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A LINK IN THE CHAIN
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“What do you have?” Captain Walker sat down, closing a Missouri State Patrol convention brochure and its intended agenda.

Julie pulled a two-page report from her binder. “A disappearance seventeen years ago. That in itself is not unusual, but three others took place over a period of ten months—all within a couple-hundred-mile radius. At the time, they were thought to be runaways.”

“Females, I presume.”

Julie nodded. “Tracked a mother of one of these women to a trailer park. When I phoned her, she says, ‘It took you near a decade or more to get back to us. Why you botherin’ now?’ I asked Mom if the girl took any items with her when she left: clothes, toiletries, anything. She said, ‘Marylou left cocky, naive, and naked as a jay.’ That doesn’t sound like a runaway to me.”

Walker puzzled with a ring of keys, dropping them in an ashtray. “The problem with cold cases is they’re just that. People just don’t give a damn. Tell you what. Pursue the three runaways, but keep it to yourself. If the commish finds out, I’ll be down in the basement with you, and I am way too old for that. Good luck, and, of course, not a word of this to anyone.”

Critics praise Gene Hackman, an author who “takes aim at a clear target: telling a good story. He hits it, too.”

—St. Augustine Record on Payback at Morning Peak
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Prologue


A brisk fall day in 1995. The oaks and cottonwoods battled for color rights in the annual October leaf display.

The wooded path wound east across two rock-strewn creeks, through a grove of walnut trees, and out into a slight rise overlooking a hundred acres of sweet corn.

“I’m Cleopatra’s handmaiden—prettier, of course, and smarter, but always demure.” Betty’s schoolbooks were piled atop her head. She swayed her hips along the dirt path in time to a dum-ditty-dum-dum beat.

“Yes, of course, and I’m Amelia Earhart flying across the Pacific.” Beverly, the younger of the two sisters, had always been more levelheaded and astute.

“Ah yes. And we know what happened to her, don’t we? While others fritter away their time on adventurous nonsense, I, on the other hand, reign supreme gathering my awards and accolades.”

“You got a B in gym class, for heaven’s sake. Give it up.”

“Give it up? Hardly. Mr. Scott says I could go all the way.”

“Mr. Scott, I think, means the two of you could go all the way. You’re almost seventeen, get with it.”

“Oh, Bev, you’re no fun. Every time I do well, you beat me down. Go on ahead.”
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He parked not in his accustomed dirt road spot but farther on in a wayside picnic area. Dodging into the wooded expanse between the road and wetlands area, he found the animal trail that led him back to a knoll and his favorite dogwood.

Arriving early had been the plan, not just to get settled but to convince himself he would be doing the right thing. He needed time to think, not about what he was going to do but the consequences. His past deeds had been easy. The planning, execution, all a snap. He watched, off and on, for days, under this particular yellowed tree. The anticipation when the distant school bell rang. The delicious wait as the two girls emerged along the bushy path. He felt he knew them, shared their silly rhymes and school songs. Others crowded his past life. Drifters, thumb trippers, but now a different grander path, a different set of prey.

They came right on time, their incessant bickering a dreary habit. The two of them, though dressed in identical clothing, were not twins but made a handsome pair. The older and taller of the two was also prettier, while the other, more thoughtful. It would be difficult convincing them he was injured and needed help. Using a long oak branch as a makeshift crutch, he braced the gnarled cane against a large stone and recited in his head the memorized plea. “Help, please help. I’m injured and can’t walk.” It needed to be just right. Not too much hooey and not overdone.

The two of them would be a challenge, but they would keep each other company at his Bait Shack. Down on the path from school, he could hear them arguing.

“I need to go, I can’t wait.”

“Hold it til we get home. I’m leaving, stupid. See you at the house. Remember, chores.”

The younger girl moved on.

He saw her through the gap in the trees. She, flouncing her golden hair and sprinting away. It just got so much easier. Charlie’s day brightened with opportunity.

[image: Images]

Other than a few errant scratches around his throat from the older girl’s stupid protests, he was fine. Wearing a turtleneck to work would quiet any nosy questions.

Later, sated and filthy from digging, he felt regret. Not for his happening, as it were, but for the missed chance of a double conquest. Maybe later.
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Saturday afternoon, and Julie Worth parked at the Westside Mall to shop for her teenager’s birthday. Despite leaving her Jeep close to the entrance, she would still have quite a walk. As she started across the vast macadam lot, the air held the crispness of a perfect late-fall day. Near the mall entrance, the early rumblings of a disorderly crowd, with several people rushing through the electric doors. A woman fell, trying to push through the slow-moving exit.

“A man, with a gun. Inside.”

Julie helped the woman to her feet.

Others rushed past her.

“Jesus save me!”

“Move it, bitch!”

She pressed against the rough brick surface of the mall entrance. Part of her wanted to stop, seek cover, and wait for backup. But she knew that was so 1999. Columbine changed everything. Old rules—call it in, wait for a Special Weapons and Tactics team—still applied to a barricaded badass. But this situation looked like an active shooter, someone still racking up a body count. And the orders were simple—go stop him. About 30 percent of the time, the first cop in would get shot. So she knew she would have a two-out-of-three chance of going home tonight.

A woman clutching a child stumbled and grabbed Julie by the waist. “He’s killing people, call the police.”

I am the police. Julie stepped through a broken glass door and pushed against the human stampede. With one hand clasped on her holstered 9-millimeter Sig Sauer, she held her badge high above her head and moved toward the corridor wall.

Once firmly inside the mall, she saw only a few people remaining in the wide hallway, some crouched in store entries. Julie signaled them to slip away. She waited and listened. Halfway down the mall at the junction of another hallway, a body lay sprawled on the floor.

Julie stayed to the extreme left side of the wide passageway. Stepping lightly, she stopped at each store entrance to assess the situation. Echoing effects of shouts and cries for help played tricks with the direction of voices.

She took a deep breath and called 911. “Sergeant Worth. Missouri State Patrol. I’m at Westside Mall. Active shooter on scene. Man down in center of corridor. Condition not known, send an ambulance. I am armed.”

She put her phone on vibrate and once again eyed the corridor before her: a man in a pale green security guard shirt and navy blue pants, splayed out in front of an information kiosk. A distant siren drew close; someone else must have called 911 first. Julie secreted herself in each storefront, checked the area and moved on. Her phone vibrated. She didn’t recognize the number. “Sergeant Worth, who is this?” She stepped deep into the vestibule of a shoe store, her hand cupped over her phone.

“Lieutenant Mac White, city police. Sergeant, I suggest you get the hell out of there while we assemble our SWAT team.”

“Due respect, sir. I got caught in the middle of this, but now that I’m here, we have what looks like a security guard down in the center of the mall. I’m fairly close to him, probably safer here than trying to make my way back out. Hold, please.”

Across the X shape of the concourse she saw movement. Behind the counter of a fast-food stand, a man with one arm hooked around the neck of a screaming boy. The man’s other hand held a sawed-off shotgun.

“Still there, Lieutenant?”

“Just heard from my captain. Listen, Trooper, he wants you out of there. Now.”

“Tell him I don’t work for him. I just saw the suspect. Looks to be forty-five to fifty, white male, dark blue T-shirt, red-and-blue baseball cap. Heavy beard, long brown hair, five foot ten, one eighty. He’s got a hostage; kid about fourteen. Suspect is armed with what looks like a sawed-off shotgun.”

“Hold tight.” The officer was on the radio, a garbled voice coming back at him. “State your name again, Sergeant.”

Before Julie could answer, a loud shotgun blast came from the fast-food stand. Broken glass rained hard on the terrazzo floor. A sign above the information booth knocked lopsided on a chain. Then a scream.

“Anybody around here better listen up! I’m gonna kill this little bastard!” He raised his voice. “You listening?”

Julie tucked down low behind the window valance. If she crept along to just one more storefront, the information booth would hide her from view of the food stand on the other side. She whispered into her phone.

“Subject will kill his hostage. How long before SWAT?”

“Ten minutes tops.”

“Kid will be dead by then. I’m going in.”

“You are not to—”

She closed the phone.

The gunman’s voice faded and then grew loud as he paced. She waited until the sound cut back; then she slid around the corner of the storefront and lay flat on the stone floor, pushing her way forward, ranger style, with her elbows. She smelled old floor polish and dirt from thousands of shoes. When she reached the next store, she turned 45 degrees to her right and continued to crawl across the open center of the concourse, toward the pagoda-like stall in the center.

The man in the security uniform, blasted in the face. Julie, still prone, searched for a pulse. None. A half door on the booth left open, describing someone’s hasty exit. A sliver of light edged through the far side of the hexagon-shaped structure. She crawled in and surveyed the food stand from the top of the cracked board.

From somewhere, a woman cried out a prayer in Spanish. A dull thud came from the food stand. Julie peeked through the splintered board as a man with a head wound and blood-splattered white chef’s gear stumbled out of the stand and fell to the floor.

Shotgunman still paced, his head bobbing, the young boy still secured by his crooked arm. Through the opening to the kitchen jutted three sets of hands, all stretched toward the ceiling. The man continued to pace and then stopped to slap the boy. He wrapped his arm back around the kid’s neck.

Julie’s phone vibrated against her pant leg. She whispered, “Go.”

“Where are you?”

“Kiosk.”

“We’re at the end of the corridor. SWAT is on the way.”

“Hold.” She crawled into a corner where someone had left a jacket on the back of a chair. She bundled it up in front of her mouth, almost gagging from a heavy, perfumed scent. She pulled the phone under her makeshift muffler. “This guy’s berserk, Lieutenant. He’s beating the crap out of a kid; three other hostages are in the kitchen. If he sees you guys, he’ll really snap. He’s yelling. Wait.” Julie pulled the phone from the muffler.

“Somebody better hear what I got to say, or there’s gonna be shit to pay!” he shouted even louder. “Get it, goddamn it?”

Julie once again wrapped the phone close to her mouth. “Hear that, Lieutenant?”

“Yeah, made out some of it. Nuts.”

“He whacked one of the cooks on the head. Needs help.”

“We can’t see him from where we are. Can you?”

“He’s about thirty feet from me. I’ve got an idea.”

“Don’t do anything stupid.”

A loud slapping thud came from the food stand, followed by the boy’s cry for help.

“Gotta go. I’m gonna stand up, so if you have your sniper scopes on the kiosk, I’ll be wearing”—she held up the coat into the light—“a pale blue jacket. I’m in the middle of the concourse in the info booth. Pale blue jacket.” She slid the barrel of her Sig an inch to make sure a round was chambered. Then she tugged the tight-fitting, wrinkled blazer over her broad shoulders and clipped the mall ID badge higher on her lapel. She grabbed a pair of tortoise-rimmed reading glasses from the counter and ruffled her hair. The front of the jacket lost its button, but she still concealed her pistol in her left waistband.

“I’ll talk to you, sir!” she yelled. “Hey there! Help! Don’t shoot!” If he was going to fire, it would probably be in the first couple moments.

“Who the fuck is it?” The man’s head popped around the stand’s swinging door. He still had the kid in a neck hold.

Julie took a deep breath, her hands high overhead. “Please, I have two babies at home.” The lie seemed to work; she had his attention. “Sir, can I just walk away? Promise I won’t tell a soul.” Hands still overhead, she cleared the booth and got to within twenty feet of the food stand, in good pistol range. She gestured toward the corridor, which would bring her even closer. “If you’ll just let me get to my car”—she pointed down the hallway toward the back of the mall—“I’ll be out of your hair and on my way.”

“Hold up there! Damn it all and shut the fuck up! Come over here.” He let go of the boy’s neck and pulled him in tight to his side. He brought the shotgun up to belt level, the short barrel and chopped-off stock piece looking like a stretched-out handgun. “I ought to blow your girly brains out—”

“I just want to get to my car.” She shifted from foot to foot. “I hurt my side when I fell down in the booth, and I have to call the babysitter to tell her—”

“Close your mouth, for Christ’s sake. One more word, and I’ll blow this shit-for-brains’ head off.” He brought around the sawed-off shotgun and pressed it against the boy’s head.

Julie held up one finger as if asking permission to speak.

The man looked down both long corridors. “Take that jacket off, or I’ll make a mess here. Wanna see if you’re armed. Do it.” He turned on an evil grin and lowered the gun slightly, waiting for his show.

Julie slipped her right arm out of the jacket and took off the glasses. “What do you want to see?” She reached across and slowly pulled her left arm sleeve free of the jacket and pinned it against her hip. Her right hand now held the Sig behind the coat. She stood feet together, head bowed, submissive.

The man gestured with his 12-gauge weapon. “You work here with the rest of these bastards?” The end of the shotgun rested on the counter, pointing down the long corridor, away from Julie.

Without a view of the man’s head and upper body, she would not have a shot, and neither would SWAT. She would have to draw him out. Julie dropped the jacket and glasses. Her weapon flashed across a short arc and leveled on the man’s chest. “Police officer. Release the child and slowly take your hand off the weapon.”

His eyes turned into fiery red orbs. “I’ll kill you, bitch! I’ll—”

Julie secured her 9-millimeter with both hands, her left foot slightly in front—classic shooter’s stance. “I’ll say this for the last time. Take your hand off the shotgun.” She watched the air slowly drain from the suspect’s body, his lips bunched into puffy regret.

His fingers began a slow retreat.

He’s going to give it up.

The kid screamed and jerked away. When he did, the man’s left hand flew toward the scatter gun, firing a round as he leveled the barrel at her.

He never heard the sound or felt the two .9s as they dug through his body. The third left a dime-sized hole in his forehead.

Julie saw the blood on her left leg, midthigh, and just below her knee before she felt the sting. She lifted the still-connected phone. “Scene secure. Shots fired. Subject down. Officer down.” She backed against the information booth and slid to the floor.
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The Dragons will do it this year. God is my witness.” Todd, aka Big Man, fancied himself a hot ballplayer.

Todd Devlin, Julie’s partner, and several other troopers enjoyed a lunch of burgers and fries at Wing’s Diner. A couple guys agreed about the local team’s chances. Julie listened to their heated discussion but couldn’t commit to the conversation except to say that she’d spank all their butts in a one-on-one and spot them h,o, and r, in a game of Horse.

There began a chorus of oohs and aahs, as if she were goddess of the court.

She made a quick fake to Todd’s right and mimed a one-handed three-pointer. “Swish! She shoots and scores! Give it up, boys. You’re outclassed.”

They enjoyed her performance, but her thoughts were on the lieutenant’s words to her as she left the station for lunch. “Captain wants a word with you at one thirty.”

“What’s it about? Any idea?”

“He seemed pissed. Wear your raincoat.”

After lunch, she had a half hour, so she decided to take a slow walk back to the station. She had been lucky with the shotgun pellets. The skin was punctured, but no bones were struck, and no nerve damage. She just needed to keep moving.

“You sure you want to walk? A girl can’t be too careful.”

It was her first day back, and Julie knew that Todd was more concerned about her injuries than she was, but she played along with him. She patted her hip, her short leather jacket hiding the Sig automatic tucked high on her waist. “I can manage, thank you.”

She liked Todd. He was a good worker and loyal to a fault. Maybe a bit too easy, as her father used to say.

A brisk fall day, she couldn’t imagine a nicer afternoon—if only the threat of having to speak to Captain Walker in a pissed state wasn’t looming over her.
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“By the way, according to our beloved Dr. Crankenstein . . .”

Walker held a typed memo at arm’s length for her to see. His wide shoulders sloped from years of heavy decision making, his lined face having tracked the many miles of police toil. “She says you never . . .” he scanned the paper to pick out the appropriate line. “Subject is not completing her psychiatric examination after the shooting incident. I deem this treatment crucial and necessary for the safety of said patient and others who may in the future prove to be at odds with the aforementioned patient. Miss Worth shows a combative nature when confronted. Dr. Heidi Cranstein.”

“She’d love hearing you call her ‘Crankenstein,’ Captain.”

“Oh yeah? I hear she’s a piece of work. The commissioner thinks you’re exploiting your newfound celebrity in order to get out of seeing this doctor. I don’t agree, but there you have it.”

He gestured toward the door for her to leave. “Anyway, you have to go back and see her, fulfill your required number of visits. Help me out here.”

“Thank you, sir, for allowing me to speak.” She left his office and noticed the squad room listening in.
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The following day, the captain again called Julie into his office.

“What’s up on the gas station shooting debacle? Anything new?”

She brought her three-ring binder, anticipating that she would be placed on administrative leave and that some of her cases would need to be handed off. “We’re close to wrapping it up. We know this heavily tattooed street guy, Lobo, was involved. Probably did the deed, just need to find him.”

“That house fire BS. What about it?”

“About the same, Captain. We’ve got pictures of the wife going into a motel with a fellow we thought was good for that double tap up north last year.” She glanced at her notes. “Swan McGee—hell of a name, but he’s our guy. Todd’s working on a warrant as we speak. Our favorite judge”—they gave each other a wink—“is usually good about probable cause. In any case, we’ve got this jerk McGee at the scene with the broad doing the nasty at the Motel 6. We’re pretty much locked up.”

“Good work.” Walker cleared his throat. “Here’s the hell of it. I ran a couple scenarios past the commish in terms of your rehab. Doesn’t help that you’re blowing off your psych sessions. Best I can do is two weeks admin leave and a month of desk work, either in the property room straightening stuff or in latent.”

“Latent prints?”

“No, past unsolved crap.”

“How far back would I need to go, sir?”

“Up to you. You’re probably not going to find anything. O’Neal and Jefferson spent a month last year dusting off all that baloney. I looked over their work. Actually, they were fairly thorough.”

Julie closed her binder. “If it’s all right with you, I’d like the cold case files. Is there any reg saying I can’t do this as admin duty rather than admin leave?”

“I don’t get it. You’re being disciplined, and you want this work. Is that what you’re saying?” Walker leaned back in his chair.

“That’s what I am saying, Captain.”
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Julie was made to wait far past her appointment time before Dr. Cranstein called her in. The previous patient had left in tears nearly a half hour earlier. She decided she would get the best out of the sessions, regardless of any prejudice she might feel toward Frau Cranstein.

The woman sat next to a file cabinet, her streaked blond hair pulled back tight into a sweet-roll bun. Pincenez glasses graced her heavy nose, as she looked, head down, over the top of the eyepiece. “You missed a few appointments, Miss Worthy. Will this be your habit?”

Julie hid her smile behind a manufactured cough. “No, of course not. I simply forgot.”

Cranstein adjusted her glasses and made a few notes. “It’s my experience that dissembling, feigning forgetfulness, and being insincere are all signs of secrecy. Wouldn’t you agree, Sergeant?”

Julie nodded.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t hear your response.”

“My response, madam Doctor, was a nod of the head, as in ‘ Yes, I agree.’ ”

“So it would follow that although agreeing, you wish to hold your own counsel, correct?”

“I’m not verbose, and generally not a liar, either. But your questions regarding being secretive might be accurate.” She paused. “Just like our last meeting. Today I was required to wait half an hour after the previous patient left, knowing full well that half of a one-hour session leaves not a hell of a lot of time. I’m here because I’m required to do so. A psych examination is required by the department. To get right to it, madam—”

“Doctor.”

“All right. Doctor. Your questions of whether I enjoyed the shooting were inappropriate.”

“How so? Enlighten me, please.”

“How can you be serious, madam—”

“Doctor.”

“Madam, for you to say, ‘Tell me your innermost sense of joy, your feelings, over the death of a human being?’ It is not only inappropriate but insensitive and rude. I killed a man to save a young boy’s life. The only joy was still being able to go home and see my kid. Why don’t you read the account of the incident before you ask me if I enjoyed the taking of a life?”

“When you raise your voice to make your point, do you say to yourself, ‘I will be forceful to assure those listening and myself that I’m righteous, indeed’?”

“We are mixing our metaphors here, madam Doctor. Whether or not I was, to use your word, ‘righteous’ in God’s eyes or correct in the realm of the criminal justice system is way beyond your purview to adjudicate. To ask me that kind of question equates me with a common thug. A killer. Is it your duty to suss out murderers in the department? To weed out the homicidal? Is that who you are?”

“I would remind you, Sergeant, that I’m not the one being examined here.”

You should be, bitch.

The woman made a deliberate show of looking at her watch. “This is not of benefit, Sergeant. Let’s be honest.”

“So fifteen minutes into a one-hour session, and it’s auf Wiedersehen, right?”

“You really do have issues, Sergeant. One is your inability to interpret emotion. It’s possible the man you mur—shot, killed, was in fact considering a course of agreement. Your explosion of self-righteousness could possibly have been avoided if you considered the other’s right to life. His family, loves, and joys in simple everyday activities, which you took away in the blink of an eye. A millisecond of thought may have changed not only the man’s life but your own. In the years to come, keep in mind your power with that beloved weapon you so proudly wear. You must, at least, be honest with yourself.”

“To be honest, I want to say ‘Fuck you,’ but I won’t. I’ll just say this is what I call a holy session of misinformed bullshit. If and when I’m ever confronted with another deadly armed shoot-out, I’ll give you a call first, and we can discuss your book-smart theory on who dies and who doesn’t in these truncated guidance sessions. It’s great drive-through psychiatry, Doctor, and, by the way, do you have a dog named Blondie?”

The woman had goaded her into making an ass out of herself. Julie stopped on the street to think of what the Nazi bitch said to her about taking away the man’s life in a millisecond, without thought. She asked herself if things could have turned out better—or at least different—if she’d given it more thought. Maybe a wounding shot, not a mortal one, would have been better? It flew against everything she had been taught. The mantra was always two rounds at center mass. A wounded man could still be dangerous.

It gave her pause, though she didn’t regret the man’s death. He had killed and wounded at least three people, but Frau Cranstein finagled and fucked her mind with inaccurate accusations. Niggling doubt remained. Hateful as the woman was, maybe she had a point.
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A careful driver, Charles stayed five to ten miles under the speed limit. The stolen 1993 Ford Bronco, a proud symbol of American workmanship. Steady hands guided his vehicle, both in traffic and on deserted country roads. He would grin when drivers circled around him and honked past. He loved it when they’d throw their hands up in despair and laughed when they got worked up.

It didn’t bother him. Charles continued with his safety-margin caravan-like ways. The Bronco was special. To say he owned it would be an exaggeration. But it was his. He used the vehicle during his tomcat hours and on those occasions when transporting female passengers, some of whom would be better left in the wilderness. So the Bronco stayed, for the most part, in a wood garage adjacent to Bait Shack. He often thought how bizarre it would be to take the auto back to Oklahoma, where he had stolen it many years ago. Each year, he would lift a Missouri tag from another car to comply with state regulations. Messy but necessary. However, maybe Charles Adam Clegg, poster child for the thoughtful traditionalist, would leave it in the driveway of the house where he had acquired it, with a note:

Thanks for the use of the Bronco. I have such a short memory, couldn’t think of who I borrowed it from. It wasn’t until watching a recent football game between Oklahoma and Missouri that it dawned on me, sorry. I filled the tank.

All the best, your friend, the absentminded thief

Friday evening held a hint of rain, the western sky a color wheel of darkening clouds. The stop at his one-bedroom apartment outside Morse Mill yielded the proper prescription weekend garb—raincoat and boots. He remained the careful stickler. Charles’s usual grocery needs involved sojourns to two separate stores, the overwhelming Splendid Farms supermarket and Mag’s family store, a mom-and-pop place.

“Evening, Mr. C. What’s the news?” Mag’s husband, Winston, a pleasant man who might have actually graduated from elementary school, always greeted him the same way.

“The word is rain, pardner, coming soon and plenty of it.” He probed a large head of lettuce. “So batten down the hatches.”

“What’s that mean? Never really put a thought to it.”

“Means the doors on the cargo hold of a boat or ship should be battened, sealed, ready for foul weather, to make fast.”

Bits of an overripe cantaloupe spotted the narrow aisle floor between the freezer case and the vegetables. Charles picked up the larger pieces and placed them in his shopping cart.

Winston wore the same vacant look. “Why would you go out to sea if it were nasty weather?”

“Exactly.” He smiled. “Why?”

“You been buying a right smart load of food lately. Having a weekend bust-out?”

“I’m expectant, Winston. As if with child, ideas, full of yearning, nostalgic for the old days prior to television’s political wrangling and Washington’s backbiting.”

Winston seemed sorry to have asked, so he checked and bagged the mountain of produce. “They do get heated on the TV. When you gonna move out to the lake full-time, Mr. C? Hells bells, you could fish and carry on til Judgment Day.” He droned on, like a gospel minister, Charles having opened the floodgates to Winnie’s dull world.

He wondered why Winston spoke of God and that painful day of judgment. Even Jesus had reason to keep his miracles hidden. “You’re not going to charge me for the cantaloupe, are you, Winnie?”

“Heck, no. Been busy trying to get to that mess for an hour.” He took the spoiled chunks of fruit from the cart.

Yeah, right, Winnie. And the people in the South have forgotten the Civil War.

The hour-and-a-half drive out to Bait Shack, his country shanty, had been pleasant enough. A soft, steady downpour kept the wipers at their busiest. He kept his reliable 1969 Chevy Nomad in mechanically perfect condition. His other vehicle, the Bronco, he stashed away safely in the garage for special occasions. The hard-packed dirt road danced with the first slanted drops. Charles listened to his oldies-but-goodies station, knowing that the next hour would be stressful. But the familiarity of Elvis doing “Hound Dog” brought a warm anticipation.

He always pictured himself an entertainer. Given the right circumstances and breaks, he thought a career playing Midwestern bars and roadhouses as a rockabilly revivalist might have been his.

The early days of guitar picking brought him pleasure, though his small grip refused to wrap comfortably around the neck of his secondhand acoustic Gibson. He would prop his knee against the throat of the instrument, his left hand counterpressing in an attempt to make chords. The few times he tried to play at local amateur nights turned into ultimate failures. One club owner nicknamed him Camaron, which he quite liked. It sounded friendly, like he was the man’s comrade. But it shook him when later at work a fellow toiler at the Drew Box Factory explained that camaron was Spanish for “shrimp.” A questionable five foot six, Charles addressed his vertical challenge with helpful lift-enhanced shoes that still left him wanting.
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The group of foster homes in various counties around the state established twice yearly trips to participating factories in the area. Chuck attended with his foster parent, the other six kids in his foster home, and several other groups of youngsters who arrived expectant and loud at Drew Inc. on a “Way Things Are Made” school trip.

The box factory vibrated with overhead cranes, forklifts, and long, noisy conveyor belts, like a giant Erector Set, a boyhood dream. Chuck and his best friend, Bink, were told a number of times by Mr. Tucker, his so-called nurturing sire, to “Stay the hell with the group, shitheads.” Tuck had a way with words.

They wandered. Bink pressed a button on a yellow metal box that controlled an overhead apparatus moving on rails high in the ceiling. A heavy pallet of boxed tape for cardboard crashed down on Bink and Chuck. Bink died instantly. Chuck suffered a crushed hip and a broken leg. He could still see Tuck hovering in the background with a wry look. Chuck heard himself scream.

“You’re lucky, limp dick. You gotta sign a paper saying you’ll behave yourself, but the Drew company did right by you. A lifetime job at your disposal, medical and retirement benefits as per rank and file, and a chunk of earth fit for a baron.”

“What’s a baron?” He understood later that Tuck’s explanation of the company’s generosity was more liberal than what had been advertised to him.

He didn’t see Tuck much after that. The man would disappear from the foster home property for several weeks at a time, coming back tan and grouchy.

On Chuck’s sixteenth birthday, Tuck drove him to the box factory. “You’re on your own, tough guy. By the way, you know anything about Rat? Gloria says she found him hanging by the neck from that elm tree by the outhouse. Anything?”

“He was your cat, Tuck. You should look out for things that are assigned to you.”

It didn’t seem that his foster parent understood the reference but simply gave him the finger and sped away.

Charles liked his job, for he didn’t have to talk to anyone. After several weeks, he bought the trashed Nomad and spent the weekends at the lake fixing up his legacy, a gone-to-hell fishing shack on a tract of uncut timber. The land was worthless—really too far from town to commute—but he liked it; it was his.

“Chuck, it’s a hell of a deal,” one of the older accountants at the factory said. “A real fixer-upper; we’ll get the paperwork settled later. In the meantime, I’m off to sunnier climes.”

He never saw the man again, learning that he had died while on a search for a retirement spot for himself in the Tampa, Florida, area.

Several years later he ran into his old mentor, Tuck, toiling at a Conoco gas station on one of the winding back roads of the lake country.

“You don’t recognize me, do you?”

Tuck glanced up at him as he filled Charlie’s tank. His long black hair still swept back in a ducktail. “I see a lot of folks passing through here. That’ll be nine dollars and eighty cents”—he paused—“cowboy.”

Charles thought him to be the same surly bastard who took money from the county for all those years to raise him and a half-dozen other pitiful waifs.

It looked as if Tuck either owned or ran the station. Charles rode by several times over the next few weeks and saw a woman pumping gas most of the time.

It wasn’t Gloria, his old foster mom, though it looked somewhat like her—floozy hair and big knockers.

The mysterious fire that burned the Conoco station a month later at three o’clock in the morning was seen for ten miles. The inferno, listed by law enforcement as “suspicious.” The two bodies inside, charred beyond recognition.

Charles considered the event. On the one side, the world—as rotten as it appeared—was better off having been rid of Ol’ Numb Nuts and his big-breasted partner. On the downside, Chuck had to give up his nightly prayer: “Lord, please help me find my old nemesis Mr. J. T. Tuck Gerard; I need to pay my respects.”

Tuck and his big-titted friend went up in smoke for $9.80. It weren’t no joke. Cowboy, indeed.

Charles made it a ritual to drive by the blackened remains. It made him smile as nothing else could.
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The Show-Me State’s countryside. Age-old trees, shrubs, and vines covered Julie’s hillside bungalow. At the white picket fence, she waved to Mrs. Tripette and her cottage, Serenity. The name, a little over the top, but the woman seemed pleasant, and Julie believed each to his own. She even felt a comfort in another neighbor’s perpetually broken-down slatted corral. She would keep the memory of her early days leaning over that top rung watching the colts and their mothers and wishing for a Shetland pony—not, she thought, the usual young girl’s yearning for dolls or a bright dress.

It wasn’t to be. Her father stated, “Ponies are expensive toys. They give you nothing back but a brief, bumpy ride and a possible bite on the butt.”

Her daughter, Cheryl, on the other hand, claimed she was more reasonable for never asking for a horse, but rather, only a car. “Mom, everyone has one. You know, get to and from school, shop, go out. Hello, Earth to Mom.”

It was this thinking that further upended Julie, just on her way out for a slow walk. She had given a lecture to Cheryl about their financial situation—generally, to tighten their unnecessary spending, and specifically, to allot their dollars more carefully.

In Julie’s divorce settlement, desiring the least amount of ties to her ex-husband, she took no financial support from him but stipulated a trust fund for Cheryl’s college education. Perhaps a tough decision to live with when these tiffs with Cheryl erupted, but Julie would arrange for a truce with her later. She had considered going back to her maiden name, but kept Worth out of respect for her daughter. Getting into this conflict with her girl also reminded her of one particular argument with her ex many years earlier.

Bart (or, as she would say, the rotten bastard she had been married to for less than a year) resisted living in their house, which her father had built after WWII. When questioned, her husband rambled, “It isn’t mine, it’s not something I built or paid for. Too many cute stories of your parents and all their junk.”

“Junk? You didn’t know my parents, Bart, how can you say that?”

“I know you and how you relate to them, your overly sweet recollections of ‘Dad used to say this,’ and ‘Mom sat there in the rocker,’ and ‘the dog pooped on the rug’ in such and such a corner. It’s all too cozy and homespun.”

She had stepped out into the fall night air, like this evening, knowing then that to stay inside with her husband would lead to trouble.

But he came out looking for her. “Jules, get your ass in here. Stop the bullshit. You don’t like this broken-down shack any more than I do, so stop pretending you do. It’s full of memories of your old man and when you were Daddy’s little girl.” He mimicked a spoiled brat. Then Bart threw up his arms and went in to make a call. Walking back toward the house, she listened to his shielded conversation through an open window.

“When do you want to get together?”

She watched him through the multipane front door. He stood more erect, grinning, his left hand fiddling in his pocket. She thought it wouldn’t be good for her or the expectant baby to pursue this stupid conversation any further.

Julie turned and walked back to the house, her mind drifting over those past years.

Her attraction to Bart mystified Julie. She liked classical music, Broadway tunes, and dance, while Bart existed on baseball, hockey, and boxing. She granted that theirs might have been a typical girl-boy difference, but Bart made his love of sports an inherited right, his father having been a minor league baseball player who had been released for deliberately hitting another player with a ball. His defense being “He asked for it.” It didn’t bother him that the other player was on his own team.

Julie recalled another incident. Bart’s car starting up and backing down the gravel drive. He pulled up beside her and rolled down the passenger-side window. “Going into town to see whatshisname about that computer thing I told you about. Back soon.”

“Horseshit.” Julie continued to walk.

“What?”

“I said you’re full of shit. You’re going out, pretending it’s to talk over your worldwide start-up computer ‘thingy,’ right?” She knew at that particular moment that she wouldn’t be growing old with Mr. Barton Worth.

He had sped off in a huff, only to flash his brake lights and back up some fifty yards. “You’re a real bitch, you know that? I’m trying to make a better life for us with this programming idea for a better billing system, and you do nothing but piss all over it.”

Julie leaned against the passenger-side door. “Doesn’t it bother you even a little that I’m pregnant and you’re hotfooting it around town with your computer boyfriend? Doesn’t that rock your self-centered world just a little, Bart baby?”

When he slammed the car into park and got out, Julie thought that Mr. Manly Man was going to prove himself right by beating the piss out of her.

It wasn’t a trouncing in the classical sense but more of a mauling, a grabbing hold of arms and scuffling on the dirt road. It took more than a “Get in the car, bitch!” and “You kiss my ass!” before Julie went down.

“Why didn’t you get in the car when I told you? Now look what you’ve made me do. Get up.” He reached down and offered her his hand; she spit on it.

“I wouldn’t feel right about having you assist me up after I made you knock me down, so fuck off.”

It was, as she got back to the house, a resolution; a sense of closure. She knew she’d reached a change in her life, one that didn’t include Barton Worth.

The state patrol opportunity, though, had been the right choice, but her time as a rookie did not pass uneventfully. Her partner at the time hit with a baseball bat as they attempted a drug arrest at a dope house. Tommy had walked much too boldly into the suspect’s apartment. He saw the woman, looking contrite and scared, standing against the kitchen wall, her arms cramped behind her. Tommy moved as if to walk past her, and the woman lashed out with the metal bat. He never regained consciousness. The druggie’s wife swung the bat again. Julie yelled “Freeze!” to no effect. The missus continued her windup and uncoiled. Julie stepped inside the arc of the bat and cracked the woman on top of the head with her Sig. The woman went down in a thud. Julie’s misgiving came immediately. A young girl stood between the parting of drapes separating the kitchen and living room.

“Mommy, why are you lying down? I’m hungry.”

Every day for the next fifteen years, Julie tried to be an exemplary officer, never again wanting to hear a child’s voice pleading with its mother.

The aftermath proved difficult. Because she was a rookie, her superiors and most of the older patrolmen treated Julie as an incompetent. The investigation exonerated her, but it stayed with her. The stigma of losing a partner as a rookie followed her long after others in the department had forgotten. She went out of her way to be thorough and fair, and gaining a reputation for being tough not only on lawbreakers but also especially on herself.
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His boss, William Arlen Drew—or Wad, as Charles called him in the privacy of his thoughts—confronted him earlier in the day with the notion that he, Charles, should be more aware of time, taking care to arrive when his coworkers punched the clock, taking only the prescribed breaks during the days, and making an effort to enjoy his fellow drones.

He didn’t use the word “drone,” but he might as well have. “It’s incumbent for all of us to pull together; to create a sense of commonality in the workplace.”

Each time Mr. Wad spoke to him, Charles grinned like a white-faced circus jester. He acquiesced by moving his head obediently from side to side or acknowledged him with a “Got it, sir” and sometimes a condescending “Wow, that’s terrific.” At least he would have described his days as entertaining.

Quitting would have been easy. He didn’t, only because he had signed the property settlement as a youngster, and he enjoyed his present circumstance.

Part of Charles’s deal with the company included an office. A needless waste, but it amused him to still be tied to Drew Inc. At thirty-eight, the envy of most other young guys in the plant, he was named disposition manager, a cooked-up position given to him after he’d worked the floor for twelve years. He never understood his duties, but it had something to do with solving problems, being a liaison between management and union, putting out labor fires, and holding hands. He appreciated the authority of his managerial position.

He nipped a sexual harassment complaint in the bud, so to speak, when he presented the company with the woman’s resignation, a letter absolving her boss of any wrongdoing and her promise to Charles personally that she would settle in a place “far removed from Drew Inc.”

“Congrats on cleaning up that Russell dung heap. She’s no longer a bother, right?” William Drew seemed to hate Charles and his unholy bond with the company but remained pleased with the outcome of the Russell situation.

“Yep, the fifty thousand was money well spent, sir.”

“You got the usual paperwork? Everything signed and agreed to?”

“She wouldn’t meet with our lawyers, but I convinced her and her people that this was all the company could do. Otherwise, ‘See you in court, sweetheart.’ ”

“You have such a succinct way of putting things. And she’s . . . left town?”

“I can promise you, sir, you will not be hearing from her or her people.”

Charles took pride in his persuasive ability. It took barely an hour to convince Miss Russell to relent, her painful options being slender and nil.

The company never heard from her. Nor did anyone else.

He also made a number of friends on the production floor. Charles gained trust by playing a tricky game of “I’m on your side, dude” to “The men can be handled, sir. We just have to convince them it’s in their best interest.”

The pay was good, and his hours were made flexible by a series of white lies, outside meetings, and pure bullshit. No one alive, other than the senior Drew and a long-past-departed exec, knew of his sweetheart agreement with the company involving his lakeside cabin and grounds.

He was, among other things, a lucky guy.

A nice woman by the name of Deidre took care of him early on when he was just settling into his new office. If it hadn’t been for their torrid lovemaking, Charles would have considered her more of a mother figure. Her fastidious handling of his inexperience as disposition manager was touching. She coddled him. His favorite pastime was watching her walk away, her tight skirt and barely perceptible swagger reminding him of earlier times at the foster home.

They played spanking games. Deidre scolding Charlie for his bad-boy behavior, and giving him numerous erotic chores to perform. While little Charlie whined and begged for his titty pie, Deidre laughed a lot. Baby Charles, though, took it dead serious. Deidre, when married barely ten months, drifted into Charles’s slim arms. Their brief affair didn’t seem to bother a working relationship that sustained itself for nearly five years. They never spoke of it, Charles now limiting his office flirting to an occasional pat on the behind.

He reminisced, his thoughts drifting to topic A: his current enterprise, and the overwhelming piece de resistance project in his life.

So delicious and special, he restricted his daydreaming to a paltry couple times per work session. Sometimes he would indulge himself to twice that. Why shouldn’t a man have a few hushed pastimes?

On his way to Bait Shack, Charles passed the First Episcopal Church. He had attended a few times, always struck by the devoted. Their prayerful, self-conscious attitudes got the better of him. Although he liked their summer dresses, the women all stank of simple bathwater and cheap soap.

Charles stopped at his front gate, the house situated considerably back from the road. His hundred-odd acres wasn’t a farm as such, just virgin timberland, and because of the lake, it seemed even larger. But most important, it was isolated.

He reheated supper, a roast chicken from Splendid Farms, half of which he put back in the fridge. A fresh salad and a container of store-bought sweet beans divided between two plates. A muffin sat on a tray along with plastic utensils and fresh coffee. Charles looked at the inexpensive bottle of red wine and decided to be generous, pouring a substantial portion for himself and, in a large paper cup, an equal amount. He had tried a variety of enticements. Maybe a special dinner and wine would do the trick. He balanced the cup, paper plate, and coffee on the tray. Next to a heavy wood door, a large key ring hung from a hook. He took the key with the flashlight attached and opened the door to the basement.
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In the late evening, he watched the pundits on the Slyboots channel, admiring their preening and dismissive attitudes. The stark pale blue light of the television washed the room in melancholy. It reminded Charles of earlier days, running naked through the woods with Patty, her high-pitched laugh a stark contrast of things to come.

He bounced the remote in his hands, suppressing an urge to shatter his television.

Patty had been naive, exuberant in nearly everything she undertook. She believed the world to be dominated by truly good people. Surrounding herself with all manner of hangers-on at work, her treating friends like family became maddening. Bringing home strangers, he predicted, would bring about a cataclysmic event. To his chagrin, his childlike bride persisted in her innocent ways.

Her quick tongue and wit annoyed him. He thought people of a certain caliber seemed arrogant to those of lesser education or advantages in life. Her pertness gnawed at him; a cheerfulness in the face of devastation rattled his very being.

He enjoyed only her athletic body; a tribute to a lifetime of exercise. Patty finished her degree and went on to teach, saying to him nearly every day, “I want to experience everything before I die. The good, the bad, the sublime. I want my life to amount to something.”
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Some cops do what's expected.
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