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​ CHAPTER
1

The little girl wrapped her arms tighter
around her legs. Despite the tangled hair in her face and the slats
in the closet, she could see and hear everything in the
bedroom.

Marcy was screaming and flailing her arms at
the man the girl knew, though she hadn’t seen him in a long time.
She hadn’t known he was Marcy’s boyfriend. That frightened her. The
man was her daddy. And her daddy scared her.

The little girl liked Marcy – at least, as
well as she liked anyone. Her momma often left her with Marcy while
she went out. Marcy didn’t mind that she didn’t talk. Marcy left
her alone. Sometimes she gave her stuff. The child fingered a key
that hung on a chain around her neck. Marcy said she could hold
that for a while.

The man punched Marcy again, making her fall.
He dropped on her and put his hands around her neck. The child
listened as Marcy began to make horrible sounds. Marcy’s heels
drummed on the cheap rug. Her hands clawed at the man’s face.

It went on for a while, and then Marcy’s
hands fell to the floor. Her feet stopped kicking. Her face had a
blue color to it.

The little girl sucked her breath in. But she
made no sound. If she talked, bad things would happen. That’s what
her daddy told her, a long time ago. She knew he was right.

Her daddy sat there for a few minutes. Then
he got up. There was blood on his t-shirt. He turned around and
walked into the small bathroom that was off the bedroom. The little
girl heard water running.

She didn’t move. She didn’t make a sound.

The covers on the bed had been yanked off.
There was a pillow with blood on it on the floor near the closet. A
lamp was on its side, the shade knocked off and the bulb
shattered.

The man came back into the bedroom. He looked
around the room. His eyes fell on the closet.

She could see his face. She could see his
eyes. Cold eyes. She wondered if they could see through the closet
door, see her sitting there so quietly.

Sometimes, he’d found her when she hid. Then
he beat her. But her momma said he wouldn’t find them again. That
they were safe. Her momma said he’d left Sebring.

But now he was back. And if he opened the
closet door, he’d see her. And he’d beat her – or worse.

His head came up, and he turned as if he’d
heard something. He stood still in front of the door, tense, large
hands balled into fists.

Go away, she thought at him. Go
away. I won’t talk. Talking gets me into trouble.

He turned away from the closet and left the
room, walking very fast. She heard a door slam.

She began to rock, back and forth, back and
forth. She made no sound, just closed her eyes and rocked. Back and
forth. Back and forth. The key, hanging under her shirt, gently
bumped her chest as she rocked. It made her feel better.

She was still sitting there rocking when the
police found her hours later.


CHAPTER 2

“Sharon!” Jackie Dawson bolted up from her
chair and ran after her patient. She ignored the surprised look of
her next client sitting in the screened-in porch and yanked open
the door. “Sharon, wait!”

Sharon Allen turned, her face tear-streaked.
“I’m gonna do it, Jackie. Thanks for trying to help.” She then took
off running.

“No!” Jackie kicked off her flip-flops and
leapt down the brick stairs. She moaned as her bare feet hit the
hot concrete on the bottom – July in Sebring, Florida was not cool
– and ran after her distraught patient.

Sharon was heading for a dark green minivan
parked several doors down from Jackie’s house/office. Jackie picked
up the pace, praying that all her time cycling around Lake Jackson
would pay off. Dear God, let me stop her!

Just as Sharon started around the front of
the van, Jackie threw herself into a tackle. Both women went
sprawling into the street.

“Stop it! You’re hurting me!” Sharon
screamed. Her nails scraped Jackie’s arms and face.

“Help!” Jackie screamed in turn, hoping one
of her neighbors were home. She managed to grab first one, then
both of Sharon’s wrists. “Stop, Sharon! I’m trying to help!”

“I don’t want your help! I want to die!”
Sharon sobbed.

“Jackie…? What’s going on?”

Jackie looked up to see Roberta Brown, her
next patient standing on the sidewalk with a look of horror on her
face. “Call the police. She said she was going to kill
herself.”

Roberta swallowed. “Okay. I left my purse on
the porch. I’ll be right back.”

Sharon still struggled to get away. Jackie
could feel the heat of the day through her tan slacks and knew the
girl had to be in pain. “Sharon. You have to wait here for the
police.”

“Leave me alone!” Sharon screamed. “You can’t
help me, the police can’t help me unless they shoot me…” she
collapsed into sobs and Jackie was able to pull the woman into her
arms.

By the time the police arrived twenty minutes
later Jackie was able to move Sharon and herself to the yellowing
grass strip in front of the van. It was cooler in the van’s shade
and the grass was soothing to Jackie’s burnt feet.

A few people had come out of their homes to
stare. Roberta Brown hovered nearby, her lovely face a mask of
uncertainty and concern. She held Jackie’s flip-flops in her hand,
having retrieved them from the sidewalk.

The officer was a young man whose name tag
identified him as Winters. He looked the two of them over and
asked, “Ladies, have you been fighting?”

Jackie stood up, hoping the presence of the
police would keep Sharon from trying to run again. She winced as
she put weight on her sore feet. “My name is Jackie Dawson. I’m a
counselor. Ms. Allen is my patient.”

The officer cocked his head. “You have any
identification, Ms. Dawson?”

Jackie sighed, brushing a damp lock of blond
hair off her face. “It’s back in my office.” She pointed down the
street to where her grandmother’s house sat. “Ms. Allen needs to be
taken to the hospital. She’s a suicide risk.”

“A suicide risk?” Winters asked, his gaze
dropping down to Sharon. “That true, ma’am?”

“I’m not going to kill myself,” Sharon said,
getting to her feet. “I was upset, that’s all. Jackie is simply
overreacting.”

“Sharon, you said you would get into your van
and kill not only yourself, but anyone else you had to. You would
crash into oncoming traffic if that’s what it took,” Jackie said,
the words still fresh in her mind from hearing them less than a
half hour ago.

“That what you said?” the officer asked
Sharon.

“No, of course not,” Sharon said. “Jackie
didn’t hear me right…”

Roberta stepped forward. “I heard you say you
wanted to die.”

Anger flashed across Sharon’s face. “Well I
don’t now, so mind your own business, sweetheart!”

“Okay, okay,” Winters said. “Look, Ms.
Dawson, maybe you can drive her down to the hospital and make a
report?”

Jackie felt a chill sweep through her. She
could see herself driving down US 27 and Sharon flinging open the
car door to throw herself into traffic. “Officer, I think it would
be best if you took her. She’s a risk to herself and others.”

Sharon stamped her foot. “Why won’t anyone
listen to me? I want everyone to leave me alone! Just let me
go!”

“Look, Ms. Dawson,” Winters said, looking
uncomfortable. “I would, except I have to get back to the
station.”

Now it was Jackie’s turn to feel anger. She
glanced at her watch. “Shift change, right?” When the officer
stared at her, she said, “I was married to a police officer once.
You don’t want to take her because it means you have to work late,
right?”

“Look, ma’am,” Winters said, pinching the
bridge of his nose, “It’s been a long day and I just want it
over.”

“And I’ve told you what the situation is
here,” Jackie said, letting her anger seep into her voice. “Now are
you going to do your job or do I need to call the county sheriff
and ask them to do it for you?”

“Whoa!” Winters said, holding up both hands.
“Okay, fine. You’re willing to attest that she’s a risk, I’ll take
her to Florida Hospital and have her Baker Acted. Will that satisfy
you?”

“Yes, it will,” Jackie said, ignoring the
man’s sarcastic tone. Sharon looked uneasy and took a step towards
her van. A look from the police officer froze her in place.

Jackie gave him the necessary information and
signed the report over Sharon’s protests that she was fine. “Thank
you,” she told the police officer, trying to sound grateful.

Winters took Sharon’s arm. “All right, ma’am,
let’s go.”

“No!” Sharon started to cry. “Jackie, please,
don’t do this. Just let me go, please, let me alone!”

“Sharon, this is for the best,” Jackie said,
putting a hand on the distraught woman’s shoulder. “I know you
don’t think so, but I hope in time you’ll understand it. I’ll be
praying for you.”

“Please!” Sharon sobbed as Winters led her to
his car. “Please, I just want to die! Why won’t you just let me
die?”

Jackie watched as the officer put the weeping
woman into the back of his cruiser. She was still watching as he
drove down the street and turned left.

Roberta handed Jackie her footwear with a wry
smile. “I take it we’ll have to reschedule our appointment?”

Jackie slipped the flip-flops on her feet,
groaning. She had at least one blister, and probably more. “If you
don’t mind, Roberta. I’m sorry about this, but…”

“No, I get it,” Roberta said. She fell into
step as Jackie began limping back to the house. “You need
anything?”

“Thanks, but I’ll be all right,” Jackie
sighed. As they neared her place, she took a moment to send up a
silent prayer for Sharon Allen, that someone else might do for her
what Jackie had apparently failed to do.

 


 



CHAPTER 3

After Roberta left, Jackie glanced around at
the front porch. A couple of magazines had been tossed on the
wicker couch, and the rest were in an untidy pile on the matching
coffee table. A few dead leaves were on the wood floor below one of
her hanging plants.

Later, she thought. Her aching feet
were demanding her attention. Jackie latched the screen door and
went inside her office, locking the door behind her.

She picked up her office chair, knocked over
in her haste to stop Sharon from her suicidal run. With a groan,
she sank down into the padded chair and removed her flip-flops to
check the damage.

The soles of both feet were red and tender. A
small blister sat on the ball of her left foot. Jackie noted the
grass stains on her pants and a button missing from her white
blouse. Several scratches traced long lines down one arm.

Jackie got up and limped to the door that
divided her cozy office from the rest of the house. When she opened
it, she was greeted by her black cat, Inky, who fastened his green
eyes on her and meowed imperiously.

“I’m sorry, you’re going to have to wait,”
she told the cat. Trying to move quietly, she made her way to the
small hallway bathroom. She hoped to get herself fixed up before
her grandmother caught sight of her.

The mirror was not encouraging. The left side
of her face was scratched, as if Inky had worked her over with his
claws. Her curly blonde hair hung limply about her face, a face
that was still red-cheeked from her tussle with Sharon outside. And
that police officer…

Jackie took a deep breath to try to quell the
anger rising in her. Chuck would never have treated someone the way
Officer Winters had treated her. He’d been a good police officer,
always concerned for the people he served.

She blinked back sudden tears. It was a
little over a year since she’d opened her door to Chuck’s partner
and his watch commander, since they’d told her about the kid on
crack cocaine who’d pulled a gun and shot Chuck dead at a traffic
stop.

“Jackie, dear, what happened?”

Nana’s voice snapped Jackie back to the
present. She turned to see her grandmother standing in the doorway,
leaning on her cane.

“I had to chase down a patient,” Jackie said.
She reached under the sink and pulled out burn cream and Band
Aids.

“My goodness, I didn’t think any of your
patients were violent,” Nana said, a hand to her throat. “What can
I do?”

“She wasn’t violent, just very upset,” Jackie
answered, looking at the blister on her left foot. She smeared some
of the cream on it and sighed at the cool sensation.

Nana shook her head. “I so admire you, dear.
I don’t think I could handle it.”

Jackie grinned as she treated her feet.
“You’re tough, Nana.”

“Tough? One bad fall and I need you to come
down here and babysit me,” the older woman said.

“I was happy to come,” Jackie replied. “I was
ready to leave Jacksonville. And Sebring has been a good place to
live.”

“Yes, Sebring is lovely,” Nana replied. “Why
don’t I fix you some tea? That might be soothing.”

“All right,” Jackie said. “I’ll get dinner
going in a few minutes.”

“No rush, dear.” Nana started to leave the
bathroom, then paused. “Oh, I nearly forgot. Jeff Miller called. He
asked for you to call him back on his cell phone as soon as
possible.”

“Is everything all right?” Jackie asked. Jeff
Miller was a member of their congregation. Jackie taught his son’s
Sunday School class.

“I think so. At least he didn’t imply
otherwise,” Nana said. “Now I’ll start on that tea and you finish
treating your feet. I still can’t believe a patient of yours got
you hurt like that.”

Jackie rubbed more cream into her feet. She
would have to call the hospital to check on Sharon, but maybe a
quick call to Jeff was in order first. That would almost certainly
be a more pleasant conversation.

Jackie bandaged her feet and put on her blue
furry slippers. After she washed and treated the scratches on her
face and arm, she got her cell phone and dialed Jeff’s number.

Jeff answered his phone on the second ring.
“Hi, Jackie, thanks for calling me back.”

“Not a problem, Jeff. Nana said you needed to
talk to me?” Jackie asked as she walked into her neat kitchen. Nana
stood by the microwave, waiting for two cups of water to heat
up.

“Yeah, but I don’t want to go over it on the
phone. Can Matt and I come over?” Jeff asked.

Jackie opened the refrigerator to see what
she could fix for herself and her grandmother. “Jeff, I’ve had a
rough day. I’m not sure this is a good night for a visit.”

“Please, Jackie?” Jeff asked. She heard
Matt’s voice in the background. Jeff came back to the phone. “Look,
Matt and I will bring over Dairy Queen Blizzards. Will that help? I
really need to talk to you tonight if possible.”

Jackie groaned. But the thought of an ice
cream treat sounded tempting after the awful afternoon she’d just
had. And she knew Jeff well enough to realize that it had to be
something important for him to insist.

“Make it an extra-large Chocolate Extreme
Blizzard and you have a deal,” she told Jeff.

 



CHAPTER 4

By the time Jeff knocked on the door, Jackie
was finishing up her dinner of warm chicken salad. She wiped her
mouth with a napkin and hurried to let him in.

Ten-year-old Matt came in first, holding a
cup carrier with three Blizzards in it. “You want this in the
kitchen, Miss Jackie?”

“Yes, thank you Matt,” she said. Jackie
turned to greet Jeff. She noticed there were circles under his
green eyes and his smile seemed a little forced. “Come on in.”

“Thanks, Jackie,” he said. “I appreciate you
letting us barge in here on such short notice.”

She led him into the kitchen. The warm yellow
walls were a cheery contrast to Jeff’s mood. Not sure what was
going on, Jackie chose to pluck her Blizzard from the cup carrier
and grab one of the red long-handled spoons. She scooped some of
the melting ice cream into her mouth. “Hmm, this is excellent.”

“I’m glad,” Jeff said. “You said you had a
rough day?”

“Yes,” Jackie said, her eyes cutting over to
Matt. The boy sat on the floor with his ice cream and was trying to
coax Inky out from under the table.

Jeff got the message. “Kiddo, remember when I
told you you’d have to sit with Miss Becca for a while?”

“Dad,” Matt sighed. “Do I have to? She
watches old people’s TV shows.”

“Yes, you have to. I promise I’ll make this
as quick as possible, but this is grownup talk.”

“I’ll be very quiet,” Matt pleaded.

“Matt, why don’t you go into my bedroom and
watch television there?” Jackie suggested. “If you promise to be
careful you can bring your ice cream.”

“I wanna stay with you guys,” Matt
protested.

“Matt, please go to Miss Jackie’s room. I
don’t want to have to tell you again,” Jeff said firmly.

“All right,” Matt grumbled. “Can Inky come
with me?”

“Here,” Jackie said, giving Matt the plastic
container that held her cat’s treats. “Just give her a couple, and
no ice cream.”

“I know cats don’t eat ice cream,” Matt said,
rolling his eyes. With that he left the room, the black cat behind
him.

Jackie sat in one of the ladder-back chairs
at her kitchen table and gestured for Jeff to do the same. “Is Matt
all right? He seems pretty grumpy.”

“It’s been a hard day for him,” Jeff said,
running a hand through his red hair. “Today…well, it’s the
anniversary of Vicky’s death.”

“Oh,” Jackie said, feeling a stab of pity.
Suddenly her day didn’t seem so bad. “I’m sorry, I didn’t
know.”

“It’s okay,” Jeff said with a sigh. “I mean,
it’s a little easier this year – he didn’t have nightmares about
the accident, which I’m grateful to God for…but we still miss her
so much.”

“I understand,” Jackie said. Impulsively she
put her hand over Jeff’s. “The first anniversary of Chuck’s death
was two months ago, and all I wanted to do was lay in bed with the
covers over my head.”

“I know you get it,” Jeff said, squeezing her
hand then pulling his back. “If it helps any, it does get better
than the first one.”

“That’s what they tell me,” Jackie said,
blinking back sudden tears. One of the things she liked about Jeff
was that he did understand what she had gone through that first
year of widowhood. They’d gone out a few times with other singles
from church, and she found that she liked him a lot.

If only he weren’t a cop…that reminded her.
“I almost called the sheriff’s department today.” She told him what
had happened.

Jeff shook his head. “Sebring PD is mostly
better than that – I wouldn’t paint all of them with the same
brush.”

“I know, but it was so frustrating!” Jackie
fumed.

Jeff glanced at his watch. “Look, I need to
explain why I’m here. I need a favor, Jackie.”

“Okay,” Jackie said, eating some more of her
Blizzard while staring at Jeff.

“There was a bad murder in the county last
night,” Jeff said, laying aside his own ice cream. “Woman beaten
and strangled. We think there was a witness – we found a little
girl hiding in a closet in the room today.”

Jackie gasped. “A child? She saw what
happened?”

“Like I said, we think so,” Jeff said.
“Problem is, she won’t tell us.”

Jackie frowned, already considering the
possible reasons for the girl’s silence. “Seeing a murder committed
might have traumatized the girl.”

“It might,” Jeff said, “But according to the
mother, the kid hasn’t talked in two years.”

“An elective mute,” Jackie said. Now she
realized why Jeff had come to her.

“Yeah, you told me once you’d done some work
in this area in college,” Jeff said. “I thought you could apply it
to this child.”

Jackie shook her head. “Jeff, there are
people far more qualified than I am in Tampa, or Orlando –“

“Maybe,” Jeff said, “but the mother is firm
on not letting us take the kid out of county. Not as long as some
service exists here, which is you,” Jeff shrugged. “The sheriff’s
department will give you something for a consulting fee, though
I’ll tell you right now it won’t be much. And the mom is not the
easiest person to deal with.”

An elective mute, a difficult parent…Jackie
felt her stomach clench. “Jeff, I don’t know.”

“Jackie, look, I really need this,” Jeff
said. “What that person did to that poor woman…Jackie, I have to
catch this guy. That little girl is my only chance to do so.
Please, I’m begging you to help me.”

She saw Jeff’s eyes blaze as he spoke, a
familiar look on his face. She’d seen it often on Chuck’s face –
the desire to bring a criminal to justice, anger for those who were
hurt.

She sighed. Lord, if this is from
you…

“All right,” Jackie said, pushing her doubts
aside. “Give me what you have on the girl and I’ll see what I can
do.”

​



CHAPTER 5

The killer crept carefully into the back yard
of Marcy Roberts’ home. There was yellow police tape all over the
place.

That didn’t worry him that much. What did
worry him was someone looking out the door or window of another
house at the wrong moment. He’d been lucky the night before – it
wouldn’t do to get caught tonight.

He hadn’t just been lucky last night, he
thought as he clenched his fists. He’d been stupid. Totally stupid.
Why hadn’t he searched the blasted house after he’d killed
Marcy?

He knew the answer to that. He’d panicked,
plain and simple. Marcy had been screaming, and he’d choked her to
shut her up…and then she was dead and he had her blood all over him
from his beating her stupid little face in.

Why couldn’t she have just done what she was
told!

But there she’d been dead on the floor, and
he thought he heard a siren, and even if he didn’t who knew if some
neighbor got the idea to call 911 and get cops coming in. He
couldn’t chance it. So he’d bolted.

He figured Marcy lived alone. He’d have time
to deal with things in the morning. When he was sure it was
safe.

Then, when he’d driven down the street that
morning, he’d seen the cop cars. And he knew he wasn’t getting in
quite yet.

He’d parked a couple of blocks down and
sauntered down the street, joining the crowd of gawkers in front of
Marcy’s house. He was there when the redheaded plainclothes cop
came out carrying the kid.

The kid had been in the house!

He knew about the kid, that Marcy was pals
with the his ex. He’d almost dumped her when he learned that – he
didn’t want anything to do with that woman, except maybe to teach
her a little respect. But Marcy was an obedient and submissive gal,
and when he told her to not say anything to his ex-wife, she said
sure.

But Marcy hadn’t told him Angie was in the
house last night. Okay, he hadn’t given her much time to tell him
anything when she made it clear she wasn’t giving him what he
wanted. She was holding out, talking about how she was feeling
cheated and used. Asking him about how he’d treated Debbie and
Angie.

The kid could nail him. He’d gotten scared.
But the day went on and he’d gotten a chance to calm down.

Angie didn’t talk. She hadn’t ever since that
time in Tampa he had to warn her to keep her trap shut. So no
matter what she saw, she wasn’t gonna tell anyone about it

He took a couple of breaths to try and calm
down. He was getting upset. Not a good thing. He didn’t think well
when he was upset. His ex knew that – so when she ticked him off it
was all her fault that she got hit. Not his.

The back door was locked, but the lock was
easy enough to bust. The killer slipped inside the dark house. He
stayed crouched near the door, listening.

Nothing. No TV. No people talking. Quiet as
the grave.

He flexed his hands in the leather gloves.
His fingers were slick with sweat – leather gloves in Highlands
County in the summertime were not a smart accessory choice – but
they’d prevent him leaving fingerprints. Last thing he wanted now
was to leave evidence.

He started in the kitchen and began to
search. At first, he was careful to keep the noise he made to a
minimum. But as time passed and he didn’t find what he was looking
for, he became angrier and angrier.

He yanked drawers out in Marcy’s bedroom,
letting them crash to the floor, their contents spilling out. He
overturned the bed. He dumped out the cardboard boxes that sat on
top of the closet.

It wasn’t in the house. She hadn’t hidden it
in the house.

He stood in the bedroom and wished she was
standing in front of him so he could beat her and kill her
again.

She’d tricked him! She’d cheated him!

He savagely kicked a cardboard box, sending
it crashing into the empty closet. He was trembling, his eyes
bright, his fists clenched. With a roar, heedless of the need for
stealth, he grabbed the dresser and sent it crashing to the floor,
the sound of shattering knickknacks music to his ears.

He stood in the middle of the mess, chest
heaving. He forced himself to calm down, to think.

It wasn’t here.

He didn’t think the police had it. He didn’t
think the police even knew it existed. It wasn’t the goods – it was
the way to the goods. And Marcy wasn’t connected to the stuff at
all. That had been the whole reason for using the woman in the
first place.

So then she’d been smarter than he’d given
her credit for. She hadn’t stashed it in the house.

Where was it?

He’d figure it out. And he’d find it, and
then get the stuff. It was his ticket out of this hick town. And he
wasn’t going to let anyone stand between him and it.

Anyone.

 



 


 


 


​ CHAPTER 6

Jackie pulled up to Sun and Lake Elementary
school and eased her Camry into an empty parking slot.

She got out of the car and winced at the
blast of heat that greeted her. There was a lot of talk of making
Sebring attractive to summer tourists. People who spoke like that
seemed to forget that in July and August the residents of
the place didn’t want to be there.

It was very different in the winter. People
came to Highlands County between the months of October and April
and filled the roads, the stores, and a lot of people’s cash
registers. At Jackie’s congregation, the attendance more than
doubled during the winter months.

She felt sorry for the kids she saw across
the way, playing on the playground in the heat. Summer school.
Ick.

She found the door to the main office. A
blast of chilled air greeted her as she stepped up to the
counter.

A young woman, thick blond hair gathered back
with a silver clip, looked up from her computer. “Can I help
you?”

“I’m Jackie Dawson. I called earlier for an
appointment to talk to your Special Ed teacher?”

“Oh, yeah,” the woman said, reaching for a
name tag sticker. “You’re early, aren’t you?”

Jackie shrugged. “I was hoping to observe the
child in question.”

“Whatever,” the woman said, scrawling
Jackie’s name onto the visitor tag. “Here, I’ll give you a map and
show you where the classroom is.”

“Thank you,” Jackie said, forcing a smile.
This gal didn’t want to be bothered by her, that much was
clear.

Back outside in the heat, Jackie turned the
blurry map over in her hands and tried to get her bearings. Five
minutes later, she stood in front of a classroom door that sat in
front of a covered walkway.

Jackie knocked on the door and waited. She
heard a murmur of voices in the portable but couldn’t make out any
words.

The door was yanked open, and Jackie found
herself face to face with a large woman with short black hair. The
dark haired woman frowned at the visitor’s pass Jackie had placed
on her peach colored blouse. “Can I help you?”

The counselor smiled. “Mrs. Swan?”

“Nope,” the woman said. “Who’re you?”

Before she could answer, there was a sharp
cry. The large woman turned and went back into the room, and Jackie
followed her.

The walls were painted a calming pale blue.
The large area had all kinds of equipment and in some ways
resembled a physical therapy room.

Jackie counted six students. Two were in
wheelchairs. A dark haired boy had headphones on and was working on
a computer. A little girl sobbed softly at a desk. The large woman
crouched down by her, rubbing her back and speaking in soothing
tones.

A thin woman in jeans and a floral print
shirt looked up from where she crouched by the remaining two
students, a stack of blocks in front of them. She frowned. “Excuse
me? Can I help you?”

“Mrs. Swan?” Jackie stepped over and extended
a hand. “I’m Jackie Dawson.”

“Wanda Swan.” The teacher shook Jackie’s hand
with an obvious lack of enthusiasm. She turned to the two boys.
“Kyle? Mitch? I need to speak to this lady for a few minutes. You
both play nicely.”

Mrs. Swan led Jackie to an office/workroom
that looked as if a mountain of paper had exploded within its
walls. Swan waved Jackie to an empty chair as she moved to sit
behind a cluttered desk. “I really don’t have a lot of time for
this.”

“Mrs. Swan,” Jackie said, sitting on the edge
of the padded chair. “I’m not trying to intrude. The police have
asked me to see what I can do for -” she consulted the notes she’d
made last night talking to Jeff Miller, “- Angie Conner.”

“I know. Detective Miller paid a visit this
morning.” Swan’s blue eyes narrowed as she regarded Jackie. “You
have a degree in psychiatry? Psychology?”

Jackie sighed. “I am a licensed counselor,
Mrs. Swan. I have done some studies in the area of elective
mutism.”

“What you’ve got is permission from the state
of Florida to hang a shingle,” Swan said with a wave of her hand.
“You wouldn’t last an hour in this classroom.”

Jackie closed her eyes. “Mrs. Swan. I didn’t
clear out part of my schedule today to argue with you. I’d just
like to observe Angie and get a look at her records if you don’t
mind.”

“Well, you can’t.”

“Excuse me?”

Mrs. Swan shook her head. “You can’t observe
Angie because she didn’t come to school today. You can’t see the
records because for that you need a court order or written
permission from Angie’s mother. I assume you have neither.”

Jackie’s hands tightened on her notebook.
Why had Jeff dragged her into this? “I’m afraid not.”

“Well, then there’s nothing I can do for
you,” Mrs. Swan shrugged. She stood up. “Have a nice day, Ms.
Dawson.”

“Could I have Angie Conner’s home address?”
Jackie asked.

Mrs. Swan hesitated, her hands playing with a
folder on her desk.

Jackie pressed, leaning forward. “You
do know Angie probably witnessed a murder?”

Swan nodded, her mouth a grim line. “Yes. I
assume that’s why Ms. Conner kept Angie home.”

“Look,” Jackie said, standing. “You don’t
like me for some reason. All right, fine. We don’t have to like
each other. But the police asked me to try to help them with a
witness. I want to help Angie, just as you do. I’m not trying to
tell you how to do your job. Please don’t tell me how to do
mine.”

“And you think you can do a better job than
we can?” Mrs. Swan snapped.

Jackie grit her teeth. Then she took a deep
breath. “I think Angie can use more help, not less. You have an
offer of help. Please stop seeing it as a criticism.”

Mrs. Swan tilted her head and studied Jackie.
“Well, I suppose I can give you the Conner address. You get her to
sign a release, and I’ll let you see the records.”

“Thank you,” Jackie said, working to keep her
voice civil.

“Don’t thank me yet, Ms. Dawson,” Mrs. Swan
said as she shuffled through the papers on her desk. “You find me
difficult? Until you meet Ms. Conner, you don’t know what difficult
is.”

 





CHAPTER 7

Finding the Conner home was not easy. Jackie
had a Sebring map in the car but still had to stop for directions
at a convenience store on Highway 66.

She finally pulled up to the manufactured
home, nearly hidden amidst citrus trees. The house itself had a
splintered set of steps leading to a bent screen door. It had once
been white, but the peeling paint was lightly coated with a layer
of gray soil.

Jackie cocked her head as she stepped out of
the car. No dog barked. Back here, highway traffic was muted. She
heard voices and realized she was hearing a television from inside
the house.

The steps groaned under her feet. Jackie
rapped on the screen door. A peeling white door was ajar through
the screen, but Jackie couldn’t see anything inside the dark
house.

After a minute or two, Jackie knocked on the
screen door again. She also called out, “Hello?”

The sound of the television faded a little.
Jackie heard movement inside the house, and the door was yanked
open.

“Yeah?”

The woman who stared at Jackie through the
screen door had long lank mousy brown hair that was pulled back in
a messy ponytail. She wore a stained t-shirt and denim shorts.

“Ms. Conner?” Jackie tried a smile. “My name
is Jackie Dawson. Could I talk to you for a moment?”

The woman’s watery blue eyes gave Jackie a
once-over. “You a truant officer?”

“No,” Jackie said. “But I am here to talk to
you about Angie.”

“Ain’t nothin’ to talk about,” Ms. Conner
said. “I kept her home from school today. I called the school to
let ‘em know.”

“Ma’am,” Jackie said. “I’ve been asked by the
police -”

The woman stiffened. “What do the police
want?”

Jackie shifted from foot to foot. Her blouse
was sticking to her back. “Ms. Conner, I’m a counselor. I want to
help Angie.”

The woman’s hand tightened on the door. “She
don’t talk. I told the police that. She can’t tell them
nothin’.”

“Has she ever talked?” Jackie asked in a
gentle voice.

The woman glared at her from behind the
screen door. “What do you care? I can’t pay for no counselor. She
ain’t talked in a while, I figga she ain’t gonna talk ever.”

Jackie tried to shut out the heat that beat
down upon her. She looked at Ms. Conner closely and saw that the
woman’s shoulders were hunched, and the hand on the door trembled
ever so slightly.

“I’m sure that it has been difficult to deal
with the situation,” Jackie said, choosing her words carefully.
“I’m sure you’re doing the best you can.”

Ms. Conner bit her lip. “I don’t got much
help. Her daddy, I got rid of him years ago. I gotta work, I do the
best I can.”

Jackie nodded. “I want to help.”

“You wanna help the police!”

“Yes, the police have asked me to step in,”
Jackie said, “but helping them helps Angie. She saw something
terrible. She needs help dealing with it.”

“I clean houses. I gotta work to put food on
the table. I can’t pay for no counselor,” Ms. Conner said again,
shaking her head.

“That isn’t a problem,” Jackie said, wincing
inside. She hoped Jeff would be able to help her out on that
end.

The woman studied Jackie through the screen
door. “The teachers at her school, they tried to get her to talk.
They tell you that?”

“The school won’t allow me to see the records
unless you give me permission,” Jackie said, wiping a hand on her
forehead.

Ms. Conner noticed the gesture. “You wanna
come in?” she asked. “Ain’t much cooler in here but it’s out of the
sun.”

“That would be nice, thank you,” Jackie
said.

After a brief hesitation, Ms. Conner opened
the screen door. Jackie stepped into the dim interior. She blinked
a couple of times to get her eyes adjusted to the dim light in the
house.

To her left was a lumpy-looking couch. A pile
of clothes covered half of it. An ashtray sat on a scarred wooden
coffee table, smoke curling from the cigarette balanced there.

The television was still on, a daytime talk
show casting a flickering light in the room. Ms. Conner went to the
couch and picked up a remote. Once the TV was off, she took a drag
on the cigarette. “Let’s go sit in the kitchen.”

Jackie followed the woman into the cramped
kitchen. A folding table teetered against a wall. Sunlight did its
best to get in through a grimy window.

“Have a seat,” Ms. Conner said. “You want
something to drink?”

“Water, thank you,” Jackie said as she eased
herself into a rickety metal chair. This woman cleans
houses?

Ms. Conner pulled a flowered pitcher out of
the refrigerator and poured two glasses of water. She placed one in
front of Jackie and sat across from her. “You mind if I smoke –
what’d you say your name was?”

“Jackie Dawson. And…well, it’s your house,
Ms. Conner.”

The woman grinned at Jackie. “But you don’t
care for it, do ya?”

Jackie couldn’t lie. She shrugged. “Not
really, no.”

“Well, tough. Like you said, it’s my house.”
The woman lit another cigarette off the old one and regarded
Jackie. “So you thinkin’ you can help Angie?”

“I’ll be honest with you, Ms. Conner,” Jackie
said after taking a sip of water. “I don’t know if I can. But I
have studied the condition of elective mutism, and there are things
I can try.”

Ms. Conner pursed her lips. “You’re an honest
one, ain’t ya?”

“As a Christian, I try to be,” Jackie
said.

The smoking woman snorted. “Yeah, sure. I
ain’t no church-goer, and I bet I’m as good as you are!”

“I never said otherwise, ma’am,” Jackie
replied, trying to keep the irritation she felt out of her
voice.

“Naw, I guess you didn’t,” the woman
conceded. “But you should hear some of your people. I know one gal,
whose house I do on Tuesdays, she says to me, ‘Debbie, you need to
get your life right with Jesus.’” She took another drag on her
cigarette. “And I tell her, ‘look, Jesus ain’t given me nothing in
my life, what do I owe Him?’”

Jackie sipped her water, fighting to keep
from rubbing her temples. The heat, cigarette smoke, and Debbie
Conner’s voice combined to set her head pounding. She wanted to get
this conversation over with. “Ms. Conner, would you sign a release
so I can see Angie’s records? And could I meet Angie?”

Debbie Conner took a long drag on her
cigarette. “Well, if you’re sure it won’t cost me nothin’, and I
won’t have to drag her to Tampa or Lakeland or anyplace like
that.”

Jackie nodded. “I’d like to see Angie
somewhere, maybe in my office or at school. But that’s here in
town.”

“Okay.” Debbie Conner tapped the ash off her
cigarette. “You gimme the paper, I’ll sign. And I’ll let you say hi
to Angie.”

 


 





CHAPTER 8

Detective Jeff Miller picked up his phone,
glad to have a break from the report he was reading. “Miller.”

“Yeah, this is Officer Hines. You the
detective in charge of the Roberts murder?”

“That’s right. What’s up?”

“Someone broke into the place.”

Miller sat back in his chair with a groan.
“Great. Robbery?”

“Maybe. Not sure, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“Someone wrecked the place,” Hines said. “It
looks to me like they were looking for something.”
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