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Ward Newman entered Hank and Ruby’s Café and walked directly to the counter.  He leaned over and kissed Betty Cain full on the lips.  Standing nearby, Helen, one of two waitresses at the café, and the only one working at the time, grunted, “More mush.  I wish you two would get married.  After a spell, all this kissy face stuff every morning would calm down”

Two of the elderly gentlemen who routinely came in early each morning, entered and Helen started getting their coffee.  Betty did the same for Ward, but shot back, “Tend to your customers, Helen, I’ll tend to my man...without comment from the peanut gallery, please.”

Betty was running the cafe for her grandparents, and only living relatives, Hank and Ruby Cain.  They had made her a full partner when she came home to Troy, Missouri, after being seriously wounded while serving in the Army.  One of the wounds suffered had been to her left leg, just below the knee.  Due to that injury, she had been given a medical discharge from the Army, and was likely to need the use of a cane for the rest of her life.  

She had been home less than two months, but in that time had become engaged to Ward, who had a crush on her over ten years previously while in high school.  Nothing had come of it for ten years, due to his shyness. Ward had left Troy for six years in the Marine Corps, then finished up his college degree, started with correspondence courses while in the Corps.  After the two years in Los Angeles it took him to get his degree, he returned home to join the Troy Police Department.  Betty came home two years later. 

Before any further conversation could take place, Jake Heifer, dinged the bell announcing an order was ready.  Jake was the new cook at the café, taking over when the previous cook retired.  He had seen Ward parking in front of the café, so had started his normal order of pancakes and bacon.  He had also cooked the same thing for Betty.

Hearing the bell, Betty took both orders from the ledge separating the kitchen from the café.  She placed his in front of Ward, and her own on the counter top.  He had sat on one of the stools at the counter, and thanked Betty, then called out, “Thanks, Jake.  Good morning.”

“Same back at you, Ward.  Enjoy.”

It was a little after six Monday morning, so, as they ate, Betty asked, “Are you looking forward to an easy week, dear?”

“Seems that way.  Right now, the only thing I have on my plate is that silly shoplifting deal.  As I told you over the weekend, I’m convinced the poor old dear just absently mindedly put that compact in her purse.  I only have to finish the paperwork on it, recommending no prosecution.  Like I told you, she is nearing ninety, and not likely to take up a life of crime at this stage of her life.”

Betty grinned. “I hope Chief Pratt doesn’t put you on traffic patrol or something.”

Ward nodded, swallowed the bite of food in his mouth, and replied, “Yeah me, too.”

Finished eating, he reached for Betty’s hand, kissed it, and glanced at Helen, who had just picked up the orders for the two men she as serving.  “Bye, Helen, have a nice day.  Keep my gal out of trouble.  See you, too, honey.”

Helen replied, “That is a tall order, Detective Sergeant Newman.”

After those words, the two ladies wished him a good day, and Ward headed to the police station.  There, he finished the paperwork he had mentioned to Betty, and asked another detective if he needed any help with anything.  Assured by the detective that he didn’t, Ward busied himself tidying up his desk by filing a few things away.  With nothing else to do, he was almost relieved when he was summoned to the office of the Troy Police Department Chief, Ronald Pratt.

Arriving at the office, he knocked on the door, opened it and saw the Troy Mayor, Herman Westrich sitting in front of the Chief’s desk.  He was told to have a seat by the Chief, who then explained, “We may have a problem, Ward.  I guess you know Justin Swalwell.  Anyhow, he’s a friend of the Mayor, and...”

Ward noticed Mayor Westrich stiffen, before he interrupted, “He’s not a friend, Ron.  Oh, I admit he did make a rather hefty donation to my election fund, but personally I think he’s a stuffed shirt, and pain in the rear end.  His darned wife, Maxine is even worse.  Rich, and wants everyone to know it.”

Chief Pratt nodded.  “Duly noted, Mayor.  Back to what I was saying, Ward.  It seems said wife, Maxine, has gone missing.  Swalwell told Mayor Westrich that he was off on a business meeting yesterday in Wentzville.  What he was doing with a business meeting on a Sunday wasn’t mentioned.  But he said when he came home, his wife was gone, but her car was still in their garage...and her purse was sitting where she always kept it.  Since the portion of Swalwell property that has the home on it is within Troy city limits, we’re stuck with finding her.  As you may, or may not know, Ward, the back half of his property is outside the city limits.”

Mayor Westrich interrupted again, “He bought the back part of his property a while back, and has never done anything to incorporate it into the city.”

Chief Pratt sighed at the second interruption, but continued, “At any rate, you now have the case.  When you go interview Swalwell do your level best not to anger him...though it seems to me he goes through life angry.”

“Yes, sir.  I only know of him, have never met him.  I do know what he looks like, though.  Mayor, where is he likely to be found now?”

“Who knows?  A normal person would be at home, but he isn’t normal.  I’d try his office first, then try to see if he is home.  His office, by the way, is in Wentzville.  I have both phone numbers, but he called me on his cell phone.  Which I also have for you.”

As he spoke, the Mayor took out a piece of paper that he had written the three numbers on, and handed it to Ward.  Also written on the piece of paper was the address of the man’s office in Wentzville, which was around ten miles south of Troy.

Ward thanked him and looked at Chief Pratt, who nodded.  “Good luck.”

Knowing he was being dismissed, Ward wished the Chief and Mayor a good day, and headed to his desk.  Once seated, he thought for a few seconds, grinned, and called Swalwell’s office.  His grin turned into a full smile when the receptionist told him Mr. Swalwell was in.  After he was connected to Swalwell and he identified himself, Ward explained he had been assigned the investigation of his wife’s disappearance.

With the words of both the Mayor and Chief in mind, Ward was surprised not in the least when Swalwell replied, “I would have thought Chief Pratt would have handled this himself.”

“He is, sir.  I’m just doing the leg work for him.  I’d like to talk to you to get the full details as you know them, and I’d also like to look over your home and grounds, to see if I can determine anything of use.”

“Well, I’ve got a full schedule today, but will be home around six.  You can check with me then.  As to looking at my home and property, feel free.  I’ll call my maid to have her let you in. She only works on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, so obviously she is in today.”

“That will be fine, sir.  I’ll head to your home now.”

“Very well.”

Ward had already taken a dislike to the man, but surmised that part of that was being told what to expect.  Before leaving, he checked in with the Chief, and told him of the conversation.  The Chief sighed.  “I should have seen this coming.  I’ll give him a call and ask if he would like to come into the station to speak with me, instead of having you handle the interview.  He won’t go for it, but it should calm him down about who is running the show.  Stay here while I call.”  

“Yes, sir.”

When connected with Swalwell, Chief Pratt said, “Mr. Swalwell, I have Detective Newman here with me.  He always keeps me informed each step along the way on an investigation.  If you would prefer to have me handle the interview with you, I will be in my office until at least seven tonight...probably a good deal later, as I have quite a bit on my plate at the present time.  Please feel free to stop by if you wish.”

“No, that’s alright,” grunted Swalwell in response, “I’ll just do it with him as we arranged.”

“Thank you, and rest assured I am running this investigation.  Also rest assured that Detective Newman has a wonderful track record with us.  He is by far the best detective on my force.”

“Yes, I am aware of his reputation.  It does seem as though he has done some good work recently.”

The Chief had held his phone well away from his ear during the conversation, so Ward was able to hear both ends of it.  Thus, when the Chief put his phone down, Ward smiled.  “Nicely done, sir.  Would you like to come with me to his home?  I have a feeling Swalwell would feel more important, if you do.”

The Chief laughed.  “I may as well, I haven’t a thing to do here.  I certainly do not plan on being here past five this afternoon, unless you or someone else comes up with something needing my attention.  You drive, I’m getting lazy in my old age.” 

“Is this where I’m supposed to say ‘you’re not old, sir’?”

“It would have been nice.  Let’s go.”

Outside on the way to Ward’s unmarked police cruiser, Chief Pratt beat his gloved hands together.  “I would say that nice warm up we had last week is definitely over.”

“You can say that again, sir.  It was two below when I got up this morning.  Last I heard it was up to about ten above.  Aldo Carnaghi and I planned on going hunting tomorrow morning...if you say it’s okay.  It’s the last day of the archery deer season.  But, if it’s gonna be this cold, I’m not real sure I want to.”

“Be my guest...just don’t ask me to go with you.  As you know I don’t hunt, but even if I did, I would not do so in this weather.  If you do, don’t let Swalwell know about it.  I do have a question, though.  Are you any good with a bow and arrow?”

“Not bad, but better with my rifle.”

The Chief just grunted and the two men sat in silence for the rest of the drive, each with something on their minds that had nothing to do with the case.  The Chief’s anniversary was coming up, and he had not bought a gift for his wife yet.  Ward had planned to spend the evening with Betty, but was trying to decide if he should cancel, or move back the time.

When Ward pulled to a stop in front of the Swalwell mansion, they got out and walked up to the front door.  Ward pushed the doorbell button, and they waited until the maid opened the door.  Chief Pratt introduced himself and Ward.  

The maid replied, “I was told only to expect Detective Newman, but since it’s you with him, Chief Pratt, I guess it’ll be okay.”

The Chief thanked her and led the way inside.  Ward, following the Chief, shut the door, and the Chief turned to him.  “Ward, you start upstairs, I’ll nose around in the garage, then start down here.”

“Yes, sir.  Ma’am, would you mind coming upstairs with me?  I’ll have a few questions to ask.”

“Well, I have a lot to do, but let’s go.”

Those two headed up the stairs.  On the way Ward asked, “Do you have any idea what Mrs. Swalwell might have been wearing?  I mean, is there any way for you to tell if she was wearing something other than night clothes?”

“I don’t think she was wearing night clothes.  There were two nightgowns in the hamper.  Since she didn’t turn up missing until Sunday, from what I’ve been told, those two would have been for Friday night, and Saturday night.  As to what she might have been wearing, I really don’t have any idea.  With her extensive wardrobe, even though I know most of her pieces, it would take forever to make an effort to figure out what she had on.  I’m not even sure I could no matter how long I spent.  Wait, on second thought, maybe I do.  We’ll see.  I am sure Mr. Swalwell wouldn’t have a clue.  Well, he might have known if she changed out of her nightgown before he left for the day.  But, I don’t know when that was, so I’m no help there.”

“Thank you.  Very precise and informative answer.  What about any overnight bags, or toiletries.  Anything like that missing?”

“I can take a look when we get to their bedroom.  I didn’t pay any attention earlier.”

When they walked into the bedroom, Ward nearly whistled.  Betty had just spent quite a bit refurbishing the home she had grown up in, that had been left to her when her father died.  As lovely as the master bedroom turned out, it paled in comparison to the opulence of this room.  He followed the maid into the bathroom.  There she checked over the various items of makeup neatly lined up.  “Everything is here.  She was very fussy about all of this stuff being laid out as you see them.  Come on, let me check out her closet.”

Ward nodded, looked over the bathroom, and then followed the maid to a mammoth walk-in closet.  She went inside, looked around, and pointed at some hanging items of clothing.  “I bet she had on one of her fancy sweat suits...the pink one.  It’s missing.”

After another look, she nodded.  “I think she must have had on matching pink sneakers...real expensive ones.  The pair normally sitting in this drawer are missing.”

As she spoke, she pointed to an empty slide in box, with a clear top.  Then she added, “None of her pieces of luggage are missing.”

Ward thanked her for the information, then thoroughly checked every room, closet, and under every bed on the second floor.  He also found a slide-off panel leading to the attic.  The maid showed him where a small ladder was, so he used that to stand on as he pushed the panel aside, and looked carefully all around. 

Satisfied Mrs. Swalwell was not in the attic, or anywhere on the second floor, those two went back to the first floor.  They found Chief Pratt coming out of the garage.  He shook his head.  “Nothing, no sign of her.  I found the key fob to the car in the garage hanging on a hook and checked out the trunk of the car.  Ma’am, does this home have a panic room?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

Ward asked, “What about a security system?”

“As far as I know, just one that goes off if any of the doors are opened and the system isn’t disarmed within a minute after coming in.  I have the security code and keys to get in.”

Chief Pratt looked at the maid.  “Thank you for your help, ma’am.  We’ll go out the sliding doors leading to the back yard and look around a bit, then we’ll leave. Before we go, what about coats, any ideas if any are missing?”

The maid went to a closet, looked inside, and answered, “I think every coat she owns is still here in the closet.”

“Thank you.  Have a nice day.”

“Thank you, sir...you do as well.”

Outside, the Chief pointed to the right.  “You go that way, I’ll go around the other way.  See you back at the car.”

“Yes, sir.”

Back in the car as Ward started to drive off, the Chief sighed.  “I saw nothing amiss, how about you?”

“Nothing outside.  Inside I did find out what she was probably wearing.  A pink sweat suit, with matching pink sneakers.”

“Okay, put that in your report, and put out an alert on a possible kidnapping.  I can’t see her walking around in this cold for any length of time.  I did see her purse, and peeked inside to see her identification, so no doubt if she went someplace with someone, it was probably against her will.  I guess I better give Aldo Carnaghi a call.  I know he did quite a bit of work on this place, and would know if there is a panic room.”

“I can take care of that, Chief.  He is who I’m going hunting with tomorrow...that is if it’s still okay with you that I take the time off.”

“Yeah, go ahead.  You can brief Swalwell on what we didn’t find, when you interview him tonight.  On your hunt, if you bag a deer, I fully expect some of the venison to be served in the café.” 

Ward chuckled.  “Yes, sir.  I already talked to Betty, and she’s game to dress it out in the café like she did the one she got in December.  Speaking of Betty, I better give her a call to let her know I’m working tonight.”

“Fine...but hands free.”

“I was thinking of calling her from the office when we get back.  You and Betty have me well trained to use hands free when driving.”
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Back at his desk, Ward thought a few seconds before deciding to kill two birds with one stone.  He called his friend, and fellow Marine buddy, Aldo Carnaghi.  Upon leaving the Marine Corps, Aldo had taken over his father construction company when his father’s health worsened to the point he could no longer work.  Aldo answered Ward’s call, “Hi, pal.  You calling about tomorrow?”

“Yup, and something else.  But, first off, are we still on for tomorrow morning?”

“You bet.  The temperature promises to be a few degrees warmer than today.  My thinking is I pick you up a little before six, then we go to the café so you can whisper sweet nothings to Betty, as we eat a nice gut warming pile of pancakes.”

“Sounds good.  I’m gonna call her in a bit, so I may as well place our order now.  You having a short stack with bacon, too?”

“No, sir.  I’ll have a full order, with an egg, and bacon, too.  May as well fuel up, because if past archery hunting with you proves to be the same as it always is, we’ll be out there until our butts get too cold to continue...without seeing the first sight of a deer.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.  Anyhow, the other thing on my mind concerns a case.  Mrs. Swalwell has gone missing, and it looks like a kidnapping.  When you worked on their place, did you install a panic room, or was there one there already?”

“Neither.  None there when we started the job, and we didn’t put one in.  For a guy who has all the money in world, Justin Swalwell is one big cheapskate.  Went cheap on his security system, too.  I recommended Bob Becker to put a system in for him, but he went with some fly-by-night guy to put in a basic alarm system.”

“That I knew about...the security system, I mean.  While thinking of it, did any of your men show any particular interest to Mrs. Swalwell?  You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean, and the answer is no.  Swalwell was a big enough pain in the rear end, but his wife was a pip, too.  Most of my guys couldn’t get finished with that job and away from her quick enough.  I thought of her as a ‘trophy wife,’ with her nose in the air, and demanding as all get out.  So did my guys.”

Ward laughed when Aldo said, “trophy wife” because that thought had crossed his mind when he saw a picture of her on the living room wall above the fireplace.  Before he could mention that, Aldo added, “You know that tile man I sometimes use, Benny Hunter?  He told me when the job was done that if I got any more work for either Swalwell, but especially Mrs. Swalwell, not to bother calling him.  He was the guy that did Betty’s master bath when I rehabbed her place.  When I told him what the bidet was for he had the weirdest look on this his face, but said nothing.  Good worker, quite, and does a good job, but that bidet threw him for a loop.  I could almost see him trying to process the use of it in his mind.  That aside, back to Swalwell.  Benny wasn’t the only one who didn’t ever want to be involved with the Swalwell’s.  Billy, one of my painters, who you also know, told me if she had said one more thing about the paint job, he might have painted her.  Most of the other guys felt the same about her.  You can rest assured, if Swalwell ever calls me back, I’ll decline.”

“So what you’re telling me is that your entire crew, including you, should be on my possible suspects list?”

“Very funny.  Me maybe, but not my crew.  They deal with less than nice folks on the job all the time.  In fact, back to Swalwell, if someone did him dirty, I’d be more open to it being one of my guys.  I have a carpenter in mind who told me he was ready to nail Swalwell to the wall by the time we finished the job.  If so, I might have helped him.”

“Boy, you really don’t like the guy much, do you?”

“No I don’t.  The wife was a pain in the butt, but he was worse for my money.  Speaking of money, I bet if she was kidnapped, it was for money.  Was me handling the case, I’d suggest putting a tap on his phone for when the ransom call comes in.”

“Yeah, I’m interviewing him tonight...he was too busy to talk to me during the day.  I plan to suggest that very thing.  For what it’s worth, I already took a disliking to him, after that one phone call to set up the meeting tonight.  Thanks for the input.  Enjoy your stay at the top of my suspects list.”

“You’re welcome, and I will...enjoy the stay, that is.  See you in the morning.”

Before calling Betty, Ward went into Chief Pratt’s office to tell him about the call with Aldo.  When he finished, the Chief grinned.  “I didn’t do you any favors assigning this to you, Ward.  I was going to mention a phone tap, but figured you’d come up with it on your own, as you have.  If he goes for it, you better be there to monitor his incoming calls.  Get all the help you want, since it will mean around the clock monitoring.  Might not be a bad idea to take some gear with you.”

“Planned on it, sir.  I guess we better plan on setting up in his office, too.”

“Yes.  I’ll leave it up to you...and Swalwell.  Good luck.”

“Thanks, I think I’ll need it.  Truth be told, I’d be surprised if he hasn’t received a ransom call by now, if it was a kidnapping for money.  May have already gotten such a request, and thinks he can handle it better than us.  Do you think I should call him back now, to let him know we think it probably is a kidnapping?”

“I’ll do it, since he seems to think I should be involved in the case.  I’ll let you know what comes of the call.  In fact, stay here, I’ll do it right now.”

During the call to Swalwell, Ward rolled his eyes at the Chief’s end of the conversation.  When it was finished, the Chief shook his head.  “You don’t even want to know his end of that call.  He is opposed to any monitoring of his phones. Told me he conducts business on all of them, and doesn’t want any important business overheard.  Also told me, if he got a ransom call, he would let me know.”

“Seems to me he had a good deal more to say, from your end of the call that I heard.”

“He did, but as I said, you don’t want to know.  Mr. Swalwell is a first class jerk...period.”

“From what I know, and have heard now from three people, I bet my meeting tonight isn’t going to go well.”

“I’m certain it won’t.  Good luck.”

Ward returned to his desk and called Betty.  “Hi, honey, do you have time to talk?”

“Some, but make it quick.  What’s up?”

“I’m not coming over to your place tonight.  I caught a case, a real doozy from the looks of it.  I’m sure you’ve heard of Justin Swalwell.  Anyhow his wife, Maxine has gone missing.  It looks like a kidnapping.  I have to interview him at his place tonight at six.  I may have to spend the night, if he agrees to having his phone monitored, which it looks like at this point he won’t.”

“Why not come over early, and I’ll fix you a decent meal, then you can go meet with him?”

“You still have your cook book?”

“Funny man.  You game?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Are you coming for lunch?”

“I better not.  I need time to figure out a game plan.”

“How about I bring you something?  Helen can run the place while I’m gone.”

“That would be wonderful.  Maybe a tuna sandwich or something.  By the way, Aldo and I are still on for tomorrow morning.  We’ll be in for breakfast right after you open.  We’ll be coming in his truck, so when you spot us pulling up tell Jake to get cooking.  I’ll have the usual, but Aldo wants a full stack, with an egg and bacon on the side.”

“Done deal.  I’ll be over with your lunch early, so I can get back for the noon rush.”

“Good, thanks.  See you then.  I love you.”

“I love you too, Ward.  Bye.”

***
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Ward’s “or something” turned out to be a hamburger and fries, delivered, with a kiss, by Betty.  She hurried back to the café, after they agreed on his arrival at her home as near as four as possible.

By then Ward had typed up and printed out what he knew of the case to date.  In the file he set up was one sheet of paper with his list of suspects.  It had one name:  Justin Swalwell.  After eating, he was sitting at his desk drinking coffee and “woolgathering” when another detective came in.  “Hi, Ward, I just talked to the Chief.  He told me to stand by to lend a hand monitoring Justin Swalwell’s phone in the unlikely event he allows us to monitor it.  He also told me to be of any assistance you might need on the case.”

“I appreciate it, but I just been sitting here trying to figure out which way to jump.  As to the phone deal, I’d bet big bucks he’ll tell me no way...he already told the Chief that.”

“So I was told.  From what I know of the guy, he’s a real pain in the butt.  Seems to think his stuff doesn’t stink.”

“I get the same impression.”

***

[image: ]


Still at a loss of how to proceed, Ward pulled his car to a stop at the Swalwell mansion just before six.  By then he had eaten with Betty, and discussed the case with her.  They had both agreed that, other than what Mrs. Swalwell had probably been wearing, he had not a thing to go on at that point.  As he got out of his car and headed to the front door, he shrugged, not looking forward to the coming interview.

He rang the doorbell, and when Swalwell opened the door he asked, “You Newman?”

Ward answered, “Yes, sir,” to the man’s back as he turned and walked off without having invited Ward to come in.  Ward shook his head, but followed Swalwell to the living room.  There, Swalwell sat down in an easy chair at the end of the sofa.  He had a drink on the end table near both the chair and sofa.  

Realizing, as the man swallowed some of the drink that he was not going to be offered anything, Ward sat, without being asked to do so, in another easy chair facing his “host.”  As he did that, Swalwell grumbled, “Let’s make this quick.  I’m expecting an important phone call.”

“Speaking of your phone...”

“No, I told Pratt there would be no monitoring of my phone.  Go on.”

“When Chief Pratt and I were out earlier today, we were able to determine it is likely your wife was wearing a pink sweet suit and pink sneakers.  According to your maid, is seems all of her coats are still here.  We also feel that it is unlikely she just wandered off.  Do you agree?”

“You are probably correct.”

“I did notice that her purse was still here.”

“Yes, I saw that.”

“What time did you get home last night to discover her missing, sir?”

“Around eleven.  I was beat, so went to bed, figuring she had just gone for a walk, or something.  When I woke up to find she hadn’t come in, I called Westrich for help in locating her.”

“Assuming, if I may, that your wife has been kidnapped, may I ask about any enemies you have who are likely to do such a thing for ransom, or for any other reason?”  

“Young man, I am a business man.  In business there are winners and losers.  I always win.  There are any number of men...and women, who have lost to me.  As to which of them might have kidnapped, or be behind the kidnapping of my wife, I have no idea.”

“What is your business, if I may ask?”

“I buy things, and sell things...at a profit.  More often than not, at a sizable profit.”

“Could you produce a list of those you have done business with who might hold a grudge?”

“I suppose.  I’ll work on that in the coming days, if you insist.”

“It might be helpful, sir.”

“Very well.  Anything else?”

“Yes.  If you do get a call for ransom, please give us a call immediately.”

“If I get a ransom demand, I’ll tell whoever makes the demand to go to hell.  I will tell them to keep her, or do with her as they please.  I might add that it they don’t return her, they would be doing me a favor, because the only reason she is still my wife is the cost of a divorce.  Paying a ransom is not an option as I see it.  Now, if there is nothing else, I really must end this conversation.  Good day.  You can show yourself out.”

Smoke nearly coming out his ears, Ward stood up, and as he turned to leave, muttered, “Thank you for your time, sir.”

Inside his car, Ward opened his case file, took out a pen, and underlined the name Justin Swalwell on his list of potential suspects.  As an afterthought, he put an exclamation sign at the end of the name.  Then he drove a short distance off the property, stopped, and called Chief Pratt.  “You aren’t gonna believe this jerk, sir.  I had the presence of mind to secretly record our conversation.  I had my recorder running from the time I left my car, until I got back in.”

“Are you hands free?”

“No, sir.  I’m parked...off the side of the road.  Too aggravated to drive very far right now.”

“Play it.”

When the recording was complete, the Chief said, “Thank God there are few men who are this heartless.  I’ve known murderers who had more feelings than this person.  See you after your deer hunt tomorrow.  Get some sleep, if you can.  I’m not certain I will after hearing that.”

“I guess you know he is at the top of my suspects list...in fact the only name.”

“If so, I hope you can get proof.  A jail cell would fit him very well.”

“Agreed, sir.  See you tomorrow.”

On the drive back to town, Ward decided to stop by the office.  But, when he got there, he wondered why, so drove to his parents’ home.  He still lived with his parents, having not gotten around to finding his own place after coming home from the Marine Corps.  With his engagement to Betty, there was no need because they had agreed he would live with her in her home once wed.  She had spent, in his opinion, a small fortune to update the home in a more modern fashion.  She loved the place, and he wanted to make her happy, so he had no thought of getting his own place, or one they could find as a couple.

When he came in, his mother asked if he wanted anything to eat and he told her he had eaten with Betty before the just concluded interview with Swalwell.
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In the morning, Ward was up, dressed in hunting clothing, and ready when Aldo arrived in his pickup truck.  They had agreed on a place to hunt, so little was said on the drive to the café.  It was just six when they arrived, with Helen unlocking the front door and turning the open/closed sign to open.

Both men gave “good morning” wishes to her, which were returned by Helen.  They both sat on stools at the counter.  After greeting Betty, and calling out the same to Jake in the kitchen, they eagerly sipped on the coffee Betty had placed in front of them.  

Betty served them first, then got her own breakfast prepared by Jake.  The three talked while eating, then Aldo asked her to fill the thermos he had brought in from the pickup.  A fast kiss from Ward was accompanied by a comment Helen muttered about “mush,” before the two men left.

As he drove off, Aldo joked, “If I wasn’t married, I’d fight you for that gal.  You’ve got a real winner there, pal.”

“Don’t I know it.  Did I ever tell you I had a crush on her in high school?”

“Only about ten times.”

The two continued to talk until Aldo pulled to a stop at the location of their coming hunt.  It was new to them, having never hunted there before.  Aldo had been told there were deer aplenty in the area, so they had decided to give it a try.  When they got out, Aldo grunted, “May be a few degrees warmer, but I note that it’s still plenty cold.”

“I noticed the same thing.  What say we go until we have success, or get too cold?”

“Agreed...but I’m nearly too cold right now.”

The ground was a good deal more uneven than their usual hunting ground, but the two set off.  They had only been walking about five minutes, when Aldo slipped and slid down a small gully.  Ward asked, “You okay?”

“Yeah, but you aren’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s a body down here.  It’s pretty well covered over with leaves and such.  Let me dig it out.”

Ward hurried down just as Aldo exclaimed, “Damn, it’s Mrs. Swalwell.  She’s stiff as a board.  Probably frozen through and through.”

“Okay, let’s get her fully uncovered, then I better call Chief Pratt.”

“You call, I’ll uncover the body the rest of the way.”

“Hold on, let me take some pictures first.”

The pictures taken, Aldo started uncovering the body all the way as Ward made his call.  “Hi, Chief, sorry to wake you, but Aldo and I found Mrs. Swalwell.  She’s dead and frozen solid.”

“You didn’t wake me, but I’m only on my second cup of coffee.  You certain it’s her?”

“Oh yeah.  Aldo slid down a slight gully right into her.  She was covered over with leaves and such, but he uncovered her enough to see who it was.  Remember, he knows her well from working on the Swalwell home.  Anyhow, I guess we better come up with some story that doesn’t place me here.  How about the story being a hunter, later identified as Aldo, found the body, then you assigned me to the case, as well as calling in the M.E. (Medical Examiner)?  I’ll explain to Aldo why the little fib.  No sense getting Swalwell’s bowels in an uproar about me being hunting instead of looking for his wife.”

“Sounds like a plan, though at this point I really don’t care if he knows or not.  In fact, it might just irritate him, which I’d like to do.  We’ll go with the truth.”

“Yes, sir.  Now that I think about it, I like it too.  Irritating that jerk, I mean.  Who calls him to inform him?”

“I’ll do it, though I’ll give the Mayor the option of doing it himself.  We may as well get him up nice and early.”

Ward laughed, before telling Chief Pratt where they were located.  After he did, the Chief joked, “That’s Lincoln County, not Troy...maybe I should give the Sheriff a call, and ask him if he’d like to take over the case, even though her being there is obviously a body dump.”

“No way he’ll go for that, if he knows Swalwell.”

“I know, and he does know Swalwell, but it’ll be fun to ask.  I’ll take care of getting the M.E. and one of our patrolmen on the way.  Talk to you later.”

As Ward put away his phone, a grinning Aldo looked at him.  “I guess this ends our hunt.”

“It does.”

“Good, I’m cold and heading back to the truck.  It’s your body, so you watch it.  I’ll lead the M.E. here when he arrives.  If needed, I’ll even help carry her body.”

“Gee, thanks.  I guess I should stay with her.  If whoever put her here is around, it sure would be embarrassing to come back to find her gone.”

Ward spoke those words to Aldo’s back, as his friend was already walking off toward where the truck was parked.  It didn’t take long of just standing around doing nothing to remind Ward just how cold it was.  He was thinking about nothing else when he suddenly saw a large buck walking slowly parallel to his position.  Ward thought about taking a shot, but shook his head as he realized if he took the buck down, cleaning and dressing would be out of the question since he now had a murder case to work on.  In addition, he realized it would cause additional aggravation to Swalwell, who no doubt would be more than a bit upset that Ward hadn’t been working on what had been a kidnapping case, instead of hunting.

That thought made, Ward whistled.  The buck glanced only slightly in his direction, then bolted.  Ward muttered aloud, “You get to live another day, you beautiful beast.”

Ward listened to the thrashing in the underbrush of the dense forest until the sound disappeared, then he went back to dealing with the cold.  He was moving his legs up and down, beating is gloved hands together and generally being unhappy when he heard voices...voices he sincerely hoped were heading his direction.  But, before he saw anyone, Chief Pratt called.  “The M.E. and a patrolman are headed your way.  Should be there, soon.”

“I think they’re coming toward me now.  In theory, Aldo is leading them to me.”

“Good.  I also called Swalwell.  What a cold blooded almost human being that fellow is.  Wow, he took the news in stride, made no comment about you being out hunting instead of looking for is wife, and told me he’d stop by later in the day...he was too busy to come right away.”

“It doesn’t surprise me.  I see Aldo, the M.E. and our guy headed straight to me.”

“Okay, I’ll see you when you get here.”

When the threesome was about ten feet from him, Ward looked at Aldo.  “Glad you found your way back, pal.  I’m frozen to the bone.  You three deal with the body, I’ll be in your pickup.”

Aldo was laughing as Ward passed him without saying anything else.  Not even a greeting to the Medical Examiner, or the patrolman.  All Ward did was hold out his hand as he neared Aldo, who handed him his key fob...also without a word spoken.

Ward had the truck running with the heater on, but was still cold when he saw Aldo carrying the front of the body bag now housing Maxine Swalwell. The patrolman had the other end, with the Medical Examiner following along.  Very reluctantly, Ward got out of the truck.   He walked up to the Medical Examiner and asked, “Anything you can tell me?”

“She’s dead.  Beyond that, I’ll have to take her back and let her thaw out before I even think of starting an autopsy.  I doubt that I’ll be able to give you much in the way of a time of death even then.  Make that, I won’t be able to be much help there.”

“About what I figured.  We know she was abducted sometime after Sunday morning...that was the last time Swalwell claims to have seen her.  You guys load her up, I’ve gotta go back and take some pictures, and see if I can find anything of use.  I should have done that while I waited on you, but to tell you the truth, I was so cold all I could think about was wishing you’d hurry up.”

Aldo shook his head.  “Let me help load her, then I’ll come with you, Ward.  Four eyes, et cetera.”

Ward shrugged.  But when the body was loaded up, he and Aldo headed back to where the body had been found.  Once there, they saw some faint tracks in the frozen foliage, but nothing that was of any help since they were unable to even see a pattern of the tracks, so Ward took some pictures, and then he and Aldo returned to the truck. 

On the drive back to town, Aldo asked, “Where to?”

“Take me home so I can get my car, and go on into the shop.  No sense you spending any more of your time on this.  At some point I guess I’ll have to take a formal statement from you, which is just a formality, since I was there with you when you found her.  I’ll have to make a statement, too.”

“I’ll just follow you to the cop house.  May as well get this taken care of today.”

“Yeah, okay...thanks.  One thing of interest, pal, we missed out on one fine buck.”

“How’s that?”

Ward explained about the deer he had seen, then lamented, “Wish I had thought to take a picture of him, before I whistled at him.”

“Would have been nice, but understand why you didn’t take him down.”

“As I told you, I very briefly considered making a try for him.  But, it would have left a bad taste in my mouth under the circumstances.”

“Yeah.”

They continued to talk until Aldo stopped in front of the Newman home.  Ward gave a head jerk as he got out, so Aldo followed him inside.  Ward’s father had broken a toe on the previous Friday, and had decided to work from home for a few days.  He glanced up from his laptop that was on the dining room table.  As Ward and Aldo walked into the living room, Ward’s father pointed in the general direction of the stairwell, which he couldn’t see from his location.  

“Hi fellas, you mom is upstairs, Ward.  Must have been a good hunt for you to be back so soon, or did you get too cold?”

Ward and Aldo both returned the greeting before Ward answered, “We got plenty cold, no deer, but the reason for cutting it short is something else.  Aldo can tell you all about it while I run upstairs and change.”

Ward’s mother met him as he reached the top step.  “Hi, son.  You’re home earlier than I expected.”

“Yeah, mom.  Aldo tripped and fell down into a gully...right on top of a frozen body.  A human body.  Come on into my room, I’ll tell you all about it while I change.”

When Ward and his mother came down the stairs, his father looked at him.  “Only you two could accomplish this kind of stupid deal...especially on a deer hunt.”

Ward and Aldo looked at each other, and Ward grinned.  “Let’s hit it, Aldo, before dad has some other kind words for us.”

In spite of the seriousness of the situation, both of Ward’s parents were laughing as those two left.  Outside, Ward got in his car and was followed to the Troy Police Department by Aldo.  As they entered, Ward muttered, “Sure hope we’ve got another detective in the place.  I’ll have him take your statement, and mine when you’re finished.  One thing, before you leave, how about giving me a list of all your employees who worked on the Swalwell job.  That tile man, too...Hunter.  I’d like home and cell phone numbers on all of them, too.”

“You got it.  I’ve got all of them in my phone, so no problem.”

There were two other detectives working, so Ward asked one of them to take Aldo’s statement.  As an afterthought, he asked Aldo, “Hey, pal, you might want to give what alibi you have from say nine or so Sunday morning, until I’d guess around three this morning.  Since she was frozen solid, I’d say she had to be there at least three or four hours before you slid down to her.”

“Will do.  But, not much of one for me, other than my family.  I was home with them all day Sunday, but on a job most of Monday...so I should be clear there.  Most of my crew were on that job with me Monday.”

“I’ll give your bride a call to verify your Sunday alibi.  I’ll ask a few guys you had on the job with you about Monday, when I talk to them.  No sense talking to your kids about Sunday.  Don’t want to give them the idea their dad is a prime suspect in a murder investigation.”

“Very funny, Detective Newman.  But, I’ll let Jean know you’re gonna call her, and why.”

Two other detectives were in, one being told to assist Ward if needed.  Ward led Aldo to his desk.  “I’d appreciate it if you’d take a statement from Aldo, then when finished with him, take one from me.  We found the body of Mrs. Swalwell...frozen solid.”

Then, before the man could answer, and knowing he sometimes had a dark sense of humor, Ward held up his hand.  “And, please, no jokes about us finding a stiff, stiff.”

“You’re no fun, Ward.  Come on, Aldo, it’s off to the interrogation room for us.  This should be one doozy of a tale.”

With those two headed off toward a conference room, Ward headed toward the Chief’s office.  As he went he called over his shoulder, “Aldo, if you two get done before I finish talking to the Chief, just grab my desk to write the list I asked you for.”

Aldo replied, “You got it.”

Reaching the Chief’s office, Ward saw the door open with the Chief sitting at his desk.  He tapped on the door frame, and headed on in as the Chief wagged his fingers at him and then pointed at a chair.  “What do you have so far, Ward?”

“Not much, sir.  The body has been gathered in by the M.E., but he told me it’ll be a while before he has anything for us.  Has to let her thaw out.  My guess would be he’ll take it a bit slow so he can check a few things over during the thawing process.”

“You’re probably right.  What are your plans on how to proceed?”

“I’ve got Aldo giving a statement, including his alibi for the time of the original kidnapping, and when he gets finished I’ll give mine.  He, Aldo, is also going to give me a list of everyone who worked on the Swalwell job.  I plan to contact all of them, and try to eliminate them by checking out their alibis.  In addition, the grieving husband is supposedly going to give me a list of business associates who may have it in for him.  Beyond that, I plan to buy Aldo lunch at the café.”

The Chief smiled.  “It’s not even ten yet, and you’re already thinking of lunch?”

“Actually, I want to spend more time with Aldo, to go over his crew’s feelings about Mrs. Swalwell again.  He told me several of them, make that most, were in no hurry to ever work for Swalwell or his wife again.  The least I can do is spring for a lunch.”

“I trust said conversation will not take place in Hank and Ruby’s Café.” 

“Absolutely not, sir.  I’ll do that here, then offer to buy his lunch.”

“Okay, let me know if you need any help, or if you come up with any ideas.”

Ward nodded as he stood up to leave.  “Will do, sir.”

Ward grinned when he arrived at his desk to see Aldo sitting there working on his list.  After a few words with his friend, Ward gave his statement to the other detective.  Finished, Ward waited until Aldo finished his list, then the two men chatted about the list, and any further ideas Aldo had about the exchanges he’d had with his men about their feelings concerning Swalwell and his wife.  
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