Interesting, though.  Might he have done it?  Perhaps his hysterics over Petra’s demise were just one hell of an awesome act.  

In my business, you never knew.  Not until you found some proof.

Marigold looked over the scene and said, “That knife.  Looks like the handle’s made of bamboo.”

“Recognize the knife at all?”  I asked Davey.

He shook his head.  “No.”  Then he added, “Can I take a drink of something?  I need a shot of whiskey.”

“Not from any alcohol supply you’ve got here,” I told him firmly.  “This is a crime scene, and we have to preserve it.  Sorry.  Touch nothing.”

“More bad luck,” Davey grumbled, then got more worked up.  “Figures.  Shee-yit!  I need one!  Need one!”

I would have gladly let him have one if it would shut him up for even five minutes, but that couldn’t be done at the moment.  

Whether it was Davey who would turn out to be the killer or not, already I had to wonder if this was a spur of the moment crime, not one that had been premeditated.  Any murderer who planned on killing the likes of Petra would not have appropriated a weapon from her kitchen to get the job done, if indeed the knife belonged to the house.  It was a lot more likely that he or she would have deliberately brought a weapon of their own out here with them, and used that one.  Besides, screeching Davey said he didn’t recognize the one in his sicko wife’s back.

Marigold used her police radio to call for an ambulance, even though it was clearly too late to revive Petra, while I took in the crime scene without touching anything.  Marigold also put in a call for the coroner and the rest of the usual crime-scene technicians.  Everybody would soon be making their way here.

Davey Teeple, meanwhile, kept right on going berserk, screeching, “Who would do this?  Who would do this?  WHO WOULD DO THIS?”  Maybe the ambulance would have to cart him out of here, when it came, along with the dead body, I thought.  He’s going berserk.  

On and on Davey went, complete with the pitch of his statements rising at each recitation, even though I noticed there weren't any tears whatsoever pouring from his eyes.  

There were not.  Any tears.

People reacted differently to grief or shock, and I knew that well after so many years of working as a policeman, not to mention my training at the police academy, but still.  If he was really so upset, why wasn’t he crying?

It was odd, all right.

Then again what could we reasonably expect from a guy so weird that he had married Petra Turkett, who was practically old enough to be his grandmother and a pervert besides?  

I let him keep up with his “who would do” litany as annoying background noise while I observed what else was in that living room.  It was as neat and tidy as the kind of house that had been carefully staged before being photographed for an interior design magazine.  Save for the body on the rug, that is.

The room was painted a cheery buttercup yellow with white lace curtains at the windows and a mango-colored deep pile rug on the floor.  Knickknacks, mostly what looked like porcelain clowns, were displayed in a glass case.  

Hmm.  Clowns operated behind masks.  

So had Petra.

That lent them a creepy air.  This lady had a house complete with masked porcelain figures.  

What a choice of room décor!

There was a flatscreen TV, not turned on, and some standing lamps.  No photos hung on any of the four walls.  An old brown trunk was being used as a stand-in for a coffee table, and on it were two crystal glasses and a bottle of red wine.  

Had Petra and Davey been drinking, fallen into an argument, and had it resulted in her dead body lying on the floor?  

Or had someone else been here, same deal with an argument?

Something caught my eye underneath the base of one of the wine glasses.  

It was a sliver of yellow paper.  

Odd.  

Now, what was that doing there?

Coincidence?

Or a deliberately left message?

“What’s this?”  I mumbled, and bent closer to take a look, since a message had been scrawled on it in atrocious handwriting in dark blue ink.
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