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A midnight blue 1941 Ford Super Deluxe Coup rounded the corner of the hospital’s long driveway and parked in a Special Visitor’s space. Herb gave himself a quick once-over in the rearview mirror, smoothing down the cowlick in his graying black hair. He grabbed his leather briefcase and shoved the car door open. The sun shone bright as the lone traveler across the deep blue skies. Detective Halbert brushed the lint from his black jacket as he strode up the sidewalk of the Osawatomie State Hospital. Everyone still referred to it as the Kansas Insane Asylum even though its name had changed in 1901. 

A young blond-haired man in a shirt and tie shuffled down the granite front steps. “Good morning!” He stuck out a hand toward Herb. “Detective Halbert?”

Herb nodded. “Doctor Sprider?”

“We spoke over the phone.” He ushered the detective beyond the thick glass front doors. “Glad you decided to make the trip.”

Herb tipped the brim of his matching fedora and slid past Sprider into the main lobby. “These types of cases—”

Sprider’s meaty hand went up. “I understand that you prefer to stay out of the public eye, Herb, but this one is different.”

He winced. “It’s pronounced, Erb. How so?”

The doctor led him halfway down the main hall, and opened a wooden door on their right: Conference Room A. “After you, detective.”

A small group of professional-looking dignitaries had congregated inside the long space. A brunette in a green skirt and jacket sat to Herb’s left. To his right, sat a short stocky red-haired gent in a white shirt. A fiery ring of facial hair encompassed his mouth. 

“Detective Halbert,” Sprider said, “May I introduce you to Commissioner Judy Jones and Warden John Lipscomb.” Both nodded. 

Lipscomb extended his hand to the head of the table. “Please, have a seat, detective.” 

“Much obliged.” Herb set his briefcase and fedora on the table. “What brings us all together?” 

Sprider occupied a chair on the far side of the commissioner. “We need a hand with a high-profile patient, Mr. Halbert.” 

Herb propped his head on his hands. “I’ve perused the files. Young female, murder, arson, theft, and so on.”

Judy crossed her slender arms. “This woman is a coldblooded killer. The state needs to make the right call. Hiding behind insanity won’t change that.”

Herb studied her body language with piqued interest. “Right call?” He glanced around the table. “What’s the right call, fellas?” 

Lipscomb cleared the crud from his wide throat. “The State Supreme Court has sentenced the convicted here for life, Mr. Halbert.”

Herb scoffed. “The convicted? She’s just a kid.”

The commissioner’s guise radiated frigidity. “Multiple counts of deliberate and brutal murder, detective. Justice should be served. She needs to be convicted as a felon and executed for her crimes.” 

“Yeah,” Herb said, “but the chair?” He set his forearms on the tabletop. “Isn’t that a bit much?”

“That’s why you’re here,” Sprider said. “If there is more to her story, we need to know. We’re asking for your expertise in a thorough re-examination of the patient.”

Herb tossed up an open palm. “What good’s all of this song and dance gonna do?”

The warden rocked in his chair. “If you can get a confession from her, then we might be able to transfer her to the state prison while we build a trial and recommend execution to the governor.”

Halbert rubbed his eye sockets with his palms. “She’s here for a reason. Isn’t she protected?”

“People here,” Lipscomb said, “are a drain on our society and resources.”

Herb saw the argument. “So, there is no real protection for a killer either way. Just an overflow lot, huh?”

Lipscomb leaned his chair forward. “If you get a confession, she can be transferred to my state prison. We push for execution, given light of your investigation.”

The doc snapped his fingers. “Correct.”

Lipscomb laced his hands over his chest. “We’re counting on you to give us the proof we need, Mr. Halbert.”

Judy grumbled. “Our folks need closure on this.”

Halbert set his hands on his briefcase. “Where’s the patient?”

Sprider ran a hand through his blond spikes. “We have a padded room reserved for your interviews.”

Judy stood and offered a handshake. “If there’s nothing further for now, I’ll leave you to it, Mr. Halbert.” 

Herb rose from his seat and took her hand. “A pleasure, Commissioner.” 

Lipscomb exchanged farewells and followed Judy out the doorway. “When should I expect to hear from you again, detective?”

Herb slid his right hand into a pocket of his slacks. “Tomorrow afternoon sound fair?”

“Fair enough.” Lipscomb held the front door ajar for Judy. “Good day, gentlemen.”

Sprider met Herb in the hall, and led him deeper into the belly of the asylum. “I’ll take you to meet her. Be warned, though, detective. This patient can be very manipulative.” He halted Herb in front of a thick steel door. A singular window served as its sole relief. “I pray you can find sense in all her madness – for Ms. Gale’s sake.” He scurried off down a side hall. “Wait there. I’ll be right back.”
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Herb sat on one side of a boxy table in an even more cramped room. A bulky orderly in white scrubs waited behind the metal seat on the other side. 

“Sure you wanna do this?” The chestnut-haired brute chuckled. “Edgar.”

“Herb.” He pulled a notebook from his leather case. “I suppose.”

Edgar leaned over the table. “Whatever you do, do NOT take her house slippers.” He righted himself. “Gets her battier than a goddamned bell tower.” A cuckoo whistle.

Moments later, a skinny kid shuffled into the sterile room. She wore a dingy white robe, a torn set of flannel pajamas, and a set of dirty red house slippers. Her empty brown eyes watched him from behind dangling strands of auburn hair. A cloud of filth drifted in with her as she stopped next to the empty seat. 

Edgar slid the chair out. “You may sit.”

She padded in front of the seat and plunked down. 

Herb opened his briefcase and pulled out a stack of files and notebooks. “Good morning.”

His guest sat in a silent stench. 

“My name is Herb Halbert. I’m a detective.”

Her hair hung over her bruised face. 

“I’ve been asked to re-examine your case.”

The girl sniffed the air on either side.

“Can you state your name for the record?”

A belch escaped her. 

Herb tapped his pen on the lined pad. He clenched his jaws. “Look. If you’re not gonna talk, then ‘I’ll—”

She slapped a hand down on his notebook. “Please, don’t go.”

“You do speak.” He eased back into his uncomfortable seat. “Name.”

She drew her unsteady hand into her lap. “Dorothy. Dorothy Gale.”

“Age?”

She rubbed her nose. “Sixteen.”

Herb jotted the info into his paperwork. “Thank you. Now,” he flipped his pad to a fresh page, “let’s uh, begin at the beginning, okay?”

Dorothy nodded. 

“Good. Where are you from, Ms. Gale?”

She teetered from side to side. “I lived on the farm with Auntie Em and Uncle Henry. In Kansas.”

“What about your parents? Mom and dad?”

She sat still. “Left me at an early age.”

Herb scribbled. “Left you?” 

Dorothy nodded. 

“How early?”

She twitched some fingers next to her temple. 

Herb attempted an assist. “Three? Four?” 

“Eleven.” She pulled the other hand down and sat on it.

“Okay.” Halbert glanced back down into his chicken scratch. “Where did you live at that time, Dorothy?”

“Manhattan.”

Herb’s head bounced. “New York City?”

She giggled. An intoxicating sound somewhere between a child’s laughter and a morning lark. “No, Kansas, silly.”

“Do you know where they went, or why they just up and left you?”

She shook her bangs. 

Herb plucked a photo from the corner of his case and slid it to the center of the table. Two decomposed human skeletons in shallow graves. 

Gale rocked a little.

“Authorities discovered them on a tip.” The veteran cop sensed the mounting tension. “Both were buried under the floor of your barn.”

Faint grumbles from Dorothy.

Halbert flipped a file open, and turned through its reports. “What I’m trying to figure out is how an eleven year old girl managed to drag them over thirty yards.” He spun his pen over the file. “That is, after you bashed their heads in with old dad’s hammer and strangled the remaining life from them.”

She sat stoic on her side of the table.

“Something doesn’t add up there for me, Ms. Gale.” He gave her time to reply, but none came. “Fine. You were found alone, and your aunt and uncle took you in.”

She nodded again. 

“Take me back to that day – the day your dog was taken.”

Dorothy wrenched her neck, setting off a cascade of snaps and pops. “I had come home from school. There’s a one-room schoolhouse about a quarter of a mile down the road from the farm.”

Herb’s pen flew in a blur. “Uh huh.”

“I had tried to tell Auntie Em that” she emphasized the name with head bobs, “Almira Gulch, had threatened my dog.”

“Toto?”

She confirmed with quick nods.

“Threated to do what to Toto?”

Her voice sank back under her dangling strands. “Take him and kill him.”

“I see.” He moved to a new line on the page. “What next?”

“Uncle Henry told me to pay her no mind. Said she was just a mean old hag, and wouldn’t really take my dog.” 

He wrote down some more notes: emphasized Mrs. Gulch. Motive? “I see. But, Mrs. Gulch did come back after Toto, didn’t she?”

Dorothy nodded. 

“The fact that Mrs. Gulch even threatened your dog seems to have upset you.”

She lowered her head. “Yes. He was my best friend.” 

More notes scribbled: revenge murder? “I understand. So, Almira Gulch came back to the farm. What then?”

Dorothy turned her attention to the whitewashed brick wall. “They let her take him away.”

“Em and Henry?”

She whimpered. “All I could do was watch her stuff him into her basket, and ride off over the hill.” Another sniffle. “Miserable woman.”

Halbert pulled a paper from his stacks. “Says here, he came back.” Herb’s eyes searched hers. “’Zat right?”

Gale perked up. “He did.” She brushed a set of oily bangs behind her ear. “Such a bright little guy!” 

Remnants of a deep bruise haunted her eye socket. It tarnished a cloud of light freckles and blemished an otherwise high youthful cheek.

Herb’s pen wobbled some more: physical abuse? Self-inflicted? “Your dog has returned on his own.” He moved the paper up between his fingers. “After that, you disappeared?”

“Ran away.” Dorothy wrung her bony hands. “No one understood.”

Halbert stopped. “Understood you? Your situation?”

Gale agreed. “If we were the problem, then leaving was the best thing.” 

Herb emphasized some lines on his page: Ran away. Feelings of rejection. “Where did you go?”

The teen smiled. Pristine teeth. “Now, I know you know that already.”

“This is an examination, Ms. Gale. I need to hear it from you.”

She propped her chin in her hands on the tabletop. “We crossed the creek. Found Professor Marvel!”

More notes. “Marvel. Got it.” He rearranged his papers. “Can you describe him?”

“Of course!” Dorothy drew lazy circles with a middle finger. “A wonderful man. He took us in and even gave Toto some food.” 

“Did he mention where he came from?”

Her head shook. 

“After a snack, then?” 

“The professor said he sensed that we were in trouble, and invited us into his wagon.”

Herb jotted more thoughts: Prof. Marvel. What’s his deal? “Did he offer anything inappropriate, Dorothy?” 

“Heavens, no!” She relaxed in her seat. “He saw Auntie Em in his crystal ball. Said she felt terrible and was worried sick.”

“Worried sick?” He wrote it down in quotes after she confirmed. 

“He’s the one that said Toto and I should go home before the storm hit.”

“A storm, you say?”

She nodded. “An awful tornado followed us home, Mr. Halbert.” 

Herb removed another file, a blue one, from his briefcase. “Ms. Gale, there was no storm that day.” He slid a report from the weather service across the table. “Well, not a meteorological one at least.” 

Her palms slapped the table. “No! There was a storm, detective.” She bounced on her elbows as she spoke. “A tornado hit the farm. Uprooted the whole house, and wisped us away to Oz.”

Herb suppressed his frustrations. “Oz.”

Her head bobbed with fervor. “We spun and spun,” her finger wound wide ellipses, “and when we came down, we had landed in Munchkinland and on top of the Wicked Witch of the East.” She smiled. “Glinda, the Good Witch showed up, too.”

Herb chuckled. “I’m afraid the news from that day painted a completely different account.”

She raised a brow.

Halbert unfolded a newspaper in front of her. The headline: Rural Rampage Leaves Several Dead. No Leads. 

She crossed her arms tight over her chest and went limp in her chair.

He poked the story with his pen. “A storm hit your farm all right, Ms. Gale. You did return home. You marched into your uncle’s den, took his gun and some ammo, and plugged them both.” 

Dorothy rocked in her seat, mumbling. 

“Munchkins?” He scoffed. “You walked back up that dirt road to your schoolhouse, Dorothy.”

Her utterances grew. “No.”

Halbert pushed the newspaper closer. “You emptied every round you had into those kids.” Images of school children face down in their own blood fell atop the paper. “Glinda? You mean, Glinda Miller, your teacher?” 

“No, no.”

“Two in the head, Gale.” Another black and white of an otherwise gorgeous blonde with gaping holes bored into her forehead. “I don’t know anything about a house falling on anybody, but you did manage to plug Almira Gulch’s younger sister, Louise.”

“No!” 

“The teacher’s aide, Dorothy.” He slapped another official crime scene photo down. “Shot in the back, and crushed under a loaded bookshelf.” 

“No!” She sprang up from her chair, flinging Halbert’s pictures and papers against the brick. “Liar!” Dorothy pulled her matted hair out in bloody clumps. “Liar!” 

Edgar’s hairy arms wrapped her from behind. Dorothy’s flailing legs kicked over her chair. The orderly struggled to secure the teen’s rigid arms. 

“Okay, Gale,” Edgar managed between elbow shots to the face. “Show’s over for today.” 

Two of Edgar’s colleagues stormed the room and bum rushed her. 

Herb shoved his things back in the briefcase. “Is all that really—?”

The sawed-off orderly flew off the pile. Dorothy poked her contorted face through the hole in the pile. She spat pink and yellow saliva from her crusted lips. Eyes wide and shaking. Her nostrils pulsed. Something had taken control, but Dorothy Gale’s conscious mind had vacated. 
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Herb drove his blue Ford back to his motel room. State’s dime. He didn’t complain. The Blue Mountain Inn was never going to make his short list for a family visit, but it did its job. He turned off the car and its radio, and lumbered into his slice of this one-level establishment. The door to number 39 closed. He tossed his hat on the bed nearest him. 

“You’d never believe the day I had at the office today, dear.”

He unfastened the top three buttons on his shirt, and poured a couple of fingers of his stand-in spouse. 

“Young gal.” He took a swig. “Other than bein’ crazier than a shithouse mouse, you’d like her.” 

He ruffled his black hair in the mirror over the decanter of cheap Scotch. He looked like shit. 

“She’s adamant about this whole Munckinland bit.” Herb raised the glass to eye-level and swirled its honey-toned contents. “A shithouse mouse, love.” He knocked back the rest. “Why the fairytale? Where does this Professor Marvel fit in?” He paced the floor. “Doc said we could go back in tomorrow. Hopefully, she’ll be in a more pleasant mood.” 

He plopped on the far bed and kick off his shoes. “For now, some shut eye, and maybe later a trip to the diner.”

The nap had been short-lived and useless. Herb’s mind refused to shut off. Visions of Dorothy unloading into that one-room schoolhouse dug its nightmarish claws into him and refused to let go. After a few hours of rolling around on a lumpy mattress, he called a spade a spade, and drove into downtown for an early dinner. Mel’s Diner had a few vehicles parked along its chrome façade. He pulled in two spots over from an Olds. It appeared to be well maintained, and less likely to harm his baby. Herb set his hat on his head, and strolled under the blinking neon red sign: M-E-L-‘S... MEL’S. 

A wave of grease and heavy tobacco smoke smothered him inside the door. “My kind of place.”

An older waitress, mid-thirties by his guess, sauntered by, carrying a steaming tray of meals. “Just make yourself at home, sweetie. One of us’ll be around in a sec to take your order.”

Herb removed his fedora and nodded. An empty booth along the far wall overlooking the river caught his eye. He bellied up to the bespeckled white table and flipped through the trifold. 

“What’ll it be, hon?” Another younger waitress had materialized beside him. She wore her jet black hair in a ponytail that hung down past her shoulders. Her deep blue gaze fell to the menu. “The double decker is good, if you want a sandwich.” Her pen slid down his menu. “Or, if you’re in the mood for a breakfast, the hotcake special is the best.” 

Herb’s stare floated from her chest to her nametag, and then up to her fake smile. “Sorry, Sherry. It’s been a strange day.”

“No kidding?”

He folded his menu and set it back in its holder. “Nope. The burger sounds nice.”

She scratched his request onto her pad. “Fries and a soda?”

“You bet, Sherry.” 

She slid the pencil behind an ear and bopped off toward the kitchen. “I’ll have it out in a jiff.”

Halbert pulled his pack of Chesterfields from his shirt pocket. A dented cigarette slid into his hand. He lit up and let the nicotine pull him from the emotional slog that mired him. “Man-sized satisfaction, all right.” He filled his lungs with another hit. 

He caught the reflection of an old lady in the next booth glaring at him. Herb tossed her a cursory nod, but she didn’t budge. 

“Afternoon.”

She sniffed.

“Fine day out, isn’t it?”

She set some money on the table, rounded up her purse, and hobbled toward the exit.

He flicked the spent end of his cig into the tray. “Can’t win ‘em all.”

Sherry cruised back in and sat a big porcelain oval in front of him. “There we are, on double decker,” followed by a glass, “and a chocolate soda.”

He set his smoke on the tray’s edge. “Thanks.”

“Anything else?”

He gnawed on a fry. “Matter o’ fact, there is.”

Sherry sat her right hand on her hip. 

“You know much about the shooting that happened at the schoolhouse a few years back?”

The fake smile ran for cover
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