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William “Bud” Chambers was mowing the bar ditch at the northwest corner of the farm his family had owned since the ‘30s. He could have waited until city road crews took care of it, but he liked to keep things neat.

He had the mow board attached to the rear of his old John Deere tractor, and he rode contented to be doing a job he could well measure. Not like being a land agent and realtor, which he was, having to wait for deals to come through. Not like being mayor of Woodward, which he was, having to please everyone and listen to their complaints. This was mowing – you knew where you had to start, you knew how much you had to go, and you knew when you were finished. Simple as that. Looking back across the field, Bud figured he had about 90 minutes left. Then he would get lunch, take a nap, then head into town and do some office work. Tonight was a bi-monthly city council meeting. Nothing big on the agenda, but it would still suck up time, and he wouldn’t be home until well after ten o’clock.

The March breezes were still cool enough that he wore his lined denim jacket. He covered his bald head with the sweat-stained Donley Farm & Ranch cap he had worn for years. His leather gloves kept his hands warm, and the warmth of the tractor’s engine kept the rest of him comfortable. Enjoyable morning.

Bud made a pass along the south end of the field, then turned back north. From here he could see 8th Street as it headed into the county. A few cars passed by, and he gave them a slight wave even though he had no idea who was driving. 

Fifty yards on Bud noticed something white lying ahead in the bar ditch, just shy of the road pavement. Oh no, he thought, damned coyotes got another dog. Looks like a pretty one, too, with a silky white coat. He needed to bring his 30-06 out some night and take care of some of those coyotes. No use in them running around causing mischief.

He drove up closer to the fallen dog’s body. Bud knew he had to move it. He wouldn’t let it lie around to become carrion. He had a shovel, an ax, a saw, and some smaller hand tools in a toolbox lashed behind the seat of the tractor. He would dig a grave here and put the poor dog in it. Ground was still soft enough from the last snow that it shouldn’t be much of a strain.

Bud disengaged the mow board’s power-take-off, then shut down the tractor engine. It had given him a fit this morning trying to start it, but now it was warm enough it should turn over easily when he was ready to move on.

He climbed down from the tractor and picked his way through the bar ditch, watching out for holes waiting to trip him and break an ankle. The white shape was before him.

“Well, now, boy,” he said. “Sure am sorry. Bet you’ve got a family wonderin’ where you are about now. Guess if you’ve got tags I can take you on back, if not I’ll give you a place right here.”

Bud reached to check the dog’s neck for tags, then pulled his hand back in horror.

It was a baby. Obviously dead. From her gentle features, Bud could tell she was a girl. Her body was wrapped in a white blanket, burrito-style the way parents often do to make a child feel safe and comforted. Her face, showing through the folds of the blanket, was angelic, he thought. Peaceful, like the ceramic-faced dolls his mother used to have. The only thing marring that little face was the triangle of ugly silver duct tape that sealed her nose and mouth shut.

Bud knelt and cried out. “Oh, my little darling!” His grandfatherly impulse was to pick her up, but he had spent enough time around city cops and county deputies to know this was a crime scene. He returned to the tractor, pulled the handset off the CB radio he had mounted to the dash, and called his wife back at their home.

“Bud to base, Bud to base,” he said. “Anne, you there?”

“I’m here Bud,” she answered. “What’s the matter? You sound shaky. Need a dose of nitro? I’ll run it out.”

“No no, but we do need some help. Call 911 for me and get someone on the way.” Then he told her what he had found.

Woodward Police Department chief detective Ned Barber settled in behind the wheel of his service vehicle – a dark green Dodge Aspen. He turned on the ignition, then punched the A/C button. The day was not hot but the car’s interior was stuffy. A Styrofoam cup of coffee he had gotten at McDonald’s two hours earlier sat in a cup holder fixed to the add-on bench-seat console that was part of the Dodge’s police package.

He sipped it and shuddered at the coffee’s bitter after-taste. It had been tolerable hot when he got it, but now not so much.

Makes you miss army coffee, he thought.

Barber thought about driving back up the hill to McD’s for another cup. He could sit there and review the notes he had just taken at the self-storage facility on the western edge of town. Someone had taken bolt-cutters, opened seven units, ransacked them, and took who knows what. There would be no good inventory of stolen property until the renters responded to calls from the unit owners, and that could take forever. 

Barber decided to stay in the parking lot and check his notes. He pulled a small top-spiral notebook from the right pocket of his grey jacket, then fished a pencil stub out of another pocket. He jotted notes in a personalized shorthand he had developed through years of interviewing. Before they got cold, he would review them and transfer them to a report form, adding ideas, questions, and observations.

He took another sip of the rancid coffee and let his mind drift back to the night before when his daughter, Hanna, had treated him to a movie at the Lakeview Theater, the fanciest of Woodward’s three theaters. They saw Star Trek: The Motion Picture. They’d had a choice between that and Apocalypse Now. Barber didn’t think a movie about Vietnam would brighten his spirits any. Star Trek turned out to be fairly bad. It didn’t matter, it was the thought that counted.

Barber hadn’t been to a movie since his wife, Annie, had gotten sick. That was two years ago, now. Barber knew Hanna was trying to get him to relax a bit, and he did have a good time, but it wasn’t the same as with Annie.

Of course it’s not the same, he told himself. How could it be? 

He chuckled remembering Hanna smuggling a couple of cookies from the bakery into the theater. That was a pure Annie move, he thought.

The mid-morning sun was over the storage buildings now, and Barber slipped on the rectangle lens, wire-rimmed sunglasses he had lying on the dash. The police/fire radio crackled and hissed with routine traffic – a Signal 76, accident without injury at 13th and Kansas; a smoke call at Radio Shack at 808 Main; Chief Ron Somervell was 10-6 (busy) with a safety assembly at the junior high school; and day-shift Lieutenant Wilburn Martin was handing out a speeding ticket in the school zone at 22nd and Cedar.

Like most cops, Barber could listen to all those calls simultaneously and ignore those that had no relevance to him. Still, he could tell where most of the active units were at any given time. 

Plus, if he kept it low, he could also listen to the city’s only radio station, KSIO, or maybe WKY from Oklahoma City. In truth, Barber preferred WKY, with its Top 40 format and no country music. His service in Germany and many a weekend leave in Hamburg had given him an appreciation of that city’s music scene and a broader appreciation of music overall. Now, Barber only listened to KSIO during the noon hour when it ran a news and sports wrap-up, thereby avoiding the school menus for the week; admissions, dismissals, and births at the hospital; and what couples were celebrating notable anniversaries. A couple of years earlier, Chief Somervell had finally gotten the station to quit announcing who was going on extended vacations. 

“That’s a goddamned invitation to theft,” Somervell had told the station owner. “And by God you’ll find yourself on the wrong end of a lawsuit.” That, of course, was that.

At 12:20 p.m., hell or high water, KSIO ran “Swap Shop.” Swap Shop was like an audio classified ads page. Locals would send in “for sale,” “help wanted,” and “social announcements” for broadcast on the popular show. 

Swap Shop had a different feel depending on who was broadcasting. If ad manager and seasoned announcer Ronnie Johnson had the helm, Swap Shop felt like a neighborly visit with a good old friend. A subtle twang here, lyrics to a Bob Wills song there, and a special congrats to Tommy Somebody for winning the T.G.&Y. model-making contest.

Barber listened to Swap Shop for a chuckle or two, but he could tell the program was in its last days. New announcers, those who had just gotten out of the St. Louis broadcasting school, or maybe the University of Oklahoma school of broadcasting and journalism, cared little for Swap Shop. A hokey relic, the program didn’t fit in with their new professionalism. Swap Shop would be gone within two years. 

Right now, Barber had the public radio turned down. As he wrote notes and sipped his cup of battery acid, he listened to day dispatcher Wanda Boone confidently field calls and monitor units. Wanda was a 10-year vet, and she wasn’t yet 30. She had gone to work for the city public works plant just out of high school in ’68, dispatching water trucks, meter readers, and various construction vehicles. A good place to learn; aside from broken water mains, public works had few true “emergencies.”

In 1970, an evening shift dispatch position opened in police and fire, and Wanda got it hands down. After a few years on evening, then a gig on graveyard, she’d moved up to day shift as chief dispatcher. That meant she was also supervisor and trainer to the other two regular and two swing dispatchers. She was good at both, taking on new trainees with patience and finesse. With no home life to speak of – she married and divorced in her early 20s, never talked about what happened and showed no inclination to repeat the incident – Wanda typically sat by while new dispatchers were breaking in, regardless of the time. If a situation was getting out of hand, she would gently rein it in in such a way that the trainee came away empowered, and no units got lost on the call. 

At 10:15, Barber heard Martin’s gruff merchant marine voice inform Wanda he was 10-8 from his traffic stop.

“10-4, Adam 10,” Wanda replied, noting down his traffic. Day shift units were all signified as A, or Adam; evening shifters were B, or Baker units; and midnight to 8 officers were C, or Charles. Shift lieutenants were all designated with the number 10; sergeants carried the number 11; officers took numbers 12 through 18. Of course, on day shift, all the officers wanted that one special number – 12. That would make one of them Adam-12; and all of them had watched that TV show in the early ‘70s.

At 10:17 Wanda’s voice came across with the tone and urgency she reserved for real emergencies. In fact, Barber thought, he had never heard this particular strain in her voice.

“All units. All units. 10- . . . .”

An uncharacteristic pause from Wanda. Barber, already stowing his notebook and buckling in, could envision Wanda looking for a seldom-used 10-code on the list by her radio. Then she gave up.

“We’ve got a child abduction at Wal-Mart,” she said. “Child abduction at Wal-Mart. Just reported. Mother at customer service in bad shape. All units.”

The one unit working the traffic accident abandoned it, no doubt telling the people involved to trade information and contact their insurance companies. Everyone else on patrol began to converge on Wal-Mart from different directions.

“PD, Adam 10,” Martin radioed. “Any descriptions? Child? Vehicle?”

“Negative 10,” Wanda answered. “Info from scene is scattered. Child is less than two. Reporting agent is on the line, but info sparse.”

“All units, this is Unit 1,” Chief Somervell broke in. “I’m 10-8 en route. Adam 10, get your units to 10-52 on north- and south-bound 9th and 8th streets, and Downs, also Hank’s Trail. Just stop everything. Get the firefighters if you need help.”

“10-4” acknowledged Martin, who then started ordering his men into position.

“101, Unit 1,” Somervell radioed Barber. “Ned, you movin’?”

“10-4 Chief,” Barber said, depressing the mic switch and moving out onto 34th Street. No traffic was near, so he accelerated through the red light and across four-lane Oklahoma Avenue, the city’s main east-west highway. “I’m heading in the back way, down 34th to Downs, then 8th.”

“10-4.”

Barber flicked the switch on the red dash-mounted flashing light, then hit the accelerator. The Dodge’s police special 360 Magnum engine roared, and the car shot down 34th Street. 

Barber was moving, but he kept on the lookout. No telling when the abduction happened. He was coming by Experiment Lake, the US Department of Agriculture’s water supply for its hundreds of acres of test grasslands. The lake and nearby woods were perfect cover for pedophiles and their prey, Barber thought, although such had never occurred there.

He slowed for a minute, pulled into the dirt cut-outs that served as parking at the lake. Barber saw no cars, no one readily apparent, nothing suspicious. Barber rolled back onto 34th, made the turn east onto Downs and headed for Wal-Mart about two miles away. He passed Elmwood Cemetery, which featured its own perfect hiding places.

Barber reached for the mic to have Wanda get the cemetery grounds people searching the plots for anything suspicious, but Wanda beat him to the radio.

“All units,” she said, her voice sounding even worse, if that was possible. “All units. All units. Signal 7 two miles south on 8th Street. Repeat Signal 7 two miles south on 8th Street. Bud Chambers’ place.”

Barber pulled his foot back and let the Aspen settle down to a sane speed. His gut told him they were not going to find the baby today, alive at least.

A minute later Barber pulled into the Wal-Mart parking lot, adjacent to the United supermarket lot. He negotiated around a police cruiser, an ambulance, and Somervell’s Chevy pickup, all parked haphazardly near the store entrance. He left his car just behind Somervell’s, let the red strobe continue flashing, tossed his sunglasses on the dash, and got out. He mentally noted the weight of his Smith & Wesson .38 revolver (four-inch barrel, blued) in his shoulder holster; he wasn’t going to need it here, but affirming its presence was part of his mental checklist as much as periodically checking his fly.

As Barber walked into the glass encased entryway, he met Somervell coming out. The chief was in his classic uniform – double-knit pants, forest green today; a pullover Golden Bear golf shirt, suitable for all weather and seasons; a cardigan, grey, and stretched well beyond its original shape; and scuffed Hush Puppies. He had no badge on display; everyone knew the Chief.

“Bud just found a baby down at his place, in the bar ditch,” Somervell said, shaking his head. “Take over here, Ned,” he said. “I’m goin’ down there. That strip is our jurisdiction, but I don’t want a deputy to get there before us.” Somervell began patting down his cardigan to find the Viceroys and Bic lighter he had stowed away. He needed a smoke, maybe two.

“Right,” said Barber. “They’d just fuck it up like they did the Nelson case.” 

Somervell made a non-committal snort, trying to mind his professional manners even though he agreed. Inter-agency rivalries were common in probably every county, city, and town in the United States. In Woodward County, the Woodward PD was hands down more professional, better trained, better funded, and more on the ball than the county sheriff’s office. Hell, even Mooreland PD, with its chief and two officers, was better trained than the SO.

“Well, these two cases are going to be related,” Somervell said, lighting his cigarette. He inhaled, let the smoke roll around, then blew it out both his mouth and nostrils. His forehead was pinched, the deep lines above the bridge of nose looking like furrows, and his grey, bushy eyebrows both arched down. 

Barber nodded. They both knew calls like these were not coincidental.

“Get on in there and talk to her. She’s a mess, but I think the medics got her calmed down.”

“Right,” Barber said, and went inside the store.

Nearing the customer service counter, Barber saw two paramedics hovering around a large woman in a dirty white, drapey shirt sitting slumped in a chair. One of the EMTs was kneeling beside her, trying to calm her; the other was standing, monitoring a blood pressure cuff around her arm. 

A uniformed officer met Barber at the counter. “That’s the mom,” Officer Pam Dilling said. “Willa Vit. She’s understandably had a hard time of it. EMTs are worried about her BP.”

“She say anything of note?” Barber asked. Perhaps she had tossed off a word, a name, or a description that might aid in the investigation. Like Somervell, Barber believed they weren’t going have to search for the child, just her killer.

“Nothing,” said Dilling. “Just that someone had taken her baby.”

“Does she know anything about the Signal 7?”

“No sir.”

“Okay, good,” said Barber. “Listen, go out to her car and put some crime scene tape around it. Got a camera?”

“Got a Polaroid.”

“That’ll work,” said Barber. “Take some photos of the car, all around and inside. Get as much detail as you can. And keep people away from it. Already saw people gawking.”

“10-4, Ned,” Dilling said, and left the store. She drove her patrol car, lights still flashing, out to Willa’s car.

Barber knelt beside Willa. “Ms. Vit,” Barber said. “I’m Edward Barber, chief of detectives, Woodward PD. I’m goin’ to handle your case from here on out.”

Willa’s greasy hair hung in pointed strands in front of her eyes, which never met Barber’s. Her mascara was smeared and clumped, some of it having run down her cheeks as she cried. Her mouth was like a red pepper slice, Barber thought, stuck in her puffy face. She kept her head down.

“Ms. Vit, I know you’ve been through a horrible shock this morning, but I’ve got to ask you some questions so we can get information out that will help us find your baby and catch whoever took her.”

No response.

“Are you comfortable talking here, or would you rather go to the manager’s office? I’m sure he would let us,” Barber said.

No response.

“Ms. Vit?” Barber prompted.

“I’ll sit here,” Willa finally mumbled at the floor. “Can’t walk good.”

Barber suspected her small frame could not easily support her weight, 300-plus pounds he guessed. He pulled out one of the customer service chairs, pulled a micro-recorder from his windbreaker pocket, and set it on the chair. He thumbed the REC switch and aimed the built-in mic at Willa’s muttering mouth. Then he got a chair for himself.

“Okay, Ms. Vit, let’s start with the basics. Your daughter’s name, age, weight, what she was wearing.”

No response. Willa stared at the floor. Now she was scooting her right foot back and forth on the floor tiles. Barber noted she was wearing only house slippers on her feet. He started to prompt her again, but she finally spoke in what seemed to be a garbled tongue. Barber had to strain to make out her words.

“Her name was Amelia. Amelia Ann. . . . No, tha’s wrong. It was Eileen. Yes, tha’s it. A baby, 13 months old, I think.”

Barber kept his poker face up, but his heart had jumped and the hair on the back of his neck stood up in a tingle when the woman referred to her daughter in the past tense. In the case of a missing child, mothers were always the last to lose hope, to concede the worst. This woman’s demeanor was anything but “motherly,” Barber thought.

“Okay, Ms. Vit – may I call you Willa? Is that what you go by?” Barber thought an informal approach might help the interview.

She shrugged and kept looking at the floor. Now she was twisting the material of her dirty shirt with both hands, as if trying to wring it out. 

“Willa, when did you last see Eileen?” Barber was still concerned that perhaps Willa was not using the right name for the missing girl. He thought by using it himself, she would either correct him or somehow affirm the name as “Eileen.”

“When I came in the store.”

“What time was that, Willa?” 

“Nine-thirty, maybe. Maybe 10. Don’t got no watch.”

“And you left her in the car? Did you leave her with someone? Was a friend riding with you perhaps?” Barber did not know a single parent who would leave a small child like that alone in a car while they went shopping, not even briefly. 

“She was alone,” Willa said. “Didn’t see no wrong in that. She was buckled in that seat.”

Barber was starting to wonder if Willa Vit might be mentally disabled. Had she somehow equated the safety of an infant car seat in a crash for perpetual safety, even from a kidnapper?

“Did you lock the car door, Willa?”

She shook her head, the greasy points of her hair wagging. Barber noted a thin patch of hair on the top of her head. Sure, women could lose their hair, but she appeared too young for that. Alopecia, perhaps – or was she ripping it out of her own head? 

“Didn’ lock the door cuz sometimes I can’t get it back open.” Willa seemed to have gone from hysterics, which Barber had not seen, to a blackening depression. She kept her gaze on the floor, but she was not looking at it. Barber felt she was focused on something buried deeper, much deeper, in her mind.

“Why did you not bring the baby in with you?” Barber asked.

No response. Willa’s gaze seemed to hollow out. If he did not know better, Barber could have sworn she was starting to disappear, to meld with the chair, then the floor that held her attention so.

“Willa?”

She finally mumbled, “evil in . . .”

“Who is evil, Willa? Did you see someone around your car? Has someone threatened or bothered you? Would anyone want to hurt your daughter?” Barber prodded, hoping for some response. He thought the right question, even if it angered her, might get her talking.

“Are you married, Willa? Where is your baby’s father?”

“’S’consin.”

“Wisconsin?” Barber asked her to clarify. She nodded.

“Why is he there? Does he work there?”

No response. Barber recognized he was getting nowhere, and he motioned the EMTs to come back.

“Okay, Willa. I have to talk to some other folks, and I want you to just sit here and relax. These good people will take care of you until I get back.”

No response.

Barber went out to his car, saw Dilling returning from taping and photographing Willa Vit’s vehicle. “Go in there and stand by with the EMTs,” he said. “If she starts talking, make notes of it and turn my recorder back on. It’s sittin’ in there.”

Barber sat down in his driver’s seat and grabbed the radio mic.

“Unit 1, 101. Unit 1, 101,” said Barber.

A moment passed, then, “101, Unit 1, go ahead Ned.”

“Chief, I want to take Ms. Vit on down to the PD to interview. Not having much luck here. Maybe she’ll be more responsive there.”

“Okay, go ahead,” Somervell said.

“Do you need assistance?”

“I’m waiting on the ME. Gonna be a while.”

“I’d like to talk to you,” said Barber.

“Okay. Can you hand off?”

Barber looked out the back window of his car.

“Yeah, Dillinger is here. She can handle it.” Dilling, the first female officer on the WWPD, was such a good shot that her fellow officers had inevitably started calling her “Dillinger.” Barber soon adopted it.

Eighth Street, in the 1930s, was the north-south avenue in Woodward. It ran out north and crossed the North Canadian River, then hooked up with Highway 34 which went though another twenty miles of oil fields and wheat and grass land. South of town 8th Street was dirt and gravel until oil revenues in the 1960s enabled the county to pave it down to the Sharon-Shattuck Road, which ran, not surprisingly, to the dying towns of Sharon and Shattuck. Then State Highway 270 hooked up with 9th Street, which crossed 8th to become Williams Avenue. From the early ‘60s on, 9th Street had the honor of being one of the north-south drags in town, sharing it with 22nd and 34th Streets as the city grew. Eighth became the poor stepchild of growth, although it did boast some stylish houses from the ‘30s and ‘40s, and you had to use it to get to Wal-Mart.

Near where city road maintenance ended and county maintenance began sat Bud Chambers’ old family farm. Bud’s great-grandfather had picked up the north end of the farm in the Cherokee Outlet land run in 1893. Then his grandfather had expanded it toward the south for cheap in the 1930s when neighbors had the choice of either granddad’s offer or bank foreclosure. Granddad Chambers wouldn’t quit and lived to be 103; Bud’s dad, Elsey, and Bud himself as a teenager, had both worked for Granddad, who was as crusty as his old, battered knuckles. Elsey had only lived another year before his one and only heart attack felled him leaving the whole thing to Bud. Bud had seen how difficult it was for the farm to support more than one family, and he got into real estate and oil and gas leasing to augment his income. Turned out that oil and gas leases were much more lucrative, and the farm became the complementary income.

Bud ran chickens for a while, until he discovered their squawking drove him nuts, and he gave that up. Wheat, a little rye, and a lot of grass for hay suited him better; they didn’t squawk. Plus, down in the southwest section, a producing oil and gas well delivered him $1,500 in royalties monthly. 

The place was quiet, although Bud had noticed a lot more accidents along 8th as the oil fields boomed. Roughnecks, either sauced up after getting their weekly paychecks or exhausted from pulling too much overtime on a rig, were running off the road, colliding with each other, flipping and rolling, or getting in the way of trains all over Woodward County. Bud had gone out with firefighters when a driller lost control of his Ford F-150, hit a semi-truck head-on, and collapsed in on itself. The driver was dead, the top of his head torn away, but the firefighters had to use their new Jaws-of-Life machine to extract him, and Bud had helped pull the body out while the firefighters separated the metal.

As bloody and gory as that scene was, it did not unnerve Bud Chambers as much as this.

When Ron Somervell pulled up, parking half-way into the bar ditch, hitting his flashers and leaving his dash strobe on, Bud Chambers was leaning against a fence post. Anne Chambers had parked her pickup in the field, hopped the barbed wire, and was holding Bud’s hand. Both were a good distance from the baby. They were both crying.

Somervell radioed he was 10-6 at Chambers’ place, and he mentally noted that he and Barber need not have worried about the S.O. grubbing up the crime scene. The baby was lying about 50 yards inside the city limits. Behind, an ambulance, running lights but no siren, pulled up.

Somervell walked up to Bud, who pushed off the fence post with some effort and walked out to meet the Chief. They shook hands, then turned toward the small body. 

“Let’s get up here on the blacktop,” Somervell said. “I don’t want to walk on that grass there until we get some pictures.”

Bud looked down and saw where a car had mashed down the grass in the bar ditch leading up to where the baby lay. “I’ll be,” he said. “Didn’t even notice those. Hope I didn’t mess things up.”

“You didn’t,” Somervell said. “Anyway, you kinda got to know what you’re looking for before you can see it.”

“You have a camera?” asked Bud.

“Barber’s bringing his. He just left Wal-Mart where the mother – well, we’re assuming it’s the mother – reported her child missing.”

“Kidnap and murder?” Bud Chambers shook his head with a what’s-this-world-coming-to air.

Somervell shrugged. “Looks like it. But don’t say anything to anybody.”

Bud shook his head, vowing he wouldn’t, and Somervell knelt by the little form wrapped in the white blanket. The girl’s angelic face struck him, just as it had Bud. She reminded him of his own granddaughters when they spent the weekend at his house. He liked to watch them sleep, untroubled by grown-up worries and dreaming of cuddly animals, maybe Nana and Papa. They, of course, always woke up, sometimes grinning wide, sometimes yelling their lungs out for something to eat. This baby in the grass would be doing neither, and Somervell sighed and put his left hand down on the ground to steady himself. 

Somervell went back to his pickup and radioed the PD to get a medical examiner rolling his way. Then he told the two EMTs waiting to transport the body that they would have to wait a bit longer. They busied themselves by offering Bud and Anne Chambers some Gatorade, largely because Bud looked pale and shaky from his morning discovery. Somervell leaned against the hood of his pickup and thought about lighting up another smoke. Then he thought better of it; a loose ash or a spark carried on a breeze could wipe out the whole crime scene right quick, not to mention a portion of Bud’s hay field.

He hated these moments when there was nothing he could do. The baby was gone, he could not change that. The crime scene needed to be chronicled, and Barber was coming with the gear. The ME had to declare the child dead, and he was 10-15 minutes away. Somervell thought about pacing up and down, but that only transmitted his frustration to others. So, he just leaned against the dusty pickup.

Within minutes, though, he heard the low growl of Barber’s Dodge approaching, and Somervell relaxed. Barber pulled up behind the Chief’s pickup, nodded at Bud and Anne Chambers as he got out, and went to the back of the car and opened its trunk. He kept a makeshift crime-scene kit there, with cordon tape, fingerprint equipment, a first-aid case, and a camera. He also carried a 20-gauge shotgun, a 30-30 rifle with a scope, and extra ammunition for those and his pistol. He also had a bullet-proof vest of the type that patrolmen were now wearing as part of their standard uniform. 

Barber pulled out the camera, a Canon AE-1 SLR with a 35-85mm zoom lens attached. He loaded it with 400 ISO Kodachrome, which the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation insisted PDs and SOs use on crime scenes for its ability to adapt to various lighting situations. After he shot the film, he would overnight it down to OSBI headquarters in Oklahoma City for developing. 

He turned the camera on and left it on its automatic setting. The only things he had to mess with were zoom and focus, and he seemed to handle those with little trouble. He didn’t know or care what an F-stop was, even though the OSBI photo guys had tried to teach him once.

Barber walked up to Somervell and nodded; scenes like this needed little conversation.

“Dilling’s at Wal-Mart?” Chief asked. 

“Yeah. I’m going to have her process the car.”

“Ms. Vit know anything about this?”

“Nope. Not when I left, at least.”

Barber set about photographing the scene, approaching it from the macro down to the micro. He photographed the general area first, made sure he got the bent-over grass left by a car and then photographed what appeared to be skid marks and thrown dirt from where a car had rapidly left the bar ditch. Then he moved in ever closer to the silent baby. 

“Face like a little angel,” he muttered to himself, running the lens out to 85mm for good close ups. “Who would do this to you? Who the hell?”

Barber shot frame after frame, exhausting three 36-shot film cassettes and stuffing them in his jacket pocket. As he was reloading a fourth cassette, pulling out the film tongue and slipping it into the camera’s sprocket notch, he saw Somervell talking to someone new on the scene. Barber figured the press would be showing up, and he was glad they’d gotten a good reporter for this case. Of the three news reporters at the Daily Journal, two of them were easy to work with and did a good job. The third was a bona-fide asshole. Chaz Butler. Worked in New Jersey – Newark—Barber thought, and the guy acted like he was Woodward, Bernstein, and the whole 60 Minutes crew rolled into one. He’d bug the shit out of you until he got what he thought he wanted and nothing – nothing – was ever off the record. The other two worked with the cops, knowing that in small towns if you didn’t work with them on the big stuff you didn’t get the little stuff. And little stuff is what filled up the paper day after day.

The reporter that showed up at Chambers’ place, David Adams, was Barber’s favorite, a local who’d gotten a journalism degree at the regional college in town, Northwestern OSU. Fine photographer, too, and Barber had seen him getting right in there with the local firefighters to get good shots. Now Adams was talking to Somervell in his casual way.

“Looks like a bad one, Chief,” Adams said to Somervell. “Anything you can say yet?”

“It is, and nope, nothing yet.”

“Yeah, figured. But Chief, we haven’t got today’s front page sewn up yet, everybody’s heard the traffic on the scanner, and I need to get something in. Even if it’s just enough for a bulletin.”

“Or Chaz Butler ’ll be out here, right?”

“Probably.”

“Well, shit.” Somervell moved the toe of his shoe back and forth in the dirt like a third-grader trying to think his way out of a tight spot at school. “Okay, say something like the Woodward PD is investigating the discovery of a body near the highway south of town on 8th Street. Medical examiner’s not on the scene yet, cause of death, time of death, age of deceased, not determined.”

Adams nodded, jotting down his notes – like Barber, he had developed his own peculiar shorthand that pretty much only he could read – on a reporter’s spiral notebook.

“This got any connection with the reported child abduction at Wal-Mart, Chief?”

“Dammit. You heard that?”

“Yessir.”

“Can I get away with saying ‘no comment’?”

“Probably not.”

Barber came up. “Givin’ you trouble, Chief?” he smiled and slapped Adams on the back.

“Hey, Ned,” Adams said.

“Nah, he’s just doing his job,” Somervell said. “Listen, say we are also investigating a reported child abduction at Wal-Mart. At this point, we have no indication that the two incidents are related, nor are we investigating them as related.”

“Any details from the abduction?”

“Reported abduction,” Barber corrected.

“Not really,” said Somervell, “from what I gather the reporting party is quite upset. Information is not, um, coherent.”

Adams could tell he was not going to get much at this point, but he had enough to make a decent three-column shallow bulletin for the front. A photo would stretch it even farther.

“Can I get some photos?” he asked Somervell.

“Can’t stop you,” Somervell shrugged. “Be judicious.”

“I will. Just some general shots. Nothing close up.”

Adams and Barber both approached the scene, cameras drawn. While Barber wanted the idiot-proof automatic setting on the Canon, Adams carried an Olympus OM-1 body, nothing automatic on it. He liked using F-stops and aperture settings to adjust depth of field in his shots, and he liked the varied scenic feels different lenses gave him. In his Domke bag he carried the OM-1’s original 50 millimeter lens, a 35 millimeter Sigma add-on; and a 135 millimeter Olympus native to the OM system. The only zoom lens he had ever had, a Vivitar 35-150 millimeter, had literally fallen apart inside with a grinding of glass when he was trying to photograph a basketball game up in Fort Supply a couple of months earlier. 

“I’m just gonna get some general stuff here,” he said to Barber, “then I’m going back to Wal-Mart and shoot that scene.”

“Okay,” said Barber, “but technically these are ‘unrelated’. Remember?”

“Yep. And by three this afternoon they’ll be related. I want a pic of the car.”

Barber nodded and made a resigned face. “We both know that’s probably right. Well, don’t get in it. I mean, don’t photograph inside of it. It’s a crime scene and we don’t need it in the public.”

“I hear you,” said Adams. “I don’t have much time anyway. Just a couple of shots, then I gotta get back to the darkroom and develop them. Then write this up. Hell, it’s already 11:00. Past 11:00.”

“Okay. Guess I’ll see you later.”

“Yep. I’ll come down to the PD this afternoon.” Adams snapped a few general shots, the bar ditch with Bud Chambers and Chief standing in the distance, and a couple farther back with Chief’s and Barber’s cars rolled up on the scene. Then he packed up to leave.

“Hey, Ned,” he called back to Barber. “You’re shooting into the sun, you know. Every shot you get is gonna be in shadow. Get between the subject and the sun. At an angle. Keep your own shadow out of it.”

Barber considered the light. While the auto setting on the camera would work, it only averaged the light and would not tell the user how to set up a shot. 

Adams was right. “Yep, yep, yep,” Barber said in the agreeable folksy phrase he often used. “That’s why we keep you around.”

Back in the Wal-Mart parking lot, Dilling photographed and inventoried the white Caprice. She had taken a short-course in crime-scene photography, but she did not have a lot of confidence with it, plus people crowding the scene were starting to irritate her. Rather, their constant talking was irritating her. 

Dilling had hyperacusis, a condition that gave her a heightened sense of hearing. That, in itself, might not be so bad, she often thought, but it also gave her heightened intolerance to many noises. The ticking of a clock, drip of a coffee maker, soft whoosh of an air conditioner. At times she could hear surges in electricity. She was certain that she had heard irregularities in her father’s pulse before he’d had a heart attack. Always the drone of more than two or three people talking at once nearly drove her insane. She had learned to deal with the condition, but stress aggravated it.

Now the crime scene tape around the car was keeping people back, but they were craning to see inside. Not much she could do about that, but she kept the doors shut as much as possible, and if she needed one open, she tried to keep her body between the crowd and the interior. Last thing she wanted was for a civilian to see a bunch of blood all over the inside.

When she set up her camera and got focused on the interior, she found no blood. Thankfully. What she did find was trash. Some old newspapers and magazines, People and Us and such, and a National Enquirer. But mostly fast-food sacks and containers littered the floorboards. Styrofoam McDonalds clamshells were strewn about, as were McDonalds and Hardees cups and French-fry boxes. Some of the most recent McDonalds Monopoly game pieces were also scattered around. Toilet paper and Kleenex too, although Dilling noted, again thankfully, that none of it appeared to be used. But it was ripped to shreds, as if a dog had been in the car. She had heard about wild dogs carrying off children, but that seemed downright improbable. A coyote most likely would not wander up into a busy parking lot, let alone pull a baby out of a car seat and carry it off down the road.

The car seat puzzled Dilling. It sat on a chrome tube frame, which was belted to the middle of the backseat. The seat’s brown vinyl padding was stained and cracked. The black web straps were faded from sunlight and formula spit-up. But the webbing and the crash bar that secured the child were locked down.

Why would someone take a child, then lock this back down? she thought, snapping some photos of the car seat as she found it, nestled in trash. She also got the fingerprint kit out of a crime-scene satchel and dusted the seat for prints. Especially the locking mechanism. Chances are they would not even have OSBI process them, but just in case.

Dilling finished up the fingerprints and carefully placed her print samples in the kit. She heard Barber’s car drive up behind her and ducked her head to back out of the white car. 

“Anything there, Pamela?” asked Barber. He wore his metal-frame shades. Dilling thought they gave Barber a certain sense of seriousness, maybe because they hid the perpetual crinkly smile lines around his eyes.

“Bunch of trash,” said Dilling. “Lotta ripped up toilet paper, looks like. And look at this.” She pointed Barber to the locked child seat. “Don’t you tend to leave those lock-bars up when you take a kid out?”

“I would think so,” said Barber. “Didn’t use ‘em when our kids were little. Just let ‘em be loose in the backseat. We didn’t even have seat belts. I’m surprised any of us survived.”

“Yeah.” Dilling looked at the car. “Well, what do you want to do with it?”

“You satisfied you got the pics you need here? As we found it?”

“Yeah.”

“Call Wanda and have her send a tow truck out to pick it up. Take it up behind the PD. I want to do a full inventory of it before it goes to the impound yard. Stay here with it till Mack gets here. Then meet me back at the PD. I’m gonna need a hand with Ms. Vit.”

Dilling nodded. Barber got back in his car and headed downtown to the PD.
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The Woodward Police Department was part of a complex of city offices that sat between Eighth and Ninth Streets just off Oklahoma Avenue. Oklahoma and Maine (not Main, as most people mistakenly thought) were the main east-west drags in town. Most of the town’s businesses were situated along one or the other.

The city offices were a conglomeration of buildings added one onto another since the 1930s. Convention Hall was the first built, next to the red brick, gothic Carnegie Library that was built in 1918. Convention Hall included an auditorium with a stage and dressing rooms for local plays and touring musical acts, always country-and-western. WPA money paid for it in 1937. No one had used it for anything but storage for fifteen years, so the City was gutting and redoing the inside as a two-story administrative office building.

Convention Hall butted against the fire department. Two truck bays exited onto Oklahoma, two more in the front onto Ninth. A partial second floor housed firefighters on their 24-hour shifts, and the bays could handle eight trucks – two pumpers, a tanker, several grass-fire rigs, a rescue vehicle, and a Chevy Suburban turned into a command vehicle.

A clunky solid-core door – once blonde but tarnished brown with decades of people pushing through it from either side – joined the FD to the rest of the city offices. Go through the door and turn left, and you were in a part of the complex built in the 1950s. Its “mid-century modern” style boasted tile work in pastel blues, whites, and creams. The city manager’s office was there, as was the City Council meeting room and the tiny Chamber of Commerce office.  Somervell’s more spacious (but not by much) office was nearby. Turn right from there, you were in the police and fire dispatch office. Just beyond that a long hallway led to a couple of day rooms, a restroom (which no one dared use because of its proximity to everything else) and a staircase leading upstairs to the city jail (just a drunk tank now; everyone else got hauled up to the county jail atop the county courthouse down the street), and the detectives’ offices. 

Everyone hoped the remodeling of Convention Hall would correct the strange mishmash of offices and maybe give the place a more deliberate feel.

Barber came in the back door, near the stairwell. One had to punch in a set of numbers on a chunky mechanical lock. The numbers changed once a week, compliments of the dispatchers who kept track of the codes and passed them on to anyone who needed access.

This week’s code was 7734. Very funny.

The hallway was choked with people wanting to catch loose details of what was happening – off-duty officers and dispatchers, some firefighters, the city clerk’s secretary, and a couple of women from utilities. 

Barber habitually said hello to everyone he met, but he steadily made his way to the dispatch office.

“Where’s Ms. Vit, Wanda?”

“She’s down in Chief’s office. Pam and Ellen are with her.”

Ellen Jett was the PD’s other female officer; Dillinger was her senior by a week. They were part of that new cadre of cops who preferred 9mm automatics to a .38 revolver. Didn’t matter. Both were dead shots.

Barber entered the chief’s outer office; his secretary had left to give them some privacy. The large woman in the dirty white shirt sitting quietly on a chair looked out of place.

Pam met Barber at the door.

“Does she know?” Barber asked keeping his voice low and his back to Willa K. Vit.

“No. We figured you or Chief should do it. Chief back yet?”
“No. He wasn’t 10-8 from the scene yet.” Barber rubbed the back of his head. He looked around for someone he could hand off the duty to. “Oh, hell. I’ll do it.”
Truth was, Barber didn’t mind. He could judge her reaction when he told her.

He handed his compact recorder to Pam, told her to record the coming conversation.

Barber pulled a chair up near Willa K. Vit. “Ms. Vit. I’m Edward Barber. We met at Wal-Mart. Do you remember?”

If she did, she showed no sign. She had replaced staring at the floor of the store for staring at the carpet of the office. Barber looked up, motioned for Ellen to sit next to Willa, just in case.

“Ms. Vit, now what I have to say is going to be hard to hear. I’m sorry, but we found your baby girl down the highway from the Wal-Mart store. She was not alive.”

Willa Vit continued to stare at the carpet. She registered no response.

“Ma’am? Did you hear me?” asked Barber.

She gave the slightest nod, only evident from the greasy strings of hair that registered the movement. She was pinching the skin of her left arm with her right thumb and forefinger.

“Ms. Vit?” asked Barber. “Can you tell us anything about this morning that you forgot to mention earlier?”

No response. Barber looked for any welling of tears, but he saw nothing. Just downcast, dead eyes.

Barber thought he might toggle her into speaking if he asked her to recall specifics of the day. “Ma’am, can you tell me when you got to the store this morning? To Wal-Mart?”

“Eight,” she said in an anemic whisper.

Barber looked at Ellen. They both barely shook their heads. Wal-Mart did not open until 9:00. The missing person report was not until after 10:00.

“Ms. Vit,” said Ellen, “did you have breakfast with your baby this morning?”

Willa nodded.

“What did you eat?”

Willa shrugged, barely. 

Barber reasoned to himself that her shirt may not be testimony about what she ate today, but rather yesterday or the day before. 

“Ms. Vit, earlier you told me you left your baby in the car when you went in the store. Is that something you often do?” asked Barber.

She nodded again.

Barber, Pam, and Ellen could all tell Willa K. Vit was fragile. Barber suspected she was intellectually about ten years old, or less.

Somervell walked in. “How’s it going?”

Barber motioned him back into the hallway. “Not much here, Chief. It’s kind of like talking to a stump.”

“Could be shock. You told her?”

“I did. Not much response. No response, really.”

Somervell ran his hand across his mouth and down over his chin. He started patting his cardigan pockets for a cigarette, then remembered he had sworn to go out behind the PD to smoke. Maybe the first step to quitting.

“Chief, I think we ought not ask her anything else. Without getting her some counsel in here first.”

“What are you saying, Ned?”

“Not saying anything, except I don’t think she’s able to really speak for herself. Maybe because of trauma. Maybe just the way she is. But if she opens up, starts talking, she might get on dangerous ground. I think we ought to protect her from herself.”

“You’re thinking she’s our suspect?”

“Yep, and so are you.”

Somervell nodded. “You’re right. I’ll have Wanda get us the next public defender up.”

“I think we could use a social work rep, too,” said Barber. “She’s disabled, somehow. Maybe abused. Maybe both.”

Somervell took a deep breath. “Okay. Get somebody in here.” Somervell turned to Dilling and Jett. “Get her some water. Try to keep her comfortable.” Then he said, “I’m going out back for a minute.”

“I think we ought to get one of the paramedics down here to a get a blood pressure monitor on her,” said Dilling. “Heart’s not regular.”

Jett, who knew about Dilling’s hyperacusis, said, “Can you hear it?”

“Not so much. But I can really feel it in her wrist.”

“Okay. I’ll go back and get one of the guys from the fire department.”

Somervell walked down the hall, around the dispatch office, and to the backdoor that opened on the patrol car parking lot. He stepped outside and began pacing the sidewalk while he pulled his cigarettes and lighter from his cardigan pockets. He believed he knew where this was going, and he wanted it to be over. He lit a Viceroy and was taking his first lungful when he heard the door behind him open. He exhaled and looked around. Officer Jett stuck her head out of the back door.

“Chief,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“She’s dead.”
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Somervell took a last, long pull on his cigarette, then threw it on the sidewalk and ground it out with the sole of his shoe. 

“Shit,” he muttered, and went back into the PD. As he turned by the dispatch office, he noticed a lack of people in their offices. When he passed Wanda Boone he asked, “Everybody down at my office?”

“Pretty much, Chief.” Wanda shrugged; she couldn’t have stopped the rush of people to the scene if she had tried.

Somervell nodded. He walked past the public restrooms and the waiting area, turned another corner and saw a knot of people at the end of the hall. He approached them and started waving people out of the way.

“Come on, folks. Give us all some room. You all got jobs to do,” he said.

Pressing his way into his own office, Somervell saw two firefighters with EMT training kneeling over the unmoving form of Willa Vit on her back on the office floor. One of his chairs was on its back at the rear of the room. Somervell surmised Mrs. Vit had kicked it when she seized. Barber was kneeling on one knee near her. When he saw the chief enter, he stood. He shook his head.

Somervell motioned Barber into the outer office. “That was fast. What happened?”

“We were just trying to ask her some more questions. Not pressing too hard. You saw how little she responded.”

Somervell nodded. “Yeah. Not much.”

“Well, she didn’t change any until she got a strange look on her face. A terrified look, I’d say. She turned all chalky, sweat broke out on her forehead. She said ‘Oh, evil . . . I’m’ and she fell onto the floor. She was on her side, then rolled onto her back and kicked your chair there.” He nodded back to the inner office. “Think she may have broken it.

“Anyway, Pam and Ellen tried CPR. When the fire guys got here, they hit her with the paddles. Nothing.”

Somervell closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead with two fingers. “You’re sure she’s gone?”

“Yep. No pulse at any point, no heartbeat, no breath. She’s gone.”

“We’re gonna have to get an ME to verify.”

“I know. One’s on the way.”

Ten minutes later, Dr. Charles Metzger ambled into the police department. Metzger ambled everywhere he went. He had doctored in Woodward since 1954. He figured he had delivered half the people in town and pronounced half of their ancestors dead. He also figured he had earned the right to take life as easy as possible – so if he wasn’t headed into a life-or-death emergency, he ambled. As far as he could tell from the dispatcher, the person he was about to examine was already dead. No need to get upset or in a hurry.

As Metzger stepped into the waiting area and looked toward the chief’s office, he saw Barber and Somervell standing in the hall. He gave them a genial wave that seemed awkward given the situation. As he neared them, he stuck out his hand and shook theirs. “Gentlemen. How are you?”

“Good,” said Somervell. “Except I got a dead lady on my office floor.”

“Well, let’s take a look, shall we?”

They walked into the inner office, and Metzger excused the firefighters and officers who had tried to resuscitate Mrs. Vit. “You’ve done all you can do, folks,” he said. “I thank you. She would, too, if she could, I’m sure.”

They all nodded and walked back to the dispatch office where they would spend the next hour rehashing the events of the day.

While Somervell and Barber watched, Metzger knelt beside Mrs. Vit. He felt for a pulse, used a stethoscope to listen for a heartbeat. He pulled a penlight from a jacket pocket, then drew back both of Mrs. Vit’s eyelids to check for pupil response. He jotted some notes in a small notebook, then stood.

“Tell me all you can,” he said.

Barber recounted the events just as he had to Somervell. Metzger took more notes. 

“Now, from what I’ve heard this poor woman lost her child this morning?”

“She did,” said Somervell.

“Tell me about that.”

Barber and Somervell took turns filling Metzger in on the situation, from Mrs. Vit’s missing-person report to Bud Chambers finding the child, to the simple questioning of Mrs. Vit at the PD.

“I’m not a detective,” said Metzger, “but I would assume you were considering her a suspect in the child’s death?”

“Ummmm . . . .” Barber hesitated.

“Oh, hell, Ned, it’s okay,” said Somervell. “We hadn’t even got that far, but, sure, she would have been a main suspect. Until we were able to eliminate her.”

Metzger nodded understanding. “Uh huh. Well, she certainly can’t help you now. What time did you go out for that smoke, Ron?”

“About 25 after.”

Metzger wrote that down. “You need to quit, you know, else one day I’ll be declaring you dead on the floor of your office.”

Somervell rolled his eyes.

“Ned, you say she coded within a minute, 90 seconds of him stepping out?”

“Yeah. That’s about right.”

Metzger wrote some more notes. “I’m going to pin her time of death at 1:28 p.m. Close enough.”

“You think it’s a heart attack?” Barber asked.

“I can’t be sure without an autopsy, which I recommend in this case even though the death was not unattended. I’d like to check for any drugs in her system.

“But yes, probably a heart attack. I mean, look at her,” said Metzger. “Her morbid obesity alone could have done this. I can make a pretty good assumption about hypertension and diabetes, too. But you know . . . .” Metzger looked like he was choosing his words.

“What, doc?” said Barber.

“Well. You’d just told her that her daughter was dead. Taking into account the way you found her at Wal-Mart and the terrible news of her baby – and I don’t care if she was the perpetrator – she’d been through a helluva day.”

“You mean the stress of the day could have caused a heart attack?” said Somervell.

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“I thought that was just TV hokum,” said Barber.

“No, it can be quite true,” said Metzger. “It’s called Takotsubo Syndrome. It’s basically stress bringing on cardiac irregularities. With therapy, it’s reversible. It doesn’t always cause a heart attack. But in drastic conditions, with massive trauma, it can lead to this.” He motioned down at Mrs. Vit.

“Hmm. Never of heard of it,” said Barber.

“Sure, you have,” said Metzger. “You’ve just heard of it by another name. Most people call it dying of a broken heart.”
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Ned Barber touched the snooze button – another nine minutes. He knew it would do little good; his tiredness was bone deep. It had been since he exited the storm that had been Annie’s cancer diagnosis and her death six months later. That was seventeen months ago. Some of the officers at the PD had suggested he talk to a counselor to help with grief; a couple of them recommended one in Enid. Barber wasn’t against therapy, but Enid was 90 minutes one way. To do that twice, even once a week, ate up time he could be using some other way.

Besides, everyone says it takes time. Sometimes years. You have to go easy on yourself. It takes the time it takes.

Barber understood all that, and he agreed. Those were the same things he would have told anyone else suffering the same loss. Gooses and ganders, he thought. But telling someone else what to do and doing it yourself were, obviously, two different things.

His extra nine minutes in bed, or eighteen, or twenty-seven were not going to ease the fact that Annie was not already up, rattling about the bakery attached to the front of their house, getting donuts and cakes and pastries ready for the day. Hanna would be awake doing the bakery tasks, and that comforted Barber. Still, it wasn’t the same as Annie being there.

Doctors had been unable to explain why Annie contracted lung cancer. After all, she had never smoked. “Idiopathic,” they had said. Barber was convinced, though, that it resulted from all the dust, microscopic fibers, and particulates thrown in the air during the Allied bombing of Stuttgart when Annie was a little girl. And the tons of building material with asbestos the Americans had trucked in during the reconstruction of West Germany after the war. Hell, it could have been anything, but having at least some semblance of a reason somehow made Barber feel better.

Barber had met Annelise Depperschmidt when he was stationed in Germany in 1959. He trained as a military police officer, did a stint along the border dividing Berlin, then did various policing duties at several bases in West Germany. On one leave in Stuttgart, Barber was walking down a sidewalk when he saw a golden brown apfelstrudel, sprinkled liberally with white powdered sugar, in the window of a bakery, newly opened in a reconstructed part of town. He went inside for the strudel and came out with Annie.

Annie was 21, the same age as Barber. She was born a year before Germany invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, and she was almost seven when Hitler killed himself in 1945. She had bunkered with her mother and sisters and baby brother when RAF bombing raids devastated the center of the city in 1944. Her father, a civil servant forced reluctantly to join the Nazi Party to retain his job, had died trying to fight the firestorm that swirled like a hellish tornado after one raid. Her three uncles had willingly joined the German army. Annie had barely known them, really could not remember them as an adult. She remembered her mother crying when she thought of two of them, her brothers, who had left for the Russian front and never returned.

On their first date, Ned took Annie to see the new Marylin Monroe movie Some Like It Hot at a Quonset hut movie theater on his base. He thought it an unimpressive venue, but she loved it. Ned discovered right there Annie’s love of American movies. The United States pumped movies into West Germany during rebuilding, and they gave Annie and thousands of others a form of escape.

Annie saw every movie she could. She liked drama and suspense, but, after the war she preferred comedies and musicals. She saw all of Marylin Monroe’s movies, and Some Like It Hot became her favorite. “She’s more than the sexy blonde pinup you American boys like,” she said. “She’s smart. Drama, comedy both. You have to be really smart to do comedy.”

Ned went to a lot of matinees when he was a kid. Matinees were better than night movies because tickets were cheaper and he could get a Coke and a candy bar along with the movie for 30 cents. Maybe less if the film was a “B” movie. 

Ned had liked science fiction movies when he was kid, and monster movies. His buddies liked cowboy movies, and he would go along with them, but he hated
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