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Dedication



Counted in Blood is dedicated to the colors calico and pearl and to the wonderful people who are kind. 







  
  
Previously…




My name is Maggie Sloan Ewing; my tall, blue-eyed husband is Larry Ewing; his original name was Kevin, but he’s become so accustomed to being called Larry that he claims Kevin is his undercover name. 

Lucy, our sweet, old, brown German short-haired pointer and my imaginary men, Palace Guard and Spike, live with Larry and me near Savannah, Georgia. Larry completed his crime scene specialist training for his new Georgia Bureau of Investigation position as an agent who investigates the technical aspects of crime scenes. 

You might have noticed I mentioned “imaginary men.” There’s a long story behind that, but the short version is I was severely injured several years ago by a massive explosion in the library where I worked. Palace Guard and Spike helped me when I struggled with physical therapy then stayed with me after I left the hospital. Palace Guard ran with me to build up my strength and taught me how to throw a knife; Spike toughened me up and taught me how to cheat.

Lucy and Larry can see Palace Guard and Spike; I think all animals and small children can see the imaginary men. Larry and I are in good company.

My severe injury days weren’t quite behind me, though; a jewel thief sprayed my face with a powerful alkaline cleaning solution, and the surgeon couldn’t save my left eye. The sight in my right eye isn’t all that great; I see people as blobs with my right eye except for Larry, Palace Guard, Spike, and Lucy. I wasn’t slowed down, though, because Palace Guard and I worked out some signals for him to guide me when I walk or run, and he became my shooting instructor and trained me to aim and shoot with his help.

Paul Vargas, a private investigator, came to Savannah to protect me from a killer; his wife, Julie came with him. They fell in love with Savannah and stayed. The three of us created a new detective agency, Gray Flanagan Agency, named for me because I’ve always been the Gray Lady, and for my great-grandmother, Maggie Flanagan, who was a force back in the day. Larry and I are co-owners of the business: he’s the silent partner, and I’m the advisor or maybe meddler; I’ll have to check with Paul on that.

Paul’s first act as Operations Director of Gray Flanagan Agency was to hire Heather, who brings her amazing talents as a former undercover detective and a technical whiz. Heather gave me a super cool walking stick that doubles as my cane and records audio and video; she told me it’s modeled after the jo, which was a Japanese fighting stick, except it’s my size: a petite. Palace Guard taught me some really cool moves with it.  

Spike has a huge crush on Heather and is really obnoxious about it; Heather can’t see Spike, but he still gets on her nerves.








  
  
Chapter One




“You’re late for work, Chief,” Julie said when Lucy, Palace Guard, Spike, and I strolled into the office at eight o’clock after Larry dropped us off. 

“I am not, and don’t call me Chief. Do we have coffee?”

“Coming right up; did you get settled in over the weekend at the old house you bought? I was surprised that you considered a four-bedroom, but I knew you and Larry wanted to be surrounded by woods out in the country, and you certainly got a great price and will have room for company. A middle-aged couple is in your office; they were parked in front of the building when I arrived this morning. I’ll bring you a cup; they already have theirs.” 

“Is anybody else here?”

“Just us; do you want me to sit in and take notes?”

“What about the phone?” I asked. 

“Nobody calls this early,” Julie said as she hurried for the coffee while Spike and Lucy settled into their usual positions to guard the front door.

When Palace Guard and I went into my office, the man-blob rose from his seat. “Nice to meet you, Miss Flanagan; I’m Bob Collins, and this is my wife, Becky.” 

I assumed he had his hand out, so I reached in front of me with my right hand, and he shook it. 

“Did you see his hand or guess, Miss Flanagan?” Becky asked. 

“I guessed, Miz Collins, and please call me Maggie.” 

“If you’ll call us Becky and Bob, I will.” I heard the smile in her voice mixed with sadness. 

Julie came into the office. “I’ll put your coffee on your desk in front of your chair, Chief.”

I glanced toward the front door, and Spike waved; he and Lucy were on guard there.

After I sat and pushed the record button on my jo, I set it on the floor next to me then held my hot cup with two hands while I waited for it to cool. 

“What brings you here?” I asked. 

Bob cleared his throat. “Our daughter, Vanessa, was murdered last month. The police told us…” his voice broke, then he continued, “Sorry; the senior investigator said that her torso had been mutilated and recommended that we remember her as she had been, so we identified her as our daughter when he uncovered her face in the morgue. Our local funeral director has been a good friend of mine for years, and he invited me to say goodbye before her body was cremated. He warned me in advance that her abdomen had been carved like a tree trunk; it looked like the number twelve to me.” 

“This weekend, I was going through Nessie’s things, and I found this,” Becky said. 

“Becky gave me a slip of paper, Chief; it has the number twelve written in a childish style of printing,” Julie said. “The other side of the paper is blank.” 

“I didn’t say anything about what I saw to Becky until she showed me that piece of paper; I told her we had to come to the Gray Flanagan Agency with what we knew,” Bob said.

“Our neighbor is good friends with the real estate agent who helped Miz Julie find your building, so we were already acquainted with you, in a way,” Becky added.

“Please call me Julie.”

“We’re newly retired teachers; I taught biology, and Becky taught English literature,” Bob said. 

“I heard about another girl who was murdered, so I did a little research; I couldn’t find anything that suggested the murders were related, but I think they were,” Becky said. 

Bob added, “Her women’s intuition has been finely honed from years of teaching; sometimes I think she goes a little overboard because she’s also a frustrated amateur detective.”

“What was Vanessa like?” I asked. 

Becky’s voice brightened as she spoke. “Nessie was smart and loved the outdoors, animals, and children. She was working as a teacher’s aide while she was enrolled in online education classes. She would have completed her degree at the end of this year.” 

“She went to work then studied in the evenings and most weekends,” Bob said.

“Did she live with you?” Julie asked. 

“It was the one thing we could do to help her,” Becky said. “When she was twelve, she asked if she could take over the cooking on Friday nights.”

Bob chuckled. “We ate box macaroni and cheese casserole with slices of hot dogs every Friday for almost a year, then she found a cookbook she liked, and our Friday dinners finally had a little more variety.” 

“Did she have any friends?” Julie asked.

“She never was much for large groups or parties, but she, her boyfriend Fred, and a few of their friends hiked and camped in the Georgia and Tennessee mountains two or three times a year. I’ll get you their names, addresses, and phone numbers,” Becky said. “Fred joined Nessie in cooking our Friday dinners last year.”

“Their food wasn’t too bad,” Bob said. 

“Their meals were delicious,” Becky said.

“Were they engaged?” Julie asked. 

“Not formally,” Becky said, “but we all knew they were saving money so they could marry after Nessie graduated.” 

“What else do you have for us?” I asked.

I waited for them to speak then glanced at Palace Guard who narrowed his eyes at Bob and Becky.

“That’s about it,” Becky said. She’s hiding something. 

“We have a staff meeting every Monday morning to discuss our workload; I’ll get back to you,” Julie said. 

After Bob and Becky left, Julie said, “If Paul and Heather are too busy, can this be my case? I want to find the killer and hack his heart right out of his chest.” 

Palace Guard nodded. 

“We’ll have to get you a nice knife to keep in your desk drawer in case the killer drops by.”

“I’d love that; there's room for one in my bottom desk drawer where I keep my sunhat. I’ll research knives after I research murders of young women over the past two years. Did you notice how Bob stared at you, Chief? I wonder if he was trying to decide whether you were really blind.”

Paul rushed into the office and went straight to our meeting room; when he came out with a cup of coffee, he said, “Morning, everyone. Heather’s on her way, Chief.” 

“We’ll have a staff meeting this morning as soon as Heather gets here,” Julie said. 

“If we’re talking about a new case, I’m ready for something more interesting than our usual embezzlers who have no imagination and are no challenge at all. I appreciate we don’t accept any divorce cases, Chief, except sometimes I wouldn’t mind the hectic pace of juggling several cases at once,” Paul said.

Heather carried a white sack when she came into the office. “I picked up breakfast burritos for us. There were several food trucks at the hardware store, of all places. We’ll have to go back for lunch.” 

“Staff meeting,” Julie said. “I’ve already made coffee.”

After everyone was seated around the large table that seated six comfortably, Heather passed around the sack. 

“I’ll unwrap yours for you, Chief,” Heather said. 

While we ate, Julie told Paul and Heather about Bob and Becky Collins and their daughter, Vanessa.

“This is definitely something Heather and I could work on together,” Paul said. “What do you think?”

“If we can identify any of the other victims, I could profile them and go undercover,” Heather said.

“There’s always something that a client doesn’t tell at the first meeting. Maybe I can arrange for Bob and I to have lunch or coffee together tomorrow,” Paul said.

“I can ask Becky for help with something or other,” Julie said. “Becky’s going to send me the names and numbers of Vanessa’s friends. As soon as I get those, I’ll share them.”

“I’d like to know who the investigator was and where Vanessa’s body was found,” Heather said. 

“I’m keeping a list; I’ll call Becky after our meeting,” Julie said. 

“I wonder if the Coyle Agency has heard of anything like this. I’ll give Glenn a call when we’re done here,” Paul said.

After the meeting, I went into my office; before I closed the door, Palace Guard, Spike, and Lucy joined me. 

“The three of them are perfectly capable of handling any case; I hate being the figurehead boss. Is it just me, or have I become invisible too?” 

Palace Guard nodded, and Spike grinned. 

“It’s been ages since we’ve gone for a run, and the weather’s perfect: not too hot or too cold; I have my running clothes in my backpack for emergencies, and this is definitely one. It shouldn’t be a problem since I’m invisible, right?”

I took my backpack into my office and changed clothes. When I stepped out, Julie was on the phone, Paul and Heather were in Paul’s office debating the best approach, and Palace Guard waited at the front door. 

Spike and Lucy followed us when we strolled out of the office, then after I stretched, I set the pace for our warmup. Spike stayed behind with Lucy when she stretched out on the warm sidewalk. 

When Palace Guard ran past me, I grumbled, “I wasn’t ready, your legs are longer than mine, and it’s awkward to run with my jo.” 

After I caught up with Palace Guard, we ran past the upscale boutiques and coffee shops then continued to the seedier neighborhood of warehouses and abandoned buildings. 

“Hey, Gray Lady,” a blob who sat on the sidewalk next to a building called out then coughed, and I waved. 

“You got a minute?” he asked in a weak voice.

Palace Guard and I made a large circle in the street then returned to the man. 

“You have to be safe,” the man said. 

I resisted wrinkling my nose or gagging at the sour odor that floated around the man and the foul smell from his mouth. 

The man lowered his voice, and I steeled myself against the reeking odor as I knelt next to him. 

“I saw this guy that lives in an apartment over one of the vacant stores take another girl up the fire escape. He was dragging her like she was dead, you know? I’ve seen him around here before and always get a bad vibe from him, so I stayed in the shadows. It was just like the other two girls. You just stay away from that next street. Ya hear?”

I nodded. “Okay, I will; thank you. You need anything?” 

The man shivered. “If ya see a nice blanket, I wouldn’t mind havin’ one.” 

“I’ll work on it. What’s your name?” 

“They call me Doc, but my name is Henry.” 

“I understand; they call me Gray Lady, but my name is Maggie.” I rose, then Palace Guard and I raced back to the office. 

When we went inside, I asked, “Julie, is there a thrift store nearby? I need a blanket for a friend.”

“I’ll be right back,” Julie said. 

After she left, Spike raised his eyebrows. 

“She surprised me too; I guess we’re in charge of the phone.”

I sat in Julie’s chair then propped my elbows on the desk and cupped my face while I pretended to stare at the phone. “What do I do if it rings? Just pick it up?”

Spike shook his head and pointed to the phone. 

“Does it light up or something?”

Spike nodded. 

“Maybe Julie will get back before it…”

Spike interrupted me with a poke then pointed at the phone. “I didn’t hear anything, Spike.”

He pointed again, and I picked up the handset then pushed on the phone with my index finger where he pointed. It must flash a light when someone calls. This is not the right phone for our office.

“Gray Flanagan Agency.” I tried to emulate Julie’s calm tone. 

“Is that you, Maggie?” Glenn Coyle asked. “Paul left a message for me to call. Are you doing okay?”

Glenn was my best friend’s dad, and mine too, as far as I was concerned. 

“Other than bored to tears, I'm fine; these people are really efficient,” I said.

“I’ll speak to Paul and tell him he’s ignoring his slacker duties. Would that help?” Glenn asked. 

I giggled. “You know it wouldn’t; he’d be cranky the rest of the day.”

Glenn chuckled. “Nothing throws a perfectionist into a bad mood quicker than calling them on it.”

“I think our new phones have an intercom system, but I don’t know how to work it.” 

“You’ll figure it out,” Glenn said.

I shouted, “Hey, Paul. Glenn’s on the phone.” 

“Put him on hold, so we can pick up in here, Chief.”

“I’m supposed to put you on hold, Glenn. I apologize in advance for hanging up on you.”

Spike pointed to the phone, and I pushed where he pointed.

“Thanks, Chief,” Paul said. 

“Thanks, Spike; I couldn’t have managed all that without you.” 

Spike gave a quick nod then bent down to rub Lucy’s belly. 

I covered my mouth to hide my smile. I embarrassed him. 

Paul yelled from his office, “Chief, Glenn wants to talk to you. I put him on hold so you can pick up.”

Spike pointed, and I picked up the handset then pressed where Spike had pointed. 

“Maggie, I almost forgot: Jennifer wanted me to tell you that Ella and Moe took off Friday on short notice, and we suspect they eloped. They came into work this morning with big smiles and even more snuggly bubbly than before, and I’m not kidding. My stomach is still churning from the sight of our tough former police detective swaggering around here with a big grin on his face, and I don’t think I’ll ever recover from the sight of him and Ella while they nudged each other during our entire morning meeting. When Ella fluttered her eyelashes and Moe winked, I had to excuse myself for a breath of fresh air.” 

“I’m not sorry I missed it, but it’s about time, don’t you think? When do you think they’re going to announce they’re married?”

“It can’t be too soon for me; they were annoying before, but this latest smiling, whispering, and swooning with kissy faces is worse.”

When Julie returned, she dropped a quilt on her desk. “This is the softest one they had, and it doesn’t have any holes. Is this what you had in mind, Chief?”

I felt the quilt. “This is wonderful; thank you. Let’s go, Palace Guard; you lead.” 

“Wait a second, and I’ll roll it like a sleeping bag, so it will be easier for you to carry,” Julie said. 

Julie gave me the quilt. “Put it under your arm while you run. Do you want me to run along with you? You might have to walk instead of run, though, so I can keep up.” 

“You can hold down the fort. I’ll be fine.”

Palace Guard ran at my pace. When we neared the man’s spot, Palace Guard slowed then held up his hand for me to wait. He went around the corner of the building then motioned for me to join him. 

The shivering blob was next to a grate that was blowing warm air. I frowned. It doesn’t seem that cold to me. 

“I brought you a blanket; are you sick?” I asked. 

“It’s nothing; I got a bad chill.” The man broke into a wet cough that took away his breath. When he finally quit coughing, he wheezed. “I’ve had this cough for a couple of days.” He wheezed again, and I heard bubbly gurgles from his chest. “I’m hoping it’s not pneumonia.”

I pulled out my phone. “Call the office.”

When Julie answered, I said, “I have a sick man. Do you think Paul could take him to the hospital for me? We’ll cover the bill; make sure the hospital knows that, and they’ll need to clean him up.”

“I’ll be right there. I’ll take him.” 

Before I could protest, she hung up. I waited on the curb until Julie pulled in and parked her car in the alley next to the man. 

“Henry, we’re going to take you to the hospital,” I said. 

“I don’t have any money; they’ll just evaluate me and give me some medicine then toss me out, and it’s too far for me to walk back. I’d never make it.”

“No, they won’t,” Julie said. “We found you a special grant. They’ll do the right thing and won’t ask you for any money.” 

“You’re sick, Henry; I want you to go to the hospital,” I said.

Henry coughed as he spoke and struggled to his feet. “You want me to go, Maggie, I’ll go.” 

Julie and I walked him to her car and helped him into the front seat. Palace Guard and I jumped into the back, and Julie sped to the hospital. She parked at the emergency department entrance then ran inside and returned with a wheelchair. 

After Henry told the registration desk his first name and said he had no address, Julie took over, and I pushed Henry’s wheelchair close to the visitor’s seats while we waited. 

Henry whispered, “Hold this for me, Maggie. I don’t want anybody to take it away from me.”

I took the small paper sack he handed me. This is pretty light; must be his smokes. I dropped it into my backpack. 

When Julie joined us, she whispered, “Henry, I’m your cousin’s daughter, and your only living relative. I told them your last name is Perez, because that’s my maiden name. Is that okay with you? It’s the only way I can visit you because you’re so sick.”

“Call me Uncle Henry, Julie; that’ll cinch it with the medical crowd.”

“Got it, Uncle Henry.” 

A nurse came out of a set of double doors and called out, “Henry Perez.” 

“Right here.” Julie pushed Henry’s wheelchair toward the nurse who held one door open. 

“This way, Mrs. Perez.”

Julie and Henry disappeared behind the double doors. 

“Henry said it was too far for him to walk; is it too far for us to run?” 

Palace Guard nodded. 

“I was afraid of that.”

My phone rang. Julie.

“I called Paul; he’ll pick you up in twenty minutes, so you don’t have to run back to the office because I know that’s what you are planning to do, but it’s too far,” she said. 

“Thanks, Julie.”

After we hung up, I crossed my arms. “I would have complained, but there are blobs headed this way, and I don’t want to look angry.”

Palace Guard raised his eyebrows then crossed his arms and scowled at me.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

I glared at him. “Is that what I looked like?” 

When Palace Guard rolled his eyes, I uncrossed my arms then wiggled my nose to rearrange my face. 

“The thing is, I found Henry and Julie took over. I should have been the cousin or niece.” 

A blob came out of the hospital. “Miss Perez?”

“Is something wrong with Uncle Henry?”

“No, he’s settled in his room, and your sister is with him. These are his clothes and things that we removed in the emergency room before we gave him a quick shower. I was told to throw them out, but sometimes our homeless people get upset if they don’t have their street clothes, so I put them in a hospital bag.”

The blob put the handles of the bag into my outstretched hand. “Thank you; I know Uncle Henry will be looking for them when he’s well.”

The blob continued, “Your Uncle Henry reminded me of a prominent doctor I worked with for years. The doctor walked out of the hospital and never returned after his wife came into the emergency room after a terrible crash on the interstate. She didn’t make it; I’ve often wondered if he left because he blamed himself for not being able to save her.” 

“My mom is a retired nurse; seems like she told me about a doctor who did that a while ago. What was his name?”

“It’s been a while.” The nurse shook his head. “I could have told you two minutes ago, but it’s slipped my mind.”

The nurse mumbled as he slowly walked back into the hospital, “This is going to bother me the rest of the day…”

Paul pulled in behind Julie’s car then stepped out of his car. 

“I’ll be right back. I’ll move Julie’s car to a parking spot.”

He hopped into the driver’s seat and drove her car to the visitor’s lot. 

While I waited for Paul to return, the nurse was out of breath as he rushed out of the hospital. “Wallace. It was Doc Wallace.” He took in a deep breath then exhaled. “It came to me just as I reached the elevators.” 

He shook his head as he went back inside. “How could I have forgotten old Doc Wallace?”

After Paul joined me and Palace Guard at his car, he said, “I didn’t want to deal with a towing bill or a ticket. Julie must have been in a rush when she parked.” 

On our way back to the office, Paul asked, “Can you catch me up on why you and Julie were at the hospital, and who is Henry?”

I told him about finding Henry and calling Julie, and Julie’s slick trick of making sure she could stay with him at the hospital. 

“Sounds like there’s more to Henry than just being what we’d think of as a typical old man living on the streets,” Paul said. 

“I think so too.” 

“He couldn’t have a better advocate at his side, could he? Julie will make sure he receives proper medical care and is treated with respect.” 

Palace Guard poked my back, and I nodded. “Julie’s definitely ferocious.”

Paul snorted. “She likes to be in charge, but I’ll bet the hospital staff knows how to manage that. Bob and I are meeting in the morning at a diner he enjoys, but Becky doesn’t really like. I’m pretty sure Julie and Becky made plans too, but I don’t know what they are.”

“I’ll check with Julie; maybe that’s something I could do if she’s tied up with Henry.” 

Paul sniffed. “What’s in that bag? Henry’s clothes? Pretty ripe, aren’t they?”

When we went into the office, Heather said, “You have a new black sparkly patch, Chief; I love it.”

I touched my eyepatch. “I didn’t know I had a black one; Jennifer Coyle made me a batch of new sparkly eyepatches.”

“We need to talk,” Heather said.

“Let’s go into the meeting room; I’ll be there in a second.” I took the bag into my office and stuck it under my desk. 

“I’ll lock the front door, so we won’t be interrupted,” Paul said. 

After we were in the meeting room, Heather said, “Bob and Becky left out an important detail: Vanessa had Tourette syndrome. I talked to the senior investigator, and he said he’d heard that there were more related murders, but he knew of only two, and both of them had physical disabilities. He gave me their names, and we’ll follow up on them.” 

“I was disappointed when Justin was transferred to the office in Columbus, but I’d be worried about Tonya if they were here,” I said.  

“Her hearing deficit would have definitely made her a target if our suspicions are right, but what about Chief?” Paul asked. 

Am I suddenly invisible?

“I’m not sure; she and Palace Guard run together regularly. She can do anything anyone else can do and better, except drive,” Heather said.

“We could get her a self-driving car,” Paul said. 

“I think you’ve forgotten that she’s right here,” I growled. 

“Sorry, Chief,” Heather said. “I don’t like that you’re a potential target, but then I remember how many criminals have made the fatal mistake of thinking they could take advantage of what they perceived as your vulnerability.”

“That doesn’t mean we’re not worried, though,” Paul added. 

“I’m having lunch with the senior investigator; I plan to tell him I’m not still with the FBI, so he won’t feel blindsided later. He’s checking with other jurisdictions for young women with physical disabilities who have been murdered, and I’ll call Moe to ask what he knows,” Heather said. 

After Heather left the meeting room for her office, Paul’s cell phone rang, and he answered. “Hey, Julie, we’re in a meeting; what’s up?”

Paul listened for several minutes. “Love you, honey.”

He smiled. “Julie’s on her way back; while the nurse helped Henry with his shower, Julie ran to a nearby big box retail store and bought boxers, pajamas, a robe, and slippers for Henry. When she returned, he had an IV in place with antibiotics and was receiving oxygen. After the nurse helped Henry change from his hospital gown to the fresh clothes, he ate a warm meal, and now he’s sleeping. The nurse encouraged Julie to leave.” 

“Good news.” 

I went to my office and closed the door. I could have stayed with Henry and not been tossed out. 

I stared at Palace Guard who was standing in front of the window.

“We don’t belong in an office, do we?”

Palace Guard turned and narrowed his eyes as he studied my face then shook his head. 

“Do you suppose we could find the abandoned building with the apartment that Henry talked about?”

Palace Guard shook his head vigorously. 

“Spoilsport. So, what do you want to do?”

Palace Guard turned back to the window. 

“Vanessa was a teacher’s aide, but we can’t go hang around schools,” I said.  

Maybe I can do something better.

I picked up my phone. “Call Tonya.”

“Hey, Maggie. Do I bring money, Kiki, or both?” Tonya asked when she answered the phone.

“I’m not in jail, but hold on to that bail money because you never know, and it would be weird if Kiki didn’t come with you. I’ve got a case I need to talk over with you.”

“Mom’s at the store, and Kiki’s excited; hurry up before she burns my neck. She might be a tiny imaginary dragon, but she sure can breathe out some flames.”

“Move off Tonya’s shoulder, Kiki, because this case will fire you up for sure; it makes me angry every time I think about it.”

“Kiki moved to her fireproof mat that Mom got her, and I put my phone on speakerphone. We’re ready.”

“The parents of a young woman who was murdered several months ago came to the office. Their daughter had Tourette’s, and it appears the investigators are stumped. They heard about two other young women with physical impairments that had been murdered too, but they didn’t have any details.”

“Tell me about their daughter.”

“Her name was Vanessa Collins; she was a teacher’s aide at school and was finishing up her coursework for her degree.”

“I’ve known Vanessa since high school; she was a year behind me. I heard she was murdered, but the police have nothing? How can I help?”

“I’d like to know more about her friends and her boyfriend, and who are the other women who were murdered.”

“Vanessa didn’t have what people usually mean when they say boyfriend. Her close friend, Fred, was originally Frederica; Vanessa and Fred have been a couple for a long time. It’s a little odd that Vanessa’s parents didn’t say anything.” 

“They said Vanessa and her friends went hiking and camping several times a year.”

“That’s true. The group goes camping regularly; usually about eight people can arrange their schedules to take one of their four-day hikes. I know several of them, and they talk about how energizing it is to be outside, but I’m not as outdoorsy as they are, so I don’t appreciate how great it might be.”

“I’m going crazy in this office because I’d rather be outside,” I said.

“So, go. Aren’t you the boss of you? Go.”

“That was a simple fix; why didn’t I think of that?” I asked. 

“Oh, really? Are you feeling sorry for yourself or something?”

I snorted. “Who asked you?”

Tonya laughed. “Kiki’s rolling on her mat because you asked me, Gray Lady.” 

I giggled. “You and Kiki sure make it hard for me to be irritated by everything.” 

“Any other character defects of yours that we need to discuss?” Tonya asked. 

“Oh, hush. Back to the question of who were the other young women who had disabilities and were murdered?”

“How quickly do you want a list?”

“Truthfully? Before the end of the week, but the sooner, the better.” 

“Okee-dokee. I’ll see you first.” Tonya laughed as she hung up. 

I grumbled, “She did it again, Palace Guard.”

I spoke into my phone. “Send a text to Tonya: ‘No you won’t, because I’ll hear you coming.’” 

“Reply from Tonya: ‘Ha. Too late. You lose.’” 

Paul tapped on my door then walked in and closed it before he sat in my visitor’s chair. 

“What’s going on with you, Maggie?”

This is not good; he didn’t call me Chief.

“Nothing,” I said. “I’m fine.”

“No, you aren’t. It’s me, Maggie. You’re a great liar, but I’m an old liar, and I know all the tricks.”

“So, maybe I’m not fine, but I’m better. I called Tonya and asked her about Vanessa, her friends, and other young women with impairments who were murdered.”

“Talking to a good friend about murder always cheers me up too. What did Tonya say?”

“She’ll check on the murdered women, and Vanessa and Fred are gay.” 








  
  
Chapter Two




“Really? I’m surprised Bob and Becky didn’t say anything, but they’re either still numb from grief or didn’t think it was relevant. Of course, it’s more than likely that it isn’t, but we don’t know. Maybe Bob and I will have a man-to-man discussion tomorrow; we’ll see. You know, you’re really brilliant, Chief; as obvious as it is, especially since Julie and I are renting her mother’s house, I wouldn’t have thought about Tonya as our best resource to help us find other young women with disabilities who were murdered. I’m supposed to be a hotshot detective; that’s embarrassing.” 

Palace Guard poked me and grinned, and I rolled my eye. When Palace Guard golf-clapped, I smiled. I’m getting better at the eye-roll thing. 

“Did you just roll your eye, Chief? What did Palace Guard say?” Paul asked.

I tried to side-glance Paul, but it must have been a backwards eye roll or something because he laughed. 

I sighed. “What are you working on other than harassing me?”

“That good, huh? Way to go, Palace Guard.” Paul held up his hand, and Palace Guard smacked it. 

Paul grinned as he stared at his hand. “Felt it.”

“I don’t believe either of you. What are you working on?” 

“Heather has all the good contacts, so I contacted some of my sketchier acquaintances from the old days. One of them heard of a crazed freelancer who was scaring the local community and cutting into the money of the successful, established, loosely organized kidnapping network. Ouch, terrible choice of words, wasn’t it?” Paul-blob shook his head. “So, this freelancer is kidnapping young women and killing them. My friend isn’t sure that the freelancer contacts the parents or appropriate purse strings, so we don’t know if anyone is refusing to take the freelancer seriously or if the freelancer doesn’t contact anyone, which, either way, puts the kidnappings for murder into a completely different class.” 

“Anything on the freelancer?”

“Not yet, but I’m digging just like you are, Chief. You’re awfully young to be old school, but welcome to the old gumshoe society: the club of misfit detectives.” 

“I didn’t know there was such a thing, but it makes sense to me, and thank you.” 

“You’re welcome, and what’s really bothering you?” Paul asked.

“I hate being in an office, sitting in meetings, and watching while everyone else works.” 

“I get it. Heather is a solo; she always has been. She’s trying hard to be a part of the team, but we’re slowing her down. We need to be a resource for her, and not a stumbling block, so she can be effective and do what she does best without supervision. I’ll talk to her and let her know she can forge ahead in her own way,” Paul said. 

“Julie’s jumping from one self-assigned task to another,” I added. 

“She always has; she’s a hard worker, but she sometimes misses a thing or two when she loses focus.”

“That reminds me, when Bob and Becky were here this morning, I asked if there was anything else, and they were quiet for a few seconds, then Becky claimed there wasn’t. Becky’s tone told me she was hiding something, but it’s possible both of them were.” 

“It’s not a surprise to me that Julie didn’t mention that; it’s the sort of detail she misses. You and I have worked together in the past. Let’s get you out of the office. Go with me to meet Bob in the morning for breakfast; we can leave from the office.”

“Wouldn’t that put a damper on Bob?”

“It could, but it also could give us an edge. If he’s being recalcitrant, you can go to the ladies' room, then he’ll be under the pressure of a time constraint to tell me anything he doesn’t want to say in front of you. You tag with me, and I’ll tag with you. You need a driver; I need to hear your insightful, far-fetched theories, so I can consider possibilities that are outside my police detective experience. We have to stick together so we can remember that neither of us is the norm, which makes us great.” Paul rose from his chair. “You have anything else for me, Chief, while I’m in a philosophical mood?”

“Other than I’d never accuse you of being philosophical? Nope.” 

“Seriously, thanks; I think I needed to be set straight as much as you did.” 

“You’re good; you know that, right? What’s our next move while we wait for more information that may or may not help us?” 

“You rein in Julie, Chief. I’m going to take a nap.” Paul went to his office and closed the door. 

I stared at his door. Did Paul just desert me?

When Julie came into the office, she said, “What a morning; I haven’t had a chance to call Becky yet.”

“Do we need to hire someone to take care of the phone and office?” I asked. 

“Chief, that’s my job.” Julie-blob sat at her desk. “Oh no; we have ten phone messages. I forgot I had turned off the ring volume on the phone when we went into our meeting.” 

“Before you return calls, give me Becky’s number, and I’ll call her; I want to talk to her myself. Then make a list of all your tasks that you can’t accomplish, so I can contact an agency to hire someone to take over. We really shouldn’t be locking the front door just because we’re in a meeting or not answering the phone during the day.” 

“You are absolutely right, Chief; that is so unprofessional. We need to focus on what’s important. If you need extra help with what you’re doing, I say bring someone in, but I don’t need any help. I can manage the office while everyone is in the field or in meetings.”

“I really appreciate that, and I appreciate how much help you were with Henry this morning. It’s nice to know that you’ll back me up in emergencies.”

“You’re welcome, Chief; Henry was definitely an emergency, but I went a little overboard and lost a bit of my focus. Don’t worry about the office; I’ve got it covered. I’ll send you Becky’s number.”

I went into my office and closed the door as my phone buzzed with two texts: the first one was from Julie, and the message was a phone number; the second one was from Paul. I added Becky’s number into my newly created phone group I named ‘Clients’ then listened to Paul’s text.       

“Knew you could do it with your usual sledgehammer diplomacy. Well done.”  

I giggled. “Send a text to Paul: ‘I accept my prestigious award in the same spirit in which it was bestowed.’”

When Becky answered, I said, “Hi, Becky, it’s Maggie.”

“I’m so excited to hear from you personally. Thank you for calling me; did you know you’re a celebrity for those of us who are library fans? My best friend is a retired librarian, and she and I have followed your cases since the library explosion in Harperville. She didn’t really know Olivia that well, but did meet her at one of the state conventions years ago. We were horrified when we heard how badly injured you were in Columbus, but my best friend told me you would soldier on, and she was right.”

I smiled. Wait until I tell Paul I’m a celebrity; no, bad idea: he’d never let me live it down. 

“Thank you, Becky; that’s so sweet of you. Is there a time you and I could get together? Maybe lunch today or tomorrow?”

“There is this cute little café that I love to go to, but Bob says it’s too frilly for him. I could meet you there at noon. Wait, should I come get you?”

“No, Paul always drives me; is it okay if he eats with us? He’ll be as awkward as all get-out, so he’ll be very quiet and won’t pay a bit of attention to our conversation, while he hopes no one notices him.”

Becky laughed. “Taking one for the team, right? That’s actually very kind of him to watch your back, but that’s his real job, isn’t it?”

“It is, but, you know, kind of keep it quiet.”

“Oh, absolutely; after all the close calls you’ve had, I can understand how important Paul’s job is. I’ll text you the name of the café. Do you want the address too?”

“If you have it; otherwise, we can look it up.”

I can’t wait to tell Paul how important his job is. 

After I received the text from Becky, I tapped on Paul’s door.

“I’m busy, unless you’re Chief.”

I stared at the door. “If I open it, is that an admission?” 

Palace Guard raised his eyebrows then nodded.

Paul chuckled as he opened the door. “I told you we weren’t the norm; nobody else would have caught that. Come on in; what’s up?” 

“We’re going to meet Becky for lunch at noon at a frilly café that she likes.”

Paul groaned. “We did this in Tennessee. Can I be crass again?”

“I told Becky that you would be mortified and would hope no one would recognize you.”

“That means I can wear sunglasses and a hat and pull down the brim to hide my face: works for me. I’ve got the perfect hat in my trunk. Can we stop on our way back to the office and pick up a burger and fries for me?” 

“Only if I can order fries and a chocolate milkshake.”

“Told you in Tennessee we both had a dark side.”

“You were right; I’ll forward Becky’s text with the name of the café and the address. Come get me when you’re ready to go.”

“What have you got going on?”

“Something’s been bothering me; we can talk on the way to lunch.” 

“Okay, let’s go to lunch,” Paul said. 

“Isn’t it too early?”

“We’ll just ride around. Are you and Palace Guard interested in going to a gun range?”

“Always. Let’s go.”

“Give me a minute to make a phone call, and I’ll be ready.” 

In my hurry to go into my office, I bumped into a tall, solid man-blob and felt a holster at his side. 

“Excuse me; do I know you?” I asked. 

I quickly regained my balance with the help of my jo and glanced at Palace Guard who grinned. Good, not a bad guy.

“My fault; you moved faster than I expected, and yes, ma’am, but you may not remember me. I’m Noah Baker; we met right before Kevin’s graduation. I was with you when Della picked up the artwork from you.” 

“Lieutenant Baker?”

“Well, actually, it’s Captain Baker now.” 

“Come into my office; I’m sure this isn’t a social visit.”

“No, ma’am, it isn’t.”

“Please don’t call me ma’am again, Captain Baker. I’ve tossed FBI agents, police detectives, and dear friends to the ground for less than that.” I held my breath. Will he buy it if I pretend that was a test if he arrests me?

Captain Baker laughed. “Got it, Gray Lady; call me Noah. Is it okay if I close the door?”

“Certainly; go ahead.” I sat in my chair and raised my eyebrows as Lucy and Spike slipped into the room before Captain Baker could close the door.

“What a pretty girl.” Noah reached down and scratched Lucy’s ears.

Lucy dropped to her back for a belly rub, and he chuckled as he knelt next to her and obliged. 

After he rose, I said, “Make yourself comfortable. How can I help you?”

As he sat in the visitor’s chair, he said, “It’s personal, not official. Is that okay?”

“You’re stalling, Noah; there’d be no reason for you to drop in to see me for something official.” I sighed. “Sorry, I think I have office fever, and I’ve become a little snappish.”

“You were right; I lost my nerve for a second there because I was worried you weren’t handling any cases yourself. I’ve been reluctant to share this with anyone, but when I heard you had opened an agency, I knew I could trust you.” 

Noah rose and began pacing in front of my desk. “I’m engaged to a wonderful, talented yoga instructor who specializes in yoga for seniors and people with disabilities; in fact, her studio isn’t too far from here. I requested a transfer to the area last year so I could be closer to Sophie Rose. We have been engaged for a little over six months and have had trouble nailing down a date for the wedding because we’ve been trying to schedule around the families. We’re seriously considering eloping, so our mothers can plan family get-togethers independently of each other after they forgive us for not having a big, costly wedding.”

“I understand; we did almost the same thing. Short notice, simple wedding, and a small celebration, then we left town.” I cocked my head and tried to focus to see Noah, but was unsuccessful. “Sophie Rose’s clients are seniors and those with disabilities?”

“It’s been a passion of hers to reach out to nontraditional yoga students. She was a backseat passenger in a crash on the highway. Her uncle was driving, her aunt was in the passenger’s seat, and both of them were killed. Her leg was crushed; the surgeons couldn’t save it, so she has a prothesis. She took ballet lessons for a while to strengthen her muscles then found someone willing to teach her yoga when she was fourteen.”

“Not many people know what they want to do at such an early age,” I said. 

“She’s definitely one of a kind, but I might be prejudiced.”

I guessed Noah might have smiled, so I smiled. 

“One of Sophie Rose’s students showed her a slip of paper she found on her car a few weeks ago: all it had on it was the number thirteen. The young woman thought it was very curious, and so did Sophie Rose, who didn’t tell me about it until the girl disappeared four days later.”

Noah stopped pacing and sat. “I took a call late Friday afternoon about a reported body in a ditch on a little-traveled country road and found her. No one knows this, including the parents, because we’re keeping details of her murder quiet, but the number thirteen was carved into her abdomen, and there were deep, repeated stab wounds in her chest.”

“What was the young woman’s disability?” 

“Sophie told me she had a bad stutter,” Noah said. 

“There’s more, isn’t there?”

Noah exhaled and rose to pace again then stopped near the door. “Am I driving you crazy with the pacing?”

Is he going to bolt? I waited. 

He returned to his seat. “Sophie Rose told me this morning at breakfast that she found a slip of paper under her car windshield wiper on Friday when she left work. The only thing on the paper was a number, fifteen. I’m thinking about taking an extended leave so I can protect her.”

“Do you suppose we could tag team her protection? Does she live alone?” 

“She has a two-bedroom apartment because it was cheaper than a one-bedroom, which I found strange when I first met her because she doesn’t have a roommate. It came in handy because I could stay with her when I came to visit before I finally transferred here.” 

“Do you have your own place? I’m not being nosy; I’m trying to consider all our possibilities.”

“When I moved here, I rented a house because Sophie Rose wants a dog.”

“I have a couple of ideas; do you suppose we could get together this afternoon?”

“I can take some time off; Sophie’s last class ends at three, so we could come by after that.”

“That’s great.”

Noah rose. “I’d like to shake your hand, Gray Lady.”

I held out my hand, and we shook.

After he left, Paul came into my office. “Your door was closed. What’s up?”

I told him about Noah, Sophie Rose, and the murdered woman.

“Are you thinking we should talk to Heather?” Paul asked. 

“Exactly. We’re overloading our schedule today, aren’t we?”

“I was complaining about not being busy, so I’m not about to say anything about our schedule. I’ll contact Heather to see if she can meet us here about three. That should give us plenty of time with Becky at lunch.” Paul snorted. “So much for letting Heather set her own schedule. Are you ready to go to our frilly café?” 

“All I need to do is grab my coat and backpack.”

“I’ll let Julie know where we’re going,” Paul said. 

When I joined him at the front door, Julie said, “Enjoy your lunch. You have a sandwich here if you need a snack later, Paul.”

“Thank you; I might need it.”

On our way to the café, Paul asked, “Is Palace Guard with us?” 

“He’s riding in the backseat.”

“Thanks for going along, Palace Guard,” Paul said. “I’m going to need moral support, so I don’t die from cutesy overload.” 

“You didn’t tell Julie about our planned fast food run, did you?” I asked.

“No way. She’s on a healthy food kick; my idea of eating healthy is a double cheeseburger and large fries instead of a triple burger and jumbo fries.”

I snickered. “Maybe the café will have potato chips.” 

“Don’t get my hopes up,” Paul grumbled as he pulled into a parking lot. 

“I forgot to ask earlier. Do you have your earbud, so you can hear anything I record with my jo?”

“Sure do. We’re five minutes early. Do you want to go in?” Paul asked. 

“I think it’s a good idea; if Becky’s not here, you can pick out the best place for us to sit.” 

When we went into the café, Paul whispered, “I don’t see her, but I see where I’d like to sit.”

“Sit wherever you like,” a woman called out in an almost musical voice. 

I took Paul’s elbow, and he led me to his selected table.  

When the woman came to our table she asked, “Are you expecting more people?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Paul said.

“What would you like to drink while you’re waiting?”

“Hot tea for me,” I said. 

“Coffee; I don’t need any cream or sweetener.”

“I’ll be right back with your fresh coffee, a pot of hot water, our tea box, and four menus.” 

“Thank you,” I said.

“What kind of hot tea do you like?” Paul asked.

“I like peach tea, but if there isn’t any, then regular tea is fine.”

“Becky’s here.” Paul-blob waved.

“There you are; have you been waiting long? I was immersed in a page-turner of a book and lost track of time.” Becky sat next to me. 

“We just ordered our drinks,” I said. 

Our server returned with our drinks and a tea box on a tray. After she set our cups in front of us and the teas in front of me, she handed us menus. “What would you like to drink, ma’am?”

“Coffee with cream and sugar,” Becky said. 

While Paul looked at the menu, I asked, “What’s good?”

“The lunch portions are on the skimpy side, but they are tasty. They have wraps and salads too, so it depends on what you like.”

“I found a cheeseburger and fries,” Paul said. 

Becky tittered. “The owner told me she keeps the burger and fries on the menu because some of her ladies don’t drive, and if there wasn’t anything here for husbands to eat, the ladies wouldn’t come here very often.” 

“That’s smart,” Paul said. “I like this place already.”

“Maggie, I always have the chicken wrap; it’s fantastic,” Becky said. 

“That sounds interesting,” I said. Interesting, but a huge potential for messy.

“Chief, they have fried shrimp and sweet potato fries.”

Paul’s a genius; he found finger foods for me.

“My favorites.” 

Our server hurried to our table. “Have we decided?” 

After we ordered, the server said, “Sir, we have a basket of magazines on the table near the back. You might find something you’d enjoy reading while you wait for your lunch.”

Paul followed the server to the back table then returned to his seat. “Their selection of magazines is perfect. I found two fishing magazines I haven’t read.”

He opened the first one and read. 

He’s not reading; he’s listening.

“The owner told my friends and me the last time we were here that she subscribed to some men’s magazines; I’ll have to tell Bob about them,” Becky said. “I’m glad we’re taking a little extra time to talk.” 

“Good; Julie’s managing the office and will forward any important calls to Paul, so we won’t have any interruptions.” 

The server brought our food. “Enjoy.”

After we had eaten, and the server cleared the table and refilled the coffee cups, Becky said, “There are a few things I haven’t told Bob because he obsesses over details sometimes, and I always hate to call his attention to Vanessa. I worry he resents her more than he should…” 

Becky’s voice drifted off, then she cleared her throat. “I’m trying to keep that under control; back to Vanessa: she was having some trouble at school. She never minded that the children sometimes mimicked her and laughed because the teacher that she worked with used those times as a teaching moment, but some parents were cruel and mocked or complained about her where she would hear them. She talked to the principal who emailed all the parents about respecting those who had disabilities, but it didn’t slow down the worst of them. I heard Fred tell her she needed to toughen up, but Vanessa became furious and didn’t speak to Fred for a week, and things remained strained between them in the weeks before she died. She was seeing a therapist to work on ways to minimize her uncontrollable outbursts, but their progress was slow, and the blowup with Fred really set her back. I’ve worried that I should have done more…” 

“I’m really sorry, Becky. It must have been hard on you; I know my mother would have been worried sick.”

Becky patted my hand. “I knew you’d understand.” 

Becky sipped her coffee. “I think Vanessa found someone who understood her because the week before she disappeared, she was staying out until three and four o’clock in the morning. She was an adult and had always made good choices, but I was still worried that someone may have taken advantage of her at a vulnerable time.” 

I furrowed my brow and nodded. She still hasn’t told me what she wanted to tell me. 

I kicked Paul’s shin, and to his credit, he didn’t flinch as he quietly rose and took his magazine to the men’s room. 

Now’s your chance, Becky. I pushed the record button on my jo.

Becky whispered, “She and I installed tracker software on our phones long ago as a safety thing for both of us. The police gave her phone back to me. Would you like to check it? I can send you the login and pin number.”

Would I ever.

“If you feel comfortable with me checking it, I’d love to,” I said.

“It should go back about a month before her death,” Becky put a phone on the table, and I slipped it into my backpack.

“It will be safe in my backpack,” I said.

“There’s one other thing that I wasn’t supposed to know. She started seeing a new therapist, except she referred to him as her guide. I wonder if any of her friends would have more information about him, but I did write down his phone number when she repeated it back to him. I’ll text you the number.”

We sat in silence for a few moments before Becky said, “There’s something that has been worrying me for a long time, but I’m probably just being silly…”

The server interrupted Becky. “More coffee?”

Becky cleared her throat. “May I have our check now, please?”

“No, ma’am. The gentleman already took care of that.”

I pushed the button to stop the recording.

After the server left our table and hurried to the back, she whispered, “The older lady just asked for the check, sir.”

“Thanks, here you go.”

He tipped her for being his lookout. 

Paul sauntered back to our table as Becky rose. 

“Thank you so much for lunch, Paul. I enjoyed it very much.”

After Becky left, Paul asked, “Did everything go well?”

“Very; I’m ready when you are.” 

Paul, Palace Guard, and I left the café.

As Paul pulled onto the road, he said, “The food was good, but I need a vanilla shake. Do you want a chocolate milkshake?”  

“Absolutely. What do you think about what Becky told me?”

“Becky’s been worried about Vanessa for a while, but she hasn’t discussed any of it with Bob, which surprised me because of how Julie described them this morning; I’d like to know what she was going to say before she was interrupted,” Paul said.

Palace Guard nodded. 

“Palace Guard agrees. Do you think we’ll hear the same thing when we meet with Bob in the morning?”

“I would have said no earlier, but now I have no clue. Unfortunately, I didn’t have my earbud turned on this morning; I’m going to listen to the recording when we get back.” 

“We’ll turn the phone over to Heather when we get back.” I slurped the last bit of my milkshake. 

“It’s a little after one o’clock, so I have time to listen to Bob and Becky from this morning. What are you going to do?” Paul asked. 

“I can research the phone number of Vanessa’s new guide. I thought Becky was going to send me a list of Vanessa’s friends; maybe she sent them to Julie. I’ll check with Julie. If she didn’t, I’ll call Becky for the names and numbers and ask her if she’s talked to Fred since Vanessa’s death.”
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