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For Judah

“There is no sure foundation set on blood, no certain life achieved by other's death.”

-William Shakespeare, King John

“It is bad enough to persevere in barbarism; it is worse to relapse into it; but worst of all is consciously to seek it out.”

-Aurel Kolnai

“If you do what is right, will you not be accepted? But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must rule over it.”

-Genesis 4:7

“The world is... a sterile place where every virtue fails-pregnant with viciousness that blankets all”

-Dante

“There is only cursing, lying and murder, stealing and adultery; they break all bounds, and bloodshed follows bloodshed.”

-Hosea 4:2

“It will have blood, they say: blood will have blood”

-William Shakespeare, MacBeth

Preface

In early October 1984 a double homicide occurred in the town of Coldspring in San Jacinto County, East Texas. This was followed by two related murders within the same week. The case files were released by the FBI in their entirety thirty years later in 2014.

Three years after the case files were released, the Audio Journals of the lead investigator, Sheriff Joanne Dalton, were published on a true crime website. The audio journals are from the week before the double homicide occurred. They have been transcribed and the author has chosen to intersperse them in this piece.

This novel is a fictional representation of events during the week of the murders. It has been put together using times, dates, anecdotes, coroner’s reports, accounts from witnesses, as well as official statements from law enforcement personnel involved with the case which began on the morning of Monday, October 8th, 1984, in Coldspring, Texas.
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The killer awoke before sunrise. Then out of darkness came light. The sun, obstructed by cloud swells, began to cast a pale glow across the plains and grasslands and through shadowed oak mottes as the wind, chilled in the muted twilight, trundled between the shoulders of Hickory trees and through browning ash leaves and under the outstretched arms of great pine trees. The windmills of the plains, untethered to time, moved in orbitual breaths as they molted the October dew and somewhere a far-off fowl bellowed to declare the forthcoming daybreak.

For some, the crime of murder comes through heated red, the hands like concrete, hard-knuckle white, sound gagged by the magma of passion, the psyche softening the margins concerning righteous-ness and damnation. For some it is cold green inching up the spine like an unholy masseuse so eager to have the deific cortex overtaken by the primal powers of the hindbrain. For both these cases, the killing presents as an unnatural procession. For some, murder is natural. For some, there is no spike in hormones nor heartrate, no thoughts of God nor the devil, no ideas of morality nor notions of iniquity. For some, murder is nothing.

The killer sat still as the awakening light became visible in the slivers between the pines and ashes like thin silver specters singing forbidden siren songs. Out there beyond the thicket in an opening of horsetail and bluestem grass walked the killer’s nescient prey. The killer took breathless aim and eased the trigger toward its terminus until it passed the point of no return. The shot rang out.
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For some, murder is everything.

Joanne Dalton Audio Journal 1: 

Monday, October 1st, 1984

The bible says the meek shall inherit the earth, but I don’t think that’s true. See, I read a while ago, don’t remember where or when, but nonetheless I read that the Greek translation of the word meek means something like ‘those who have swords and know how to use them but keep them sheathed anyhow’, those are the ones who shall inherit the earth. And I like that, but I don’t see it happening.

Thing is, I been sheriff of San Jacinto County for twelve years now, my grandaddy, Old Bill, before me, and I only know but one story of a man keeping his sword sheathed. Grampa Bill was in a shootout years ago with this man who unloaded and missed every shot. When it come time for him to reload, out stepped my grandaddy, and he walked forward real slow with his pistol trained on this man, this desperate man who’d tried to kill him. Old Bill, finger easing back on the trigger, took a deep breath and, well, he holstered his sidearm. Bill got to him before the reload and arrested him right then and there with no need for harm. Turns out the man had been wanted for triple homicide over in Little River County, Arkansas, if you can believe that.

Man was delivered back in shackles and prepared to meet ol’ sparky. When he was asked to make peace with the Lord, he told’em all to take it and shove it. For it were the Lord’s fault that he was born, so it were the Lord’s will that he’d broke and killed them people. Said something like he’d done it in defiance of his own existence. Hard to fathom such an attitude. Hard to fathom for a woman like me, for someone to be given a gift like life from whosoever or whatsoever only to throw it into the fire to watch it burn. Hell, ain’t no tellin what else that fire might light up once stoked by them actions. Way I see it, no matter what angle you look at it, violence can only beget violence.

Hell, even my own father was affected by the violent goings on of them murders and that shootout. Knew the outcome of the electric chair and all. He took it upon himself to not have that type of thing happen to any of his loved ones. Joined the Army and ended up over in the pacific when I’s just four or five. No one truly knew what he saw or did over there, but I’m near certain that it was unatonable. See, he come back all broken and never healed in the broken places. So, when they found his body slumped over the breakfast table, most everybody could reckon the cause.

He’d been long dead before I’s sworn in as the elected sheriff of this county once Old Bill retired. Having been a combat triage nurse over in Nam, everybody knew I had the wherewithal to do this job. And anyway, it was almost a given that I’d slip my feet into Grampa Bill’s shoes once my daddy’s weren’t layin around. Afterall, Old Bill was my paragon of virtue ever since I’s a little girl and heard the tale of him putting away his gun to bring that man in with no violence, and I figured I could be just like him. Now, we all think we could do something like that, but that just ain’t true. Nowadays, with everybody out for their own, there’s too much malice, too much hatred and vengeance in the hearts of men. Sorta just can’t get out of that old animalistic outlook, and with such a primal notion always sittin in the back of people’s minds, hell, it’s like arm wrestling the devil himself not to pull the trigger.

Bible says the meek shall inherit the earth. I don’t think that’s true. But I hope I’m wrong.

Hell, I pray I’m wrong.
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On Monday morning, October 8th, Sheriff Dalton sat at her bureau with her hands sealed together and her index fingers steepled in front of her lips as a cue to cease her digression and return to the topic at hand. Henry Jackson, a large figure whose severe eyes held a speck of light from the desk lamp, sat across from Joanne Dalton’s workstation. It was a small office that housed a solitary desk, four green filing cabinets, and a lamp which supplemented the pallid morning light that was subdued by the sealed shades to the sheriff’s rear. Henry’s countenance had been stoic while Sheriff Dalton waxed about man, God, and law, but now in the quietness it curled up with quizzical brow as he awaited the next outflux from his superior. Joanne Dalton unfolded her fingers and opened her palms toward Henry and she spoke with less vigor than before.

“Now, I don’t normally go on these great diatribes and digressions,” she said “but I really want to drive some points across. Firstly, how long you been with us, Henry?”

“Uh, I’m not sure of my starting date, ma’am.” said Henry.

“Well, we haven’t really had a good sit-down,” she continued “but I want you to know that I understand how difficult things were in Los Angeles County. I know how many times you drew your firearm, how many times it was discharged, and I have record of your psychological assessments thereafter.”

Henry slid his hand to his trouser leg and straightened out one of the wrinkles as he nodded toward his boss.

“It is does give me pause.” Joanne mused.

“I understand.”

“Henry, whether it was all necessary is not up to me to determine after the fact, but what is, is the power to let you know that it will no longer be necessary while you’re under my charge in this county. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“See, there ain’t been a major crime committed in this county in damn near eleven years, mostly domestic squabbles and traffic tickets, and so we ain’t in need of some city cop un-holstering at every opportunity. Y’understand?”

“I completely understand, Joanne.”

“Sheriff, please.” she said.

“Yes, sheriff.”

“The other thing, Henry,” said Joanne “is that I saw when you took on the Miller situation last week, you made an awfully big stack of paperwork.”

“I was trained to be thorough.”

“I get it.” she said “I get it. Thing is, Henry, by-the-book is all fine and well, but ‘round here we usually have things open and shut by noon. Hell, most of our police work comes from hearsay ‘round town.”

“Like Andy Griffith.”

“Like Andy Griffith.” she agreed “So, if you want to fill your boots with paperwork and due diligence, it’s no skin off my teeth. I just might look at you sideways here and there for wasting time.”

“I don’t really see it as a waste.”

“No. No. Rightly I suppose you wouldn’t. Look, I like you, or at least I like the idea of what you can be, Henry. I wouldn’t’ve accepted your application if I didn’t.”

“I’m not sure you had too many applicants out here.” Henry grinned.

“That may be true, but all the same, I don’t see it being a problem to have some fresh eyes and ears now that our chief deputy put in for retirement. Old codfish’s been servin since my grampa was in charge.”

Sheriff Dalton, while finishing the thought, placed her palms on the desk and stood up. Henry followed and he straightened his uniform shirt and smoothed the top of the pant-pleats near his belt line. Joanne continued to talk as she passed him.

“Speakin of which. You seen Mark this mornin?”

“Not yet.” he said.

Joanne opened the door and waited for Henry to cross in front of her. Once Henry had departed, she surveyed the interior of her office, and then she flicked the light switch that cut the power to the desk lamp. The room turned a cold pallor from the weak morning light. She shut the door behind her.

Joanne entered the main office of the department, six desks, two blue-doored holding cells, a doorway to a kitchen, a dark room next to it for forensic photograph processing, and a plexiglass window that separated the officers and the seating in the lobby.

Delores, fifty-eight and silver, sat at the desk with the plexiglass in its front. She was eyes-down into a book when the door of Joanne’s office had shut, and now that she heard the looming bootsteps of Big Henry and she turned to smile at the two officers. Henry moved over to his desk as Joanne spun her truck keys around her index finger.

“Delores,” she said “Mark swing by yet?”

“Not yet, Sheriff.” Delores twanged.

“He call in?”

“No, Sheriff. Probably still on the hunt.”

Joanne grinned.

“Old man loses track of time,” she said “but never this late.”

Then she spoke to the space between Henry and Delores

“Man could hit a robin’s eye from a hundred yards, and bobwhites and cotton-tops ain’t moving too swift this time a year.”

Joanne began toward the door beside the plexiglass that led to the lobby and Henry leaned up off his desk to follow. Joanne turned the knob and swung the door inward and she then spoke to Delores once again.

“Hold my calls until I get back.”

“Yes, Sheriff.”

“And have a fresh pot of joe ready for Mark.”

“Yes, Sheriff.” said Delores and then she twanged, “Where’re you off’ta?”

Joanne spun the key ring around her finger and then tilted her head toward Henry.

“Big Henry and me gonna take a little ride to Big Woods to reel Mark back to reality.”

“Rightly you should.” said Delores “County folks ain’t payin taxes for him to shoot Quail during his last few weeks.”

“Not sure Grandaddy would’ve approved either.” said Joanne.

“No, ma’am. Bill would’a ate him alive.” said Delores “Don’t let him give you no runaround, now.”

Joanne winked at Delores, waited for Henry to enter the lobby, and then she closed the door behind them both.

Joanne looked up to see if the sun might have begun to burn through the patches of clouds that had continued to roll in from the east, but that morning, as many before and after, would remain burdened with a grey hue. Refulgence from above had remained stymied for a time, and the freedom of the sky would be adrift behind the grey for a longstanding spell.

Joanne stepped over the wheel-stop between the front door and the parking lot, and once she’d traversed the handicap stall she tossed her truck keys over her shoulder toward Henry who caught them in the security of both of his large hands.

“What’s this about?” he asked her.

“You’re drivin.” she said.

Joanne’s truck, which had belonged to her late grandfather, Old Bill, was a 1965 Chevrolet K10 that was two-toned blue with white sides. The tires were thick, the chassis lifted, and since the fall of 1972 when Joanne won office, it had been adorned with a “San Jacinto County, TX Sheriff” decal on both front doors.

Joanne remained silent as Henry drove north on Church Street, left on Byrd, and then veered right to stay on 156 that was bound for the north-west. The opportunity to converse crested and fell numerous times while they were on Farm to Market Road, but Henry’s interests were withheld until after Camp Stake Road turned to dirt. It was then that Henry summoned his deep voice.

“How’s your kid?”

“Hmm?”

Henry glanced toward her.

“James told me you have a kid. How’s your little girl?”

“Not little anymore.”

“She grown?”

“Fully.” said Joanne.

“How’s that treating you?”

“Girls will be girls. Even when they’re women.”

“What’s she getting into?” Henry chuckled.

“She’s all head over heels about this guy Nick she’s been seeing for three or four months.”

“You like him?”

“Never met’em” said Joanne “Laura won’t introduce me.”

“Can’t imagine why not, what with your sunny disposition and all.”

“That’s me. All cupcakes and rainbows.” Joanne paused to look out the window with an earnest expression “No.” she said “I rightly believe it has to do with her daddy not bein around.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“Nope.”

Joanne leaned forward and tapped her hand on the dashboard to get Henry’s attention. When he turned to look, she pointed out the windshield.

“See that little cut-in trail there?”

“Yeah.” said Henry.

He eased onto the brake pedal. 

“Go on in there a ways, and there’s a spot we can park and turn around.” she said “Mark usually stays around this area of Big Woods. Near the East Fork of the river. Not much water, but enough for the Bobwhites to hang around.”

Henry maneuvered the truck off the dirt path and into a confined trail where browning leaf-filled Hickory branches slap the sides of the Chevy. The cabin of the truck bumped and swiveled through the tight path until Henry saw the turnaround, and once they were in the small opening he spun the vehicle to a right-angled halt.

Henry exited to a thicket of dust. He shut the door and surveyed the motte of trees that encircled the turnaround. There was a sparse mixture of pecan, ash, and hickory, and rising above them a dense population of Longleaf and Loblolly pines with their bare trunks and treetop foliage dwarfing the other species.

Inside the truck the glovebox clunked down, and a small bottle of Whiskey came to rest. Its light brown liquid jostled back and forth as Joanne looked down at it. She was pensive and withdrawn but then came a burning tingle to the back of her legs and she retrieved the bottle with her inner dissonance transmuting to no more than a forgotten murmur. The whispers of spirits are often the loudest.

She opened the side door and slid out her right leg and shoveled the spirit into the rear pocket of her light-washed denims, and when she erected, she flipped the back of her uniform button-down over her rear end for concealment. Her untucked shirt now only revealed the butt of her sidearm. She shut the door and made her way around the front of the Chevy to Henry.

“Which way?” asked Henry.

Joanne pointed north-east.

“Just beyond this grove it opens up.”

They passed through several minutes of Loblollies until there came a great opening to a field of pappusgrass, horsetail, monkey grass, and bluestem which was peppered with small bushes of dwarf wax myrtle and wild rosemary. Joanne pointed some two to three hundred yards to their fore, toward a coppice of black locusts and Texas ash across the field from where they’d come.

“He’s usually set up over there.” she said “Keep your eyes peeled.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

As they traversed the field, they began to split, and Joanne led several yards ahead. After some time, she walked into a large, sunburned patch of overgrown bluestem that covered the north side of the field up to the woods. The tall tanned whisps of groundcover brushed against her knees and waist, and it fell softly under her feet as she pressed on. The shuffling of the tall grass under footfall was the only sound in the meadow. Soon, while Joanne advanced, she began to observe flecks of discoloration that were deep crimson and with each northbound step that pushed down the hip-high bluestem, the speckles became more copious and closer together, until finally she came to an open swath of browned grass that exposed the silent, vile, and grave source of the stains.

The skin of the face was pale. The eyes, once full of depth, were shallow as the iris muscles had relaxed and opened the pupils moments after the last breath. The blood that had released from the mouth from internal bleeding had now dried to a sharp red on the chin, a more vibrant color due to the pallor of the skin. The stomach had produced a round outcrop of deep blood that had seeped through the flannel shirt, and the pool underneath had now spread as estuaries which followed the paths of least resistance. Chief Deputy Mark Fillmore was dead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3










[image: ]


Mere feet to the north of Mark’s resting place lay his hunting partner and Dalton family friend, Billy Calloway. Billy’s remains were far more horrific. The throat had been lacerated, the skin of the open wound uneven and jagged, and the blood volume had been so great that it appeared like a crimson painter’s smock down the front of his body.

Joanne’s interior ran cold and she felt vertigo akin to when one looks over the edge of a fourteen-story balcony. So strange to see old friends with blank stares. So strange to guess what their eyes had been longing for in their last moments, what hopes and dreams might have come to pass if not but for the final culling of the mind, body, and spirit—a finality only interpolated by an imaginative guess of what comes after. All that can be wagered upon is only what one can see, and smell and touch—blackened petals of a flower cut from the stem too soon and left to dry in the sun. The absurdity of a life leading to death is a tolling bell that reverberates from genesis unto last breath, and that absurdity is amplified in the deaths of those who have met an untimely end without the chance to say goodbye, or to rekindle emotional fires brought down to coals through time or vanity, or without the chance to make amends, or to feel the glory of a final meal, rapturous and fulfilling. Shocking ends leave all those tied to the victim with a guilty hollow that weightily moors itself to the heart with eternal tethers. Joanne’s vertigo was the sudden loss of inner footing to balance the psyche.

“Jesus Christ, Mark.” she whispered.

When Henry caught up to Joanne and saw the two bodies his breath shortened, and his eyes widened.

“Damn.” he shot “Accident?”

Joanne crouched down and was transfixed by the carnage.

“Hunting accident?” Henry spoke again.

“This was no accident.” she said.

Henry scanned Mark’s corpse and then looked to the body next to it.

“Is that Billy Calloway?” he looked at the jagged laceration across the throat “Maybe a dispute?”

“Now, calm down, Henry”

Joanne moved her eyes systematically from left to right, and from heal to hair of Mark’s body

“We have to observe before we determine anything.” she said.

Henry spoke with the palm of his hand directed at the body.

“I am calm,” he said “but that’s your...” he paused as he turned away to scan the field “That’s your Chief Deputy.”

“I know.”

She looked up at him from her squatted position and went on.

“But we have to treat this like any other crime. Stay calm and assess, deputy. It’s all we can do now.”

Henry wiped sweat from his brow and spoke nearly under his breath.

“I can assess that he’s dead.”

“I can see that too, Henry. But we gotta determine how and why, and we can’t do that if we’re in panic mode.”

“There’s no panic mode, Sheriff.”

“Everyone dies.” Joanne mused “It’s the how and when that’s the hardest to cope with. It’s our duty to figure that out right now. Deal with your duty now and we’ll cope with our feelings later.”

Joanne had been speaking to herself like a boxer prepping in the corner before the bell. 

“Jesus,” Henry wisped “Okay. You want me to radio Delores?”

Joanne stood up from her squat and looked back toward the tree line from where they’d come.

“Yeah, I need you to go back to the truck and radio Delores at the station. Have her call for John Holtz at the coroner’s.”

Henry glowered at the bodies.

“Radio for Delores, please.” she said again.

He snapped to attention.

“Right.” he said “Radio Delores for the coroner.”

“Have Delores get the coroner,” she repeated “and then get Ryan and James from forensics out here. We need them to take photos and do thorough checks on the bodies before anyone messes up the crime scene. It’s the best we can do for these two right now.”

Henry nodded and then turned heel to work his way back across the field and Joanne reached into her back pocket and retrieved her flask of whiskey. She eyed Mark’s body and once again she became caught in the magnetism of his vapid eyes and the dried blood around his mouth. She unscrewed the cap of the bottle and looked farther north at Billy’s neck wound.

“Son of a bitch.”

She took a drink of the spirit she so needed to inhabit her and push her away from what was at hand.

She turned to look back at Henry who was now at the tree line, and she breathed in as she tucked the bottle into her back pocket and she rolled her shirt over the cap to conceal it, and then she sighed. She reached into her front breast pocket and pulled out her small notebook, and she pulled a short pencil from its pages, and as she took notes, she said them aloud for a few moments.

“Okay.” she began “Bullet entry three inches to the right of the sternum. The entry looks to be from the east, damaging several organs, internal bleeding...” 
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After the scene was investigated and the bodies were removed, Joanne’s truck rolled along 156 with Henry behind the wheel. The iniquity witnessed outweighed their wish to speak. Joanne, now uninhibited with the whiskey bottle to her lips, stared out the window at the passing Hickories and ash trees. She swallowed hard and then turned her eyes to Henry with an offer of the flask. Henry shook his head to refute. She looked back out the window as the thicket of red and yellowing leaves gave way to a meadow of sun-browed tall grass that stretched up to the overcast sky aching for moisture to fall. It would not yet come.

When they arrived at the station everything was still. Delores held her eyes off to the side wall until the front door closed, and then she rose from her chair and entered the lobby through the door next to her glass window. Tears began to well as she strode toward Joanne, and once the embrace had begun, the tears tumbled down her cheeks. No words spoken.

Joanne walked past the desks in the main room of the department, and she was careful not to eye Mark’s station. She entered her office and shut the door behind her and she stood still and trolled her eyes around the room. She made her way to her desk where sat a stack of files. Joanne glared at them, and she pushed them from off the desktop and they toppled onto the floor. She sat in her chair and opened a drawer. In the drawer was a fresh flask of whiskey and beneath it was a photograph turned on its face. She placed the bottle on the desk in front of her and lifted the photograph—a black and white wedding portrait of her and her husband Tom. She leaned the photo against her typewriter and opened the bottle but as she pulled it to her lips she paused, and she put the photo back into the drawer face down. Then she took her drink. She looked down at her wedding band that was
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