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Author’s Note





  This true story was told with the help of microfilm/newspaper articles; cemetery records, historical papers, and maps from the Garland County Historical Society; my and others’ personal memorabilia; documents from the Garland County Circuit Court/Clerk’s office; internet searches; e-mailed documents; copyrighted crime scene photographs by Bill Dever; prison files from the Arkansas Department of Corrections; historical Blacksnake Ranch real estate documents from the current owner; Frank Davis’s personal prison files; and interviews with more than sixty persons. The names were changed for nine people to protect their anonymity or memory; however, the rest are as they appeared in public accounts or were allowed by personal permission.
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Note: The concentration of story locations does not allow the entirety of the Hot Springs geographical area to be displayed.
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  The Teenage Girl and the Ranch Owner




  Cathie Ward had been a teenager for only sixty-five days when she woke up on June 24, 1966. Already the Hot Springs, Arkansas, morning was turning hot and sticky, and even with her bedroom window open, Cathie could tell the day would be stifling. She didn’t care, though. Today, she was going to Blacksnake Ranch with her junior high school girlfriends Madelyn and Peg.




  Cathie dressed in a hurry, pulling on red riding pants and brown leather jodhpur boots. Then she looked into a mirror and put on the necklace Mike had given her as a surprise gift days earlier, fixed a stretchy red headband behind her bangs, and fluffed her shoulder-length flip.




  For months she’d badgered her mother, Sarah, for permission to ride horses at Blacksnake Ranch on the outskirts of town, but each time, Sarah’d been hell-bent on refusing her. However, when school was out for summer break, Sarah not only changed her mind but also, on a whim, took Cathie shopping for the occasion. She was a doctor’s daughter, after all, and even though Sarah and Cathie’s father were divorced, she wanted her daughter to ride in style.




  Now, fully dressed and unable to contain her excitement, she ran downstairs, out of her house, through the side yard gate, and into the home of her next-door neighbor Gail Rader.




  The two families had developed a deep friendship, although when Gail, her brothers, and her parents moved into the house, Gail wondered how Sarah, an unemployed single mother of three, could afford the pricey Prospect Avenue home. Soon she learned about the divorce and the wealthy ex-husband.




  Gail, who had just finished her junior year, was up early for cheerleading practice at Hot Springs High School and was also packing for a weekend trip to the University of Arkansas in Fayetteville. She was buckling her suitcase when Cathie burst into her room.




  “I’m going horseback riding!” she sang out to her startled neighbor.


  

  There was no mistaking the excitement in Cathie’s voice. Then Gail looked at her outfit.




  “Isn’t it a little bit early to be dressed like that?” she asked.


  

  “Uh, no.” Cathie smiled and stuck a hand into the pocket of her red riding breeches.




  “Have you ever ridden a horse?” 


  “No,” she admitted.




  “Well, your outfit looks brand new and really expensive!”




  Although she’d ridden horses before, Gail never owned any fancy riding attire. Never ridden a horse, she thought, but wearing fancy riding pants and boots?




  The neighbor kids didn’t go without anything, and Gail suspected Sarah had taken Cathie to the upscale Oaklawn Sportswear to purchase the clothes.




  Gail straightened her white cotton short-sleeve shirt and tugged at her black shorts. Then she turned to Cathie. “You say you’ve never ridden a horse, right?”




  Cathie shook her head, “No.”




  “Well, be careful because they can get spooked!” She grabbed her practice bag with the pom-poms and said, “Come on. I gotta go.”




  Then she walked out of her house with Cathie, unaware that she’d never see her little friend again.




  THE DYSFUNCTIONAL FAMILY




  Sarah Ward sat in the den that overlooked the tall pine trees in the backyard, waiting for the phone to ring. Earlier, the mother who’d taken the girls to the ranch had called to tell her Cathie was lost somewhere on the trails but said they knew she’d be all right when they found her. Despite their concern and encouragement, Sarah jumped up from her chair in the den and began pacing the three-story house. Visions of Cathie flashed in her mind as she thought of her efforts to re-create their previous life of living in a household headed by a physician.




  During the mid-1950s, everything seemed idyllic when they lived in the small town of Murfreesboro, Arkansas, where a doctor’s family was the closest thing to royalty. Sarah’s husband, Dr. Hiram Ward, a tall man resembling Gregory Peck, was dedicated to his profession. However, he spent more time at his clinic and the hospital than at home, so Sarah turned to the most comforting replacement: a bottle.




  In 1960, unable to tolerate her marriage even with the cushion of liquor, Sarah whisked Cathie and her two siblings, Dick and Lilly, away to Hot Springs. Unlike any other town in the southern state, Hot Springs attracted a variety of sophisticated visitors along with well-dressed men who came to patronize illegal gambling casinos and wager bets on thoroughbred horses at Oaklawn Jockey Club’s spring meet. More than thirty years earlier, Al Capone frequented the racetrack, clubs, and bordellos.1 The notorious Italian mobster Lucky Luciano had been spotted in Hot Springs during a nationwide manhunt by New York special prosecutor Thomas E. Dewey, who proclaimed him “Public Enemy Number One” for running a $12 million prostitution syndicate.2




  By 1966, Hot Springs still wasn’t your typical sleepy little southern town. Illegal activities continued to lure out-of-state gamblers, flimflam men, and high rollers. Nonetheless, residents turned their heads the other way because the vice trickled down into their bank accounts and afforded them a comfortable existence.




  Perhaps that colorful lifestyle enticed Sarah to leave Murfreesboro for Hot Springs. Or maybe she wanted anonymity and felt the cosmopolitan atmosphere of Hot Springs would be more accepting of a single parent, something out of the ordinary in the polite society of the 1960s.




  Although Sarah was assured that Cathie was at the ranch, she was still upset and wondered why she had given her permission this time. She’d dodged every plea during the school year but for some reason relented this week during Cathie’s quest to ride horses with her friends. Sarah had also given in four years earlier when her husband said, “This has been long enough. We don’t intend to get back together. Either you get a divorce, or I will.”




  She accepted his demands but suggested splitting the children’s time through a part-time living arrangement.




  “That’s not going to happen,” Hiram replied. “You take them or I’ll take them, but they’re not going to be going back and forth like that.”




  They compromised. The children would live full-time with her, and he could visit. During the summer, Cathie and her little sister Lilly would go separately to their father’s Murfreesboro home for weeklong visits while their older brother, Dick, would stay the entire three months.




  Hiram Ward was vigilant during the school year, driving to Hot Springs once a week to visit his three children. He normally picked them up and took them to dinner at McClard’s Barbecue and then returned them home to their mother. Dick, who at age sixteen was three years older than Cathie, admired his father and thought he was a brilliant man. He recalled Hiram telling him that he had a photographic memory and could turn the pages of a book and then later recite contents verbatim.




  A year after the divorce was final, Sarah bought the Prospect home and accepted Hiram’s monthly stipend and child support. Despite her lovely new home and financial stability, she appeared dissatisfied.




  “She was unhappy and drank a lot,” Dick said. “There was wide-open gambling, and she spent time in those places.” He remembered his mother going to the clubs and casinos, leaving him, Cathie, and their little sister at home, sometimes under the watch of her close friend, Martha Wayman, who worked at the local radio station, KBHS.




  Tall and attractive, Sarah stood out in the nighttime pack the same as her appearance in a May 1964 newspaper photo of arts supporters.3 More affluent than avant-garde, the other women in the photograph couldn’t match Sarah’s dark beauty.




  Although Sarah was trying to make positive changes in her life, she was far from happy. One of her Fine Arts (Center) friends said, “It was becoming harder for her to be a parent, especially since it wasn’t planned that she’d be a single parent. She had never imagined the sacrifices she’d make, getting her husband through medical school, and then, when it was time to be the doctor’s wife, she would be put aside.”




  Cathie and her little sister befriended the daughters of another physician who lived nearby in their Prospect neighborhood. The oldest daughter, Kathy, and her little sisters would spend the night with the Ward sisters and felt odd because “they’d never been around anybody divorced.” Kathy could tell Cathie Ward’s mother was very bitter. “We couldn’t even mention her daddy’s name or ask, ‘Where’s your dad?’” she said.




  THE BOYFRIEND




  Cathie Ward and her new boyfriend, Mike Langley, had sat on the living room couch on Wednesday, June 22, 1966. Both were seventh graders but attended rival junior high schools. He was the tall, handsome quarterback at Southwest who led his junior varsity team to a winning season, and she was the pretty flutist at Central with all the band boys swooning over her. They met at a “Y-Teen” dance in the spring of 1966 and exchanged phone numbers after spending the whole night dancing together. Their budding romance was revolutionary at the time with their dating across school lines.




  “I really had a crush on her,” Mike recalled. “I thought she was a really nice girl and really pretty, and I liked her a lot.”




  He still remembers the last time they were together.




  “We were at her house a day or so before she was going to go horseback riding, and I remember how excited she was. I remember hoping she wasn’t going to go because I wanted us to do something together that day.”




  THE RANCH OWNER




  At 3:48 p.m. on Friday, June 24, 1966, Frank Davis, the forty-two-year-old Blacksnake Ranch owner, called the sheriff’s department to report an “accident.”4 Cathie hadn’t shown up at the stables when she and the other two girls were to leave for home, so Frank insisted that one of them accompany him to search. When the friend finally spotted her, sprawled in one of the fields far back on the north side of the property, Cathie was dead.




  However, Frank told the sheriff’s deputies another story—that he had witnessed the young girl’s death and that it was an unavoidable accident, something that even he, a skilled horseman, couldn’t prevent.5 “She was dragged to death by the horse when her foot caught in the stirrup,” he said. “I couldn’t catch it before she was killed,” he explained.




  Frank knew he was convincing when he spoke, whether in a gentle, humble manner or by threats. But he dazzled women, especially his fourth wife, Sharron, who was nineteen years old when they married two years earlier on the same day the divorce from his twenty-seven-year-old third wife was final.




  Frank always got what he wanted, thanks to his mother’s checkbook, which bankrolled his marriages and business ventures. His most recent was the 126-acre ranch that sat next to the Bull Bayou Creek on Blacksnake Road about six miles outside Hot Springs, where the majority of men wore patent leather shoes instead of cowhide leather boots. Frank Davis signed the papers on June 1, 1965, eleven months after the birth of his son, with plans to support his new family by selling angus cattle and trading horses while also offering “A Day on the Ranch”—trail rides, swimming, fishing, barbecues, hayrides, and saddled horse rentals.6 He also expected to make money, lots of it, like his parents had done with their grit and hard work.




  Ray and Irene Davis had hip-hopped across the Texas Panhandle and then in 1947 moved to Bismarck, a rural community eighteen miles south of the Hot Springs city limits. They were attracted to the resort town, famous for its thermal-water bathhouses, along with the bawdy side of illegal gambling, wild nightlife, and unbridled fun that attracted visitors from across America. The frenetic atmosphere was similar to Frank’s childhood home in McCamey, Texas, sixty-seven miles east of the Pecos River, where a wildcatter hit a gushing oil well.7 Overnight, the town named after him exploded with others seeking their fortunes, including bootleggers and gamblers.




  Ray spent long hours as a barber in the rambunctious oil town while Irene remained at their $10-a-month apartment in a boardinghouse occupied by refinery workers, truck drivers, carpenters, nurses, bakers, bookkeepers, and private home cooks.8 By the time Frank was six, he was headstrong and wanted no one to advise him or tell him what to do. His father was a strict disciplinarian and believed he could straighten out his son’s stubbornness with daily spankings. Frank felt otherwise, thinking they had an opposite effect, making him meaner.




  A year later, the seven-year-old was jumping on horses and enduring many falls that resulted in trauma, his badges of courage. One day, he proved another version of bravery by setting a jailhouse on fire to bust out some Mexican men. The sheriff was confused when he discovered the blaze had been started by a kid and then startled when Frank said, “My friend’s in there, and he’s a helluva good cowboy!” Ray Davis’s punishment for his only child was an ass whipping that wouldn’t hold shot—a scene Frank would remember and describe by those exact words not eight months after June 24, 1966, when Cathie Ward died at his ranch.




  THE SHOCK




  After Sarah Ward received the harrowing news of her daughter’s tragic death, she ran out the front door screaming, “She’s gone! Cathie’s dead!” Her next-door neighbor Faye Vaught heard the commotion and went outside to check. There stood Sarah, doubled over in the middle of the street, crying. Faye ran, grabbed her, and then slowly walked her back inside. Before Sarah could explain how Cathie had died, Faye called her husband, L. A. Vaught, who managed the Hale Bath House.




  “Come home,” she told him. “Something terrible’s happened to Cathie.”




  Faye and Sarah became very close when Faye married L. A., and they bought the house next to the Wards. Sarah was a stay-at-home mom, and Faye worked at the telephone company. Between the two families, there were six children, including Faye’s twins, Gail and Gary. Before long, the next-door neighbors were walking through the side yard gate for visits in each other’s homes. Sarah even offered her huge backyard as a place for Gail and her Hot Springs High School cheerleaders to hold practices, especially after Gail had been chosen alternate captain for her senior year.




  Gail was in her bedroom when she heard Sarah crying in the kitchen. Walking over there, she asked, “What’s the matter?”




  “It’s Cathie.” Faye went to her daughter and placed her arms on her shoulders. “She was killed today. At that ranch. A horse dragged her to death.”




  “Huh? No, I don’t believe that!” Gail jerked away from her mother and rushed to her bedroom in tears. All she could think about was the last time she’d seen Cathie—that morning.




  Now, eight hours later, Gail sat in her room thinking how happy Cathie had been. Gail felt bad, remembering how she felt when she saw Cathie in the fancy outfit and compared it to her own riding clothes, old blue jeans, and scruffy cowboy boots.




  But she felt worse, recalling an incident a few months earlier when Cathie had broken her arm skateboarding, and she’d made fun of her, calling her “klutz.” Gail sobbed, thinking how mean she’d been to Cathie, and now she could never take it back.




  THE TEACHER




  The ambulance took Cathie Ward’s lifeless body to Gross Mortuary on Central Avenue, one block west of Central Junior High School, where, three weeks earlier, she was given her year-end report card.9 Her good grades didn’t reflect the problems at home that she hid from her seventh-grade classmates.




  During grade school, Mary Sue Tracy walked into her classroom and announced she was replacing the regular teacher. “She’s taking an extended sick leave. So, to help me get to know you, I’d like you to write something about yourself,” she said.




  Cathie sat at her desk, laboring over her paper just like the other students, but none moved Mary Sue like hers. “My father is a doctor, but my parents are divorced, and I miss him. I like it here now that I’m making friends, but I don’t like being here,” she told her new teacher—what she wouldn’t tell her friends.




  Mary Sue was amazed as she read Cathie’s story and wondered how someone that young could write with such feelings. But from the standpoint of a mother’s view, she was sad. After class was over, she slipped Cathie’s paper into her purse, took it home, and then tucked it away in her bedroom drawer, maybe planning to give it to Cathie’s mother so that she could get her daughter some help.




  She also decided to introduce Cathie to her daughter, Leslie. The two girls were in different homerooms but were the same age and lived a few blocks apart. They became fast friends and visited at each other’s homes despite being extreme opposites. Cathie was tall, dark, a bit clumsy, and unsure of herself, while Leslie was short, blond, and known as the fastest runner in their grade at Jones School.




  When Cathie came to Leslie’s house, she would first sit and talk with Mary Sue. Leslie knew their unusual bond resulted from their time in the classroom. She was always patient and stayed in her bedroom until Cathie and her mother were finished visiting. Leslie wasn’t jealous or threatened by their closeness. In fact, she was glad because she knew they would talk whenever Cathie became sad, which she thought happened every time Cathie started missing her father. Leslie also knew Cathie’s mother had a drinking problem that may have contributed to her friend’s longing to talk to a mother figure.




  THE SIGHTING




  That afternoon, Mitsy, my twin, and I were sitting in the backseat of Mrs. Letha Smith’s Rambler sedan with our neighbor, Leslie Tracy. We were headed home from summer church camp when I spotted Cathie Ward walking down the West Grand hill not far from her house.




  “There’s Cathie,” I told Mitsy and Leslie.




  We all leaned out the window and waved as we yelled, “Hi, Cathie!” But she didn’t respond. We figured she was preoccupied and didn’t hear us because she looked like she was in a rush to get home.




  Mrs. Letha, as we called her, veered left onto Summer Street and drove two blocks. Then she dropped us off at our homes on the corner of Summer and Garland. Later, Leslie was sitting on her bed when her mother walked into her room. Mary Sue hesitated and then said, “I’ve heard Cathie Ward was killed in a horseback riding accident. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but that’s what I’ve heard.”




  “But we just saw her walking home,” Leslie said.


  

  “It couldn’t have been her,” Mary Sue snapped. “It happened at a ranch out in Mountain Pine.”




  “Yes, it was,” Leslie insisted.




  “I’m sorry. I wish you had seen her, but you didn’t. That poor child is dead.” She rubbed her eyes and walked away.




  Leslie was confused. She called her best friend, Debbie. “I just got back from church camp and heard something happened to Cathie Ward today,” she said. “Do you know about it?”




  “Yes,” Debbie replied. “I heard something but don’t know if it’s true.”




  They decided to call Cathie’s house and see if she answered, but neither could summon the courage to follow through.




  That evening, their friend Mary Claire Atkinson was at the junior high school Y-Teen dance when the news of Cathie’s tragic death roared through the YMCA gymnasium. As Mary Claire remembers, “It was so shocking to my brain, that I can close my eyes, [and see it] as if it were a photograph—a dim, bluish-lit gym, and I am standing fairly close to the center of the gym floor. The news didn’t come with any details, just that she had been horseback riding, and there was an accident, and she had died.”




  Jan Johnson, a year older than Mary Claire, was also at the dance but outside on the steps leading into the YMCA building. She was standing with a group of eighth graders who couldn’t believe Cathie had actually died, so they decided to validate the story. Somehow, one of them got to a phone, called Cathie’s house, and asked for her.




  “We never really found out what happened,” Jan said. “It was never talked about. Nothing was in the newspaper that I remember, and nobody knew what happened. It was hush-hush, and it was one of those experiences where you dealt with the death of a peer for the first time, and you think, Can something like this really happen?”




  While the news of Cathie’s death was startling to her friends at the YMCA, two others were preparing to leave for her house. Earlier in the week, Cathie had invited Jan Harrison and Candy Brown to a Friday night bunking party. Jan Harrison was at her home waiting for her ride to Cathie’s house when the phone rang. As Jan Harrison remembers it, “Candy called about the time she and her mom were to pick me up and told me Cathie was dead, but I thought she was kidding.”




  Cathie’s boyfriend, Mike Langley, hadn’t gone to the dance because he couldn’t bear to attend without her. Not remembering how he heard the news of her death, he vividly recalls a phone call his parents received regarding Cathie. “When they found her, she was wearing a piece of jewelry I had given her. One of her parents called my parents and wanted to know if I wanted it back, and I said, ‘Absolutely not, that was hers.’”




  The disturbing account of Cathie’s death thrashed through the ranks of the Hot Springs junior high schools. Everyone was stunned and frightened. No one had dealt with death on a personal level and didn’t understand how fast and complete it could arrive. The adults, however, knew the finality of Cathie’s tragedy. Some, like Frances Gabriel Forsberg, whose daughter was a friend of Cathie’s younger sister, recalled the townspeople’s suspicions after hearing about the fatal accident.




  “They said her foot caught in a stirrup and she was dragged for a long time,” Forsberg said. “And most people thought it was a cover-up because that man [Frank Davis] had a bad reputation.”




  That was 1966. The next year, when a vicious killing by Frank Davis connected him to Cathie’s suspicious death, most everyone in Hot Springs was certain we had a multi-murderer in our midst.




  Those of us who knew Cathie were touched by her short life like a high-water mark after a flood and have been tethered to her all these years. Perhaps because it was my first connection with senseless violence, I moved into adulthood with jumbled memories. Since then, Cathie’s death and the chaos that followed have been running in my mind on a perpetual loop.




  Then something happened that stopped the replay—a cell phone conversation with my childhood friend Leslie Tracy Swinford late one night in August 2014. I was driving from New Rochelle, New York, to Yonkers after work and couldn’t wait to tell her I’d be home for a short visit. “I’ll be there in two weeks and want to look up Cathie on the library’s microfilm,” I told her.




  “I want to go,” she said, and then added, “you won’t believe what happened.”




  Leslie began telling me about Cathie’s skateboard and how it had wound up in her possession and had been with her all these years. I was surprised to hear this story but more surprised she’d kept this secret from Mitsy and me. We’d grown up across the street from each other and had stayed close throughout adulthood, yet this was the first time she’d ever mentioned Cathie’s skateboard.




  Leslie said that sometime after the millennium, the skateboard had been lost or stolen and that her handyman then found it up in the attic recently. I asked her when because for some reason that seemed important. Leslie told me she had written him a check and would look up the date and send me a text.




  Two weeks later, on August 20, I was home, and we went to the library to start searching for Cathie. Neither of us knew her actual death date, not even the year. It was blurry in our minds, but we knew she’d died sometime during junior high, so I just asked for microfilm during those years. We both went through our separate boxes, looking from beginning to end of each reel, but had no success. So I decided we’d have better luck at the sheriff’s office. Wrong. They didn’t have files that went back to the 1960s. Gross Mortuary had burned, destroying their files, and, the owner, who’d conducted decades of funerals, couldn’t remember anything about Cathie. The coroner said he had nothing from that era. And another official’s mind was blank. I felt as if every door was being slammed in my face and couldn’t help feeling discouraged. I was stumped but not giving up.




  I returned to the library two days later, on Friday, August 22, armed with new information. An internet search of Frank Davis produced a story with Cathie’s name and the date 1966. But my results were the same. Noth ing. As I returned the reels, I mentioned my dilemma to Greg at the reference desk. He made a suggestion. “Go to the Garland County Historical Society. They have funeral home records and can look it up for you.”




  Arriving there, Donnie, a volunteer, said, “I’ll go see what I can find.”




  A few minutes later, he walked back into the room, holding up several sheets of paper in his right hand. He placed them on a table in front of me and bent down. “Look right here,” he said, pointing at one of them. “Ward, Catherine Ann.”




  He’d highlighted her name in yellow on a long list, titled “Gross Funeral Home Records.” It included the names of the deceased, death and birth dates, spouse, father, and mother.




  Donnie said, “She died on June 24, 1966, and her father was Dr. Hiram Ward.”




  Then Donnie whipped out another sheet from his stack that had a picture of a cemetery headstone. “It says here, she’s buried in Murfreesboro.”




  I thanked Donnie and rushed back to the library, trying to hide my excitement as I stood in front of Greg at the reference desk and asked, “Could I have the June 1966 Sentinel-Record?”




  I knew Cathie’s obituary or story of her accident would show up somewhere between June 25 and 27. I sped through the reel until June 24 appeared, then crawled the tape and was surprised when the June 25 issue was missing. Not only that, but her name never appeared on any pages from June 26 through the end of the month.




  My disappointment in not finding her obituary was buoyed by the fact that I’d at least obtained her death date, which was ground zero for my search. Friday night, I called Leslie to tell her the good news.




  Then Saturday afternoon, I called her again. “Let’s go on a drive out by Blacksnake Ranch.” I thought some kind of magic mojo would rub off on me where Cathie had died.




  When we reached the Mountain Pine Road and Blacksnake intersection, I saw a big sign on our right. “Look at the name on that sign!” I said to Leslie as I pointed at the large wooden sign.




  “Ward’s Country Store!” she said.




  “What are the odds on that?” I asked.




  “Yeah, none of her family live here anymore, and they sure wouldn’t own a store.”




  “That’s unbelievable! Her name right here at Blacksnake Road after all these years!” I said.




  As unusual and unsettling as it was, we both knew that what we had just seen was not a coincidence.




  The next day as I sat drinking coffee and reading the Sunday newspaper, my mind wandered to the sequence of events in my search for Cathie—Leslie’s story about the reappearance of her skateboard, the struggle to obtain Cathie’s death date, and the freaky “Ward sign.” Then I thought, Leslie’s text!




  I remembered she promised to send me the date her handyman found Cathie’s skateboard, so I grabbed my cell phone and began scrolling through her text messages. When I found it, Leslie had simply written, “June 24, 2014.”




  I gasped when I saw the date because I knew Cathie wanted her story told. She died on June 24, 1966, and her skateboard appeared on June 24, 2014—the forty-eighth anniversary of her death.




  I took that as my sign to start digging up the true accounts of her tragedy and its connection to the other murder in town by a man so vile that he kept us in an anxious sweat for almost two decades. In my search, I procured documents from all levels of government as well as personal items from many, but the true prize was when one of the killer’s family members granted me access to Frank Davis’s prison files. Much of the information I gleaned in my research was shocking, and I soon saw a common thread weaving through the victims and their killer. The story wound up in a hairpin curve with an ending none of us who were there at the time saw coming.




  As I interviewed almost sixty people connected to Cathie and her killer, I learned that the fear Frank Davis instilled then exists today. Some believe he is still in town, hiding and waiting for his next victim.




  I can still picture Cathie the last time I saw her, three of us girls, watching her determined to get home. We had no idea what was to follow. Many times, I’ve wished I could go back and change the past. What I can do now is share this story so that all these years later, Frank Davis will not get away with murder.
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  The Father and the Friend




  On June 24, 1966, after 8:30 p.m., the phone rang at Dr. Hiram Ward’s home in Murfreesboro, Arkansas. The summer solstice had occurred three days earlier, and it was getting dark outside when he heard the familiar sound. Thinking it was a hospital emergency, Hiram answered the call and knew immediately it was much worse.




  “Cathie’s been killed,” his ex-wife blurted through sobs.




  “What?” he asked. 




  “She had an accident. She’s dead,” Sarah repeated. Then she gave him the details the best she could through hiccups of tears.




  He listened to Sarah recount the tragedy and realized she wasn’t hysterical. “She was drunk,” he recalled. “As long as we were living together, she drank alcohol but wasn’t ever drunk. But this wasn’t true after she left me.”




  He ended the heartbreaking call from his ex-wife and walked into the den, where his son and second wife, Pat, were watching television. “Cathie’s dead,” he told them.




  Dick could tell his father was shaken but never expected to hear those words. “It was stressful,” Dick said. “I was sad but don’t remember crying. I was always pretty emotionally repressed and kept a damper on emotions all the time, so I can’t say I felt a lot.”




  Pat Ward packed her husband’s suitcase while Dick grabbed his, then Hiram and his son were off to Hot Springs, sixty miles away. Remembering the drive, Hiram told me, “I felt a sense of loss and was not happy that she was dead, but I knew the fact that it was an accident—nobody could help that.”




  Hiram and his son arrived at Sarah’s home by 10 p.m. and went inside to the living room, where Sarah and a friend were seated. Dick left his parents to talk and then climbed the stairs to his bedroom, located across the hall from his sisters’ room—now full of Cathie’s memory.




  THE FRIEND




  Another out-of-town call was made to the home of thirteen-year-old Bettye Jo Tucker on Oak Street in Hot Springs. Her father, James, answered it and began talking with his cousin, Janice, who worked with Dr. Ward in Murfreesboro. She was best friends with his wife Pat, who was also a nurse, and Janice was just as familiar with Ward’s children as Pat. Janice knew Cathie’s older brother and younger sister were introverts and bookworms. She thought they were above average and had different personalities than Cathie, who was more outgoing and hung out with the popular crowd.




  Janice also knew what was happening in the children’s lives back home in Hot Springs from conversations with Hiram and Pat. “The kids were young, and they might stay gone all day long,” she said. “Their mother didn’t work, but she was bad to drink.”
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  Cathie Ward’s and Bettye Jo Tucker’s biggest desire during their 1966 spring semester at Central Junior High School was to go horseback riding. They had other similarities, such as the same dark, long hair. Although Bettye Jo’s skin was much fairer than Cathie’s, they could’ve passed as sisters because on the inside they were both genuinely kind and somewhat innocent.




  “Cathie reminded me of myself in her naïveté,” Bettye Jo recalls. “She was vulnerable like me and probably not as streetwise as some of our friends.”




  Bettye Jo would never go inside Cathie’s house. She stayed out on the curb in the Tuckers’ blue-and-white Dodge station wagon as her father drove her and her friends around Hot Springs. If any of them needed a ride, she and James were off in the car to pick them up and take them to Girl Scouts, Camp Clearfork, or downtown to a movie or a shopping trip. The kids would all pile in the backseat, and he’d drop them off and pick them up later. James didn’t mind that, but he was very leery of his daughter going to any of her friends’ homes for an overnight stay.




  Bettye Jo invited Cathie to join Girl Scouts, which was the major focus of her childhood. She thought her new troopmate, with her olive complexion and dark hair and eyes, was beautiful.




  “I remember always being drawn to her, you know, sit by her, talk to her, because she was so sweet,” Bettye Jo said.




  By the time the two friends reached junior high school, their interests changed. Cathie joined the band and Bettye Jo the pep squad, a prelude to her becoming a cheerleader.




  Despite their emerging differences, they were still connected and had acquired a mutual new interest—thanks to their friend Madelyn, who loved horses. The three girls had become good friends in Mrs. Freeman’s fifth-grade class at Jones School. And when the class photo came out, they were coincidentally pictured side by side with Bettye Jo in the middle. She seemed to be the glue that held their friendship together.




  Madelyn asked them to ride horses at Blacksnake Ranch throughout the spring of 1966 school year. The way she described the rustic place, it seemed a world away from Hot Springs with neon signs that advertised motels, restaurants, bars, and nightclubs. But Cathie’s mother wouldn’t give her permission, and it never seemed to happen. However, when summer arrived, Madelyn once again extended an invitation for June 24, 1966. All the girls were excited, and one by one they began asking their parents for permission.




  Bettye Jo, the only child of hardworking parents who owned the Mary Carter Paint store, approached her father.




  “Can I go horseback riding?” she asked.




  “When?” James walked into the living room and sat down in his easy chair.




  “Friday.”




  “With who?” he asked, reaching for the newspaper on the coffee table.




  “Madelyn and Peg, and I think Cathie and maybe Paula. I’m not sure who else.”




  “Where are you going?”




  “Blacksnake Ranch.”




  James shot up in the chair. His body became rigid, as if he were bracing for an impact. He looked his daughter straight in the eye and said, “No!”




  Bettye Jo was startled. Her father rarely denied her anything. But she couldn’t have known his abruptness had nothing to do with her.




  James sold paint to many people in Hot Springs and could size up a person during the transactions, especially customers such as Frank Davis, the owner of Blacksnake Ranch. The two men were similar in age but not in behavior. Although James Tucker had to be nice to his customers, he didn’t have to like them, and he didn’t care one iota for Frank Davis.




  “Oh Daddy, please let me go,” Bettye Jo begged.




  “You will never go any place that involves that man!”




  She looked at her father, not understanding his reasoning. “They’re my friends. I want to go with them.”




  “I know him. You will not!” He shook his head in opposition at the idea of his daughter going anywhere near Frank Davis.




  Bettye Jo smiled at her father, trying to melt his stern opposition. “Please let me go horseback riding, please, please, please?”




  The more she begged, the more stubborn her father became. “Do not ask me again. I know better. I know that man’s character, and I don’t want to have anything to do with him. You’re not going!”




  “Okay,” she said, accepting his final ultimatum while trying to hide her disappointment.




  Not wanting her father to see her crying, she walked across the street to Peg’s house and then erupted in tears. Peg, who was a year younger than Bettye Jo, had also been invited and had no problem receiving permission. The two girls were as close as sisters and constant companions, which made it that much worse for Bettye Jo. She wanted to do what her friends were doing and didn’t want to feel left out because her father didn’t like the man who owned Blacksnake Ranch.
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  The news of Cathie Ward’s tragic death infiltrated Murfreesboro on Friday evening, June 24, 1966, which prompted a phone call to James Tucker in Hot Springs. His cousin Janice, who worked with Cathie’s father and stepmother, called to tell him her firsthand news. James listened to her quietly and thanked her for calling, then walked into the living room to tell his wife.




  “Now, I need to tell Bettye Jo,” he said after finishing the sad story.




  He was known to be loving but overprotective. However, nothing could protect his daughter from what he had to tell her.




  Knocking on her door, he asked, “Can I come in?”




  “Yes sir,” Bettye Jo said, masking hurt feelings from his unusual denial to go with her friends to the ranch that day.




  James walked into the room, sat down on Bettye Jo’s bed, and said in a calm tone, “I hate to have to tell you this, but your friend Cathie is dead.”




  “Dead?” She screamed, pushed away her cotton top sheet, and sat up in bed.




  He looked at her and silently nodded.




  “Why?” Bettye Jo asked, not believing what she’d just heard.




  James didn’t answer. 




  “How did it happen?”




  “We don’t know all the details, but I wanted you to know she is dead.”




  He leaned down, kissed her forehead, and then walked out of the room, slowly shutting the door behind him.




  She’d spent the day envying her friends out there horseback riding, but now Bettye Jo was numb after hearing the news of Cathie’s death. Thoughts swirled through her head, and then she remembered something. She bent down to look in her nightstand drawer and grabbed the autograph book her friends signed before school let out for summer break.




  Bettye Jo began thumbing through the small book and saw Leslie Tracy’s funny words: “2 in a car, 2 little kisses, that adds up to Mr. and Mrs.”




  Leslie also wrote, “U R TO SWEET 4 me.” She drew a ladder with each rung containing a word of her verse: “I came all the way down this long, long ladder to sign my name Leslie Tracy. Best Luck, always.”




  On another page, Leslie showed her serious side: “Bettye Jo, You’re a real nice person to know and I like you a lot. Stay as cute and nice as you are now and you will get the best things out of life. Love Leslie Tracy. P.S. You’ve been a real nice school buddy to me. Good Luck in the future (Bye Now See you Next Year).”




  Madelyn’s entry said, “Bettye Jo, Bettye Jo, you bad little girl. You poured milk on little Linda Curll. I love you always.”




  Then Bettye Jo found Cathie’s page. Unlike the other girls’ humorous inscriptions, the message seemed prophetic, almost like a sweet good-bye. Cathie wrote, “Bettye Jo, This is to a sweet girl I’ve known for a long time. Good luck in the future. I’ll always remember you. How could I forget!? (not really) Cathie Ward.” On the lower left side, below her words, she included “7th Grade ’65–’66.”




  After reading Cathie’s message, Bettye Jo made three notations. Under the date, she penciled in “1965-1966,” and below Cathie’s signature she printed, “Wrote May ——, 1966. She died June 24, 1966.”




  Her seventh-grade autograph book was meant to hold happy memories, but that changed with Cathie’s death. That evening, Bettye Jo and her father’s cousin, Janice, were unaware how much their lives would be affected in the future by Cathie and Hiram Ward.
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  The Funeral and the Skateboard




  Hiram Ward woke up in a Hot Springs motel on Saturday morning, June 25, 1966, wanting to see his daughter. He rushed into the shower then dressed and drove straight to Gross Mortuary, which shared a parking lot with Central Baptist Church. The two buildings sat side by side on Central Avenue, a block below the junior and senior high schools, where Cathie and Dick just twenty-four days earlier had completed the school year.




  Hiram entered the mortuary prepared to assess the severe trauma that killed his daughter. He wanted to see it from a medical perspective, but the mortuary denied his request. They were adamant her casket would remain closed, even to her physician father. Standing for a moment to consider his next option, Hiram chose to honor Cathie’s memory peacefully and relinquished his quest to view her fatal injuries.
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  Teacher Mary Sue Tracy and many other Hot Springs residents rushed outside to fetch the Saturday Hot Springs News Era with a mixture of anticipation and dread, hoping the newspaper would be void of Cathie Ward’s tragic death. If it wasn’t in print, that meant the rumor wasn’t true.




  The newspaper’s front page normally covered only national and state news, but this morning there were two local stories, both of deaths: the closing of the Hot Springs Merrill Lynch office and Cathie’s fatal accident. Hers was on the bottom of the ninth column, the final article on the page. “Girl Killed in Horseback Riding Accident,” the headline shouted.1




  “Catherine Ann Ward, 13, daughter of Mrs. Sarah Ward of 1003 Prospect Ave, was killed Friday in an accident at the Davis Ranch on Blacksnake Road,” the newspaper reported. “The girl was apparently dragged to death by a horse she was riding when her foot caught in a stirrup. Allen [sic] Frank Davis, owner of the ranch which specializes in horse rentals, pursued the running horse but was unable to catch it before the girl was killed,” it explained.




  At this point, some readers may have taken pause, especially Frank Davis’s friends and customers. They knew he was an expert horseman, fearless in the saddle, and a daredevil who, as tales went, regularly jumped off a cliff atop his horse into a deep swimming hole on his property. Catching a runaway horse would have been an easy feat for him. Knowing his shady reputation, they were already questioning the validity of his explanation and felt he’d duped the deputies. However, they were pleased to read Dr. William Mashburn, the county coroner, promised the cause of death would be filed in an official report when the investigation of her accident was concluded.




  Cathie’s survivors, which included her maternal and paternal grandparents, were listed, but the sad reality of her death came at the end of the short obituary—the announcement of her funeral service that afternoon, followed by burial out of town at the Murfreesboro Cemetery. Not only had Cathie died tragically, but she was being rushed to the grave less than twenty-four hours after her death. Southern tradition meant family and friends would bring covered dishes of food and share memories of the deceased over a three-day period from death to internment. But there would be no time for Cathie’s mourning, just a quick good-bye. The Brenner family, Gross Mortuary owners, pulled her funeral together overnight, which was an amazing feat for a service being held in one town and the burial in another.




  Saturday afternoon at the stroke of 1:30 p.m., Katrina Williams began playing the organ as the funeral director escorted the Ward family into St. Luke’s Episcopal Church. A hundred years earlier, it was founded by a crowd, holding a full morning service and grand sermon in a local saloon.2 Now, in a gothic revival building before a high altar, the Wards’ sad procession walked down the center aisle to the front pews of the nave.




  Earlier, Mary Claire and her mother Dinks Atkinson walked up the steps to enter St. Luke’s and sat down in a pew. Mary Claire had never experienced the loss of a relative, much less a close, healthy friend, and she had difficulty comprehending what had happened. The twelve-year-old decided the way she would handle Cathie’s death would be to pretend her friend had just moved away, and that’s why she would never see her again.




  Cathie’s closed casket sat in front of the altar rail as a private exhibit of a death too horrific to allow family and friends a face-to-face good-bye. The white pall draped over her casket signified the belief that everyone was equal in the eyes of God. Reverend Wayne L. Buchanan followed the traditional burial service of his Episcopalian faith found in the 1928 version of The Book of Common Prayer.




  Kathy McConkie sat with her mother “partway back” in the “jam-packed” sanctuary. The youngster, who had once been in Jones School’s junior high preparatory band with Cathie, looked around and noticed there weren’t any flowers and was sad. For some reason, she thought the church wouldn’t allow them. Kathy couldn’t help but think how four days earlier she’d received a phone call from Cathie Ward, inviting her to go horseback riding that Friday.




  Having just returned home from camp, she said, “I’m tired. I don’t want to go horseback riding but thank you anyway.”




  “It was one of those things that you’re going to go horseback riding, you didn’t go, Cathie was killed, and the funeral was the next day or two,” Kathy McConkie remembers. “It was quick, and especially at that age I hadn’t even gotten it processed in my brain.”




  Sarah had chosen pallbearers from different avenues of her life, such as the Hot Springs Fine Arts Center with John Baran, Charles Beyers, and James Few; her next-door neighbor, L. A. Vaught; her cousin Buddy Bond; and Murfreesboro friend Grady McCarty. Cathie’s attachments were represented by the Central Junior High School Spartan Band, who served as honorary pallbearers.




  Janette Woodcock sat with her father in the church as the pallbearers carried Cathie’s casket past their pew. She and Cathie attended confirmation class together at St. Luke’s. They were also fellow seventh graders and Girl Scout troopmates. She and Cathie had recently shared a bunk bed at Girl Scout camp. Janette, the smaller of the two, was happy to take the top bunk until she felt something poking through her mattress. When she realized it was Cathie’s big toe, she yelled, “Stop!” But the more she yelled, the more Cathie giggled and kept poking.
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