
Table of Contents

The Girl In The Red Hat | The Orphanage Killer

The End | Carla has already returned in Incorruptible. Next up; back to the future with American Devil, the Legend of Jimmy Anders.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Girl In The Red Hat

The Orphanage Killer


[image: ]


The Wichita Home  for Troubled Children

200 North Seneca St. 

Wichita, Kansas

December 3rd, 1990

––––––––
[image: ]


“Get back in your seats and shut your filthy, dirty mouths!” Headmaster Malcolm Rowland yelled, spittle flying from his lips. The sixteen new arrivals ran for their chairs, terrified looks on their  faces. “You step out of line with me and you’ll pay the price,” he scowled, slamming a riding crop on his podium. “Stand up when I call your name, and tell me why you’re here. Callaforte, Mary G.”

The nine year old girl stood up. “I’m here because my mother died and my father is in jail and I got no family,” she whispered.

“Nor any education, obviously, you dirty little urchin,” Rowland smirked. “You are here because your father killed your mother and is awaiting execution. I should expect no better from you, considering what bred you.”

“I didn’t do nothing bad,” the girl said.

“Be quiet!” Rowland roared. “In my facility, you will speak only when spoken to, or when you have been given permission. I am Mr. Rowland. You will address me only as Sir. When you see me in the halls, you will say Good Morning, Sir, or Good Afternoon, Sir, whichever the case may be. There will be no Good Evening, Sir, because you foul creatures will not be allowed out of your rooms after dinner, which is served at five O’clock.  Failure to obey my rules  will get you the kind of punishment the likes of which your idiot criminal parents never gave you. I do not have children, and I do not like them,” he smirked. “I will not hesitate to do whatever it takes to control you and make you behave.”

“Eat shit and die, Pops,” somebody giggled.

“Who said that!” Rowland screamed. Nobody responded. “Oh, so that’s the way you play the game, is it? One of you breaks the rules and the rest of you cover up for the offender? Let me show you how I get around that.” He grabbed a boy from the first row and stood him up. “Who made that vile remark, boy?” 

“I dunno,” the boy said.

Rowland backhanded him hard across the face, knocking him to the floor. “One week in a confinement  room on bread and water,” he snapped. “No food for you. You try to leave that room and you’ll have Hell unleashed on you.” He kicked the boy in the ribs and motioned for one of his assistants to take him away. “Now; do you see the way I play the game? All sixteen of you can be on bread and water for a week for all I care. If a week doesn’t crack you, we’ll try a month. Now, I will ask you again. Who said that?”

“He did!” a girl named Jackie Smith yelled, pointing at a boy next to him.

“You no good rat bitch!” the boy yelled as he jumped up and tried to run for the door. Rowland’s assistant grabbed him and threw him into a wall. The boy collapsed and didn’t move.

“Get him to the infirmary,” Rowland smirked. “And you, young lady; you get extra dessert and special privileges for a week. That’s how the game is played. You side with me and you get special treatment. You side with each other and you get the living Hell beat out of you. And believe you me, I have no qualms about doing that. If you die as a result, too bad. Nobody will miss any of you anyway; you are all trash, every one of you. Now, where was I? Oh, here we are. Larsen, Carla Jennifer.”

Carla stood up. “I am here because my Mom killed my father the Heroin dealer, and she went to jail and I don’t have anybody I can go live with. Sir.”

“How old are you, girl?”

“Seven, Sir.”

“I see. You show some vague signs of intelligence, since you know enough to show some respect. You may be seated.”

Rowland went through the roster; two more kids went to the Infirmary when they smarted off. When he had completed the sixteen newcomers, he slammed the list onto the podium.

“Get out of my sight, all of you. If I catch anybody sneaking food to that first boy, you’ll wish your dirty parents had never conceived you. Report to your Matrons and draw your supplies. You will wear uniforms here; any clothing you brought with you will go into the incinerator. Give me any problems, and you’ll go in with it,” he grinned. 

“You won’t be the first, either. Or the last. You will be issued toothpaste, a toothbrush, soap, towels, a washcloth, and blankets. You will keep yourselves clean at all times.  You will share a room; two to a room, and no cohabitating. Boys will be on floor two, girls on floor one. You will be allowed a hot bath twice a week. In-between, you will wash up with cold water in your room. There is one bathroom for every eight inmates. You will share it and keep it clean. If I find a dirty bathroom in my facility, the offenders will be forbidden to use it again for a month and you can do your business outside in the woods like the animals you are. Dinner is in forty minutes,” he smirked. “If you are one minute late, you don’t eat. Now get out.”

Carla got up and ran for the supply room; a girl in a red wool winter hat ran with her. “I’m Dixie Jo,” she said as they ran. “Let’s bunk together. I got some shit to teach you. This ain’t my first orphanage.”

“Teach me?” Carla said. “Teach me what?”

“You’ll see,” Dixie nodded. “That son of a bitch Rowland is first on my list. Before I leave here, I will kill that no good rotten bastard. You mark my words; he is as good as dead.”
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“Sit up straight!” A Matron screamed. “Nobody said you could eat yet! You got to pray first, then you get ten minutes to eat. I see one of you take one mouthful after the whistle blows, and I will break your jaw for you. You sit upright and no eating with your hands like you done at home, you pigs. Now bow your no good heads and hope the Almighty don’t take you right now. Fifteen seconds, then eat.”

“This food looks like shit,” Carla muttered after the fifteen seconds had elapsed. The meal consisted of some sort of overcooked meat that at one time had been beef. It was served with lots of mashed potatoes, a sickening looking grayish brown  gravy, a huge spoonful of beans, and a big hunk of bread. Carla would soon find out that beans, bread, and potatoes were very popular because they were cheap. Meat, on the other hand, was not; neither was dessert.

“Just eat it,” Dixie said. “That’s rule number one. Eat everything they give you so you keep up your strength. You don’t clean your plate in these dumps, they put you on half rations. And all the food nobody eats gets dumped back into the serving trays for tomorrow. They don’t throw nothing away.”

“Yucky,” Carla said. “You mean somebody maybe had this on their plate before?”

“Maybe, but after a couple of days kids learn how it works. You clean your plate and you don’t have to worry about it. You got something left you can’t eat, you give it to somebody else or put it in your pocket and flush it down the toilet later or have you a midnight snack.”

“I would have been better off if I went to prison with my Mom,” Carla said, looking at the so-called beef.

“Shut up and start eating,” Dixie said. “Always eat the meat first. Who cares how it tastes? You ain’t paying for it. Think of it this way; every bite is one step closer to the day we get out of this crap hole. This place is the worst of the worst; murderers and rapists’ kids get sent here because they think we’re shit anyway. They got a big lesson to learn,” she grinned as she chewed away at the tough meat product. “They done fucked up big this time.”

“How?” Carla said as she started in on the beef.

“They sent me here,” Dixie smiled. “Wait until you see what I can do.”

“Can you cook?” Carla giggled as she ate the meat and started in on the beans.

“You want kitchen duty? You have to give it up for the Headmaster or one of his pals.”

“Give up what?” Carla said as she devoured her beans.

“You’re too young for that right now,” Dixie said. “Maybe. Somebody starts feeling you up, you let me know.”

The whistle blew at the ten minute mark. “Stand up!” the Matron yelled. She started walking up and down, making notes. “Good,” she said, or “half rations for you, Missy.” She came by Carla and Dixie. “Oh, somebody got a good appetite,” she smiled, looking down at the sparkling clean plates.

“Yes, Ma’am,” Dixie said, kicking Carla. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

“Thank you, Ma’am,” Carla said. “It was delicious.”

“Compared to what you got at home I bet it was,” the Matron nodded. “Now bring them trays and dishes to the kitchen. Nobody gets dessert tonight.”

“Why didn’t we get dessert?” Carla whispered as they headed to the window where trays were dropped off.

“We ain’t proved ourselves yet,” Dixie said. “They got to sort out them that will follow the rules from them that make trouble. You follow their stupid rules and kiss their asses, you might get a hunk of pie. You don’t, you get the shit beat out of you or worse. Never mouth off to these people, no matter how bad you want to. That’s the worst thing you can do. I saw a lot of kids go to the hospital for that, and a few to the graveyard.”

“They kill kids in orphanages?” Carla exclaimed.

“Yeah, they do. You think they give a shit about you? We’re just cannon fodder to these assholes. You step out of line in these places and you might just disappear.”

“Then what can we do about that? If we try to run away, that makes it worse, right? Besides, we’re kids. Where are we going to go in the dead of winter even if we do get out of here?”

“You’ll die in a snowstorm,” Dixie said. “Never try to escape without a plan. They won’t even look for you this time of year. Stay inside, shut your mouth, eat your food, and do what you’re told. Over the next few months I’ll be able to teach you what to do to get even. Then the fun starts. You got a conscience, girl?”

“What’s that?”

“That means you feel bad about doing something really terrible, like killing somebody.”

“I guess,” Carla said. “I never did that. Why?”

“Because  in here, it’s you or them. You’re going to have to learn how to kill, because sometimes that’s the only way to survive. You may even get to like it,” Dixie grinned. “You got some older boy who sneaks into your room at night and rapes you, then a week later you sneak into his; only thing is, you have a big fucking knife and he’s asleep. The look on their face when they realize what they just got themselves into is priceless. It’s a rush.”

“There’s somebody in my family that says something like that,” Carla said. “Sometimes you pick on the wrong person. Is that what you mean?”

“Yeah, it is. You want to be that wrong person.”

“How old are you?” Carla said

“Eleven,” Dixie shrugged. “This is my fourth orphanage. And it will be my last.”

“I’m seven. “I don’t know if I could kill somebody.”

“Sure you can,” Dixie grinned. “You’re a girl.”
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“What’s up your ass?” Dixie said as they ate their chicken  with biscuits and gravy. “You look pissed.”

“That bastard over there,” Carla nodded. “Billy Ray Stafford. He grabbed my ass last night.”

“I’d grab it too if I was a boy,” Dixie grinned. “You got a hell of a body for an eight year old.” 

“Don’t mean it’s his personal playground,” Carla nodded. Something weird flashed through her mind out of the blue; an old woman running out into a dusty street waving at her. She shook it off. “I don’t cotton to being handled.”

“Then let’s do something about it,” Dixie said. “Time you earned your stripes. We will fix that boy and let it be known that you did; they’ll leave you alone after that. You let him get away with that and you’ll have more hands on you than a poker table.”

“Okay,” Carla shrugged. “You taught me a lot. Let’s make him pay.”

Stafford looked over and ran a chicken bone in and out of his mouth as he stared at Carla. He then started laughing.

“Look at that prick,” Carla seethed. “He’s laughing at me.”

“Just eat,” Dixie said. “We’ll take care of him tonight, and he sure as hell won’t be laughing when we do. I found a way to get out of here without the Matrons seeing us.”

“What do you want to do to him?” Carla grinned.

“How bad you want it to be, on a scale of one to ten?” Dixie said.

“Thirty seven,” Carla said as she ate her dinner.

“Now you’re talking,” Dixie said. “I know just what to do. You better have a strong stomach, too. This ain’t gonna be pretty.”
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“Who did it?” Rowland said as he marched up and down the aisle of the auditorium. Nobody responded. “You know my methods,” he sighed. “The rat gets two weeks extra privileges and gets to eat in my personal dining room,” he smirked. “I daresay my food is better than yours.”

Janelle Cribbins looked over at Dixie with a smile. Dixie ran her thumb across her throat, and Janelle sat back silently. 

“Not enough incentive?” Rowland smiled. “How about all fifty nine of you get locked down on bread and water until you’re forty years old? I will not tolerate murder in my facility. Especially the kind Mr. Stafford suffered.”  

Stafford had been found tied to a tree upside down, fifty feet into the wood line. He had been castrated, his tongue and eyes had been cut out, and he had been skinned alive then gutted.  In what order, the Coroner could not determine, but he had a good idea that the sequence was designed to make Stafford suffer as long as possible.

“Talk, ladies,” Rowland smiled. “Last  chance. I know it was the product of a female mind that did this. No man would torture someone in such a horrible way. I can’t even believe that a girl would do something this dreadful.”

“Wait, asshole,” Dixie whispered. “You’ll believe it when it’s you.”

“No takers? Then you are all in lock down until one of you decides to talk. Enjoy your stale bread.”

Back in their room, Dixie looked at Carla. “This is it.  We send that son of a bitch straight to Hell, or we’ll die here. He’ll kill all fifty nine of us one by one if he has to. I’ve seen creeps like this before. It’s him or us. You game?”

“Sure,” Carla said. “I kind of enjoyed what we done to that boy last night. Somehow I got the feeling I have killed before.”

“Okay, we do Rowland tonight.” She started dragging things out from under the bed; Carla stared in amazement.

“Where’d you get all that stuff?” she exclaimed.

“Here and there,” Dixie said. “They stop searching your room after three months if you don’t make any trouble. Maybe they shouldn’t have stopped searching ours,” she grinned. “This boy is going to pay the price. After this, I am leaving here. You want to tag along?”

“I don’t know,” Carla said. “I got nowhere to go.”

“Okay, stay here. They’ll blame me anyway after I escape, so fuck ‘em. They won’t bother you. If they lean on you, rat me out. You know what really pisses me off? They took my damn red winter hat and burned it.”

Stratford, Connecticut  Police Department

900 Longbrook Avenue

Stratford, Connecticut

February, 1997

“I got a call from the Wichita P.D.,” Carole said. “Chief Reynolds. He wants you to come back out there.”

“And that boy can kiss my ass,” Carla said. “He got no respect for nothing. What’s he want?”

“Somebody has been murdering former state officials who were associated with the Department of Families and Children. They all worked in or for the orphanages in one capacity or another.”

“Good,” Carla said. “You find out who it is and I’ll pin a damn medal on them.”

“That isn’t the way it works. You have knowledge that could help crack that case. It is your sworn duty to uphold the law.”

“I don’t work for Wichita,” Carla said. “Not in modern terms, anyway. They had them three Chiefs out there in 1995, and every one of them gave me a hard way to go. I have washed my hands of that place. I may go there to visit and check on my hotel, but that is all.”

“You were just there last December with Vito,” Carole sighed.

“That were personal. Had nothin’ to do with the city or state. And what do you care? You don’t believe nothing I tell you anyway, runnin’ me down like I was a crazy woman. You don’t believe what I say? You can kiss my ass, too. There be plenty of room for more lips on my fine young buttocks.”

“I’ll pretend you didn’t say that,” Carole said. 

“You do that. Why don’t you go to damn Wichita and solve this your own self, since you know so much?”

“I know nothing about Kansas. This is a real murder case, not one of your Wyatt Earp fantasies.”

“You have one hell of a nerve saying something like that to me,” Carla said. “Wyatt sat in this office, and so did Doc. And you call me crazy?”

“I have no idea who those people were,” Carole said. “They could be actors for all I know.”

“You don’t know shit and you never will,” Carla scoffed. “I should have known this would happen when I came here; Miss High and Mighty Chief Larsen, who knows all and does nothing. I am damn tired of it, too, having somebody like you insult me and my friends.”

“Your friends only exist up here,” Carole said, tapping her head. “Now; do you want to do some real police work and help put a murderer away, or not?”

Carla looked at Carole for a long time. “I will, under one condition.”

“What’s that?” Carole said.

“You come with me, so I can show you once and for all just how wrong you are about me.”

“I can’t leave here,” Carole said. “Who will run the department?”

“Tracy. She can sure as hell do a better job than y’all. Time ain’t gonna stop because you ain’t here, Pixie. Some day they’ll find you dead on the terlet from a pizza overdose, but life will go on. I know y’all like to think otherwise, but you ain’t that important hereabouts. None of us is.”

“All right,” Carole nodded. “I’ll go to Kansas with you. After that, when I prove you wrong, I never want to hear another word about the old west.”

“You got you a losin’ deal, girl, but that be your problem,” Carla said. “Them boys out west got any leads?”

“Just one. Whoever is doing this leaves a red wool winter hat at every crime scene.”

“Good God Almighty,” Carla sighed as she looked outside. “You done bit off a bad one here, Pixie. I know who that be. Girl was my roomie.”

“Then she should be easy to catch.”

“Easy for you to say,” Carla said. “You don’t know this gal or what she is willing to do.”

“Where is she from?” Carole said.

“Straight out of Hell,” Carla smiled. “The Devil hisself would fear this girl.”

“Oh, come on,” Carole laughed. “You were in the orphanage with her? How old is she?”

“Yes I was, and she is now eighteen years of age if I recall correctly. And I do not appreciate havin’ to go after her, for she is a true friend and a............... never mind. I said too much already.”

“Okay, she’s eighteen. What orphanage were you in together?” 

“The Wichita Home  for Troubled Children,” Carla said. “We was there together for less than a year. Time went by fast back then, and there was a lot of trouble in that place.”

“Like what?”

“Boys gettin’ skinned alive, preachers going under the ground, all sorts of retribution, and she engineered it. Taught me most of what I know. That be what you are chasing here. A human girl who got no past, no present, no future, no conscience, and no regrets about anything she ever done. The perfect  killing machine.”

“You’re out of your mind,” Carole laughed as she started humming the theme from Jaws. “I’ve been doing this since before you were born. Nobody is that fearsome.”

“Okay,” Carla said. “I’ll find her; you arrest her. I want to see that. Y’all better have a good life insurance policy.”

“As if you’d care if I got killed in the line of duty,” Carole said, looking away. “You hate me.”

“I do not hate you,” Carla said. “I hate your smug attitude where things you have no knowledge of are concerned. You used to laugh about UFOs and abductions until Zandra came along. Changed your tune after that, didn’t you? But you will not believe me about the west despite all the evidence I gave you.”

“That’s because evidence can be faked. I never experienced this first hand.”

“You will,” Carla smiled. “You come to Kansas with me. I’m your Huckleberry,” she grinned. 
“Pack your bags, girl. And leave that automatic pistol home. That don’t fly where I am going to take you.”
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“Who is it?” Rowland said irritably as someone knocked at his door. “It’s after hours. Is there an emergency?”

“Yes, Sir,” a muffled voice said. “One of the girls escaped.”

“Son of a bitch,” Rowland seethed as he slammed his book down on the night stand. “This better be good. I don’t appreciate being dragged out of bed at ten O’clock for some idiot girl who tried to get away.” He went over and opened the door.

“No!” he screamed as Carla jammed a butcher knife into his groin. Dixie quickly gagged him to stifle his screams. “Open the window,” she whispered to Carla. They wrestled Rowland out the first floor window; he fell to the ground. The girls followed, closed the window behind them, and dragged Rowland to the rear of the open lawn  behind the orphanage.

“No,” he cried when he saw the wooden cross standing in a pit full of wood at the edge of the field. “You can’t.”

“Yes we can, you bastard,” Dixie grinned. “And we will.” She hoisted him with ropes and tied him to the cross with metal wire. “You’re lucky I couldn’t steal a hammer and nails,” she hissed as she secured his arms. She climbed down from her makeshift ladder and added it to the wood in the pit. “I did steal kerosene, though,” she grinned as she soaked the wood. She took the remaining quart and threw it onto Rowland’s body.

“Ya’ll don’t look so good, boy,” Carla smiled, wondering why all of a sudden she had a western drawl. Dixie lit a torch and handed it to Carla.

“Do it,” she said. “Think about what he did to us. Always remember; no conscience, no regrets. I’m going now. I love you,” she said, hugging Carla. “Never forget that. I am always with you. We are of the same people, in the same era. Some day you’ll know what I mean.”

Carla tossed the torch into the pit; the flames erupted around Rowland. He started screaming horribly; Dixie nodded in approval, then scampered away. Carla stared at the flaming mess as it writhed and screamed in pain; she wondered why she felt nothing but exhilaration at the sight of Rowland’s flaming, melting body.

The next morning the Assistant Headmaster, a Mr. Bortolot, came into the mess hall. With Rowland out of the picture, regular meals had resumed. “Stop eating, you bastards!” he shrieked. He was covered in soot and stank of burned meat. “Right now! There will be no more food for any of you until I find out who did that to Mr. Rowland! Now talk, damn you! Someone here is going to prison!” A few girls looked at Carla, who stood up.

“I know who did it,” she said, trying not to laugh. “That crazy girl Dixie I got stuck with for a roomie. She said she was going to do it, and she did.”

“Why didn’t you tell someone?” Bortolot shrieked.

“She tied me up,” Carla lied. “I couldn’t get loose. After she killed him, she snuck back in and let me go.”

“Where is she?” Bortolot said.

“She took her bag and ran off,” Carla said. “Said she was going to Texas.”

Bortolot turned and ran for his office. Jackie Smith smiled at Carla.

“You were in on that,” she said. “No way she did that alone.”

“Best you mind your own business,” Carla said.

“I am. I can get extra privileges if I can prove you helped Dixie.”

Carla walked over to Jackie and smiled at her for a long minute. She took a stick match out of her pocket, struck it on the table, and tossed it into Jackie’s oatmeal. “Have a nice breakfast,” she smiled. “I know where your room is, and I know how to get kerosene. I like to kill rats, too.” She went back to her table and sat down. Jackie just stared in horror as smoke curled from her oatmeal. She scooped the match out of the mess, threw it away, and continued to eat.
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“I’m Chief Larsen,” Carole said as she was shown into Reynolds’ office. “This is..........”

“I know who she is,” Reynolds snapped. “Goddamned troublemaker, is who she is.”

“Bye,” Carla said. She turned around and headed for the door.

“Get back here!” Carole yelled. “You gave your word.”

“I said I’d help you, not him. I have no desire to take shit from some fat slob who can’t even pass his own department’s physical.”

“I passed it,” Reynolds shrugged as he unwrapped a hot dog. He farted and grinned at Carla. “Want a hot dog?”

“No, I do not,” Carla snapped. “And when the hell did a sack of shit like you ever pass a physical?” she laughed.

“1987. Supervisors no longer have to take physicals,” Reynolds said as he belched.

“Jesus in Heaven,” Carla sighed. “It’s Pat Kennedy on horseback.”

“We got cars now, stupid,” Reynolds grinned.

“You know, Reynolds, you and me could go outside and see what y’all be made of besides French Fries and hot dogs. I do not intend to stand here and be insulted by a pile of pig shit like you.”

“Then sit down,” Reynolds grinned. “You got no sense of humor.”

“That’s because you ain’t funny,” Carla smiled, leaning over Reynolds’ desk. He fought to keep his eyes off what was in her top, which had fallen away from her body. “You like what you see, boy?” she grinned. “Them two things is like your stomach; they will only get bigger with time. Right now I am a 34 D, like that Baywatch babe everybody wants to suck on. Only mine ain’t plastic.”

“Stop exposing yourself,” Reynolds said nervously. “That’s illegal.”

“Then arrest me, Daddy,” Carla cooed. “Give me forty lashes.”

“That will do,” Carole said, pulling Carla away from Reynolds. “Have a seat.”

“Boy got no spine,” Carla said as she sat down. “You be lucky it’s cold out, son, or I would be in my mini skirt. Damn thing will make your tongue hard,” she grinned. “Course you don’t care, because you got that erectile dysfunction shit, ain’t that right, peckerwood? Or is that pecker won’t?”

“You work with this maniac?” Reynolds grinned at Carole. “You got my sympathy. I got a good dose of what she can do. Comes here all the time and kills people.”

“Lucky you wasn’t one of ‘em,” Carla muttered. “Now what in hell did you drag us out here for? I got a business here in town to tend to, and Carole got to go to the stable and have her hooves trimmed.”

“We got a killer in Wichita.”

“Well, knock me over with a damn feather. You have had killers here since 1860. You are looking at one of them. There something special about this one?” Carla said.

“He or she is killing government officials,” Reynolds said. “Orphanage folks. You were in them orphanages.”

“Tell him what you know,” Carole said.

“I got a good idea who it be,” Carla said. “Gal I bunked with for a few months in my first orphanage. “Course I got no proof, just a suspicion.”

“Where is she?” Reynolds said.

“Dunno,” Carla shrugged. “I ain’t seen her since 1991. What I look like to you, boy, a damn psychic?”

“What’s her name?” 

“I ferget,” Carla grinned. “It’ll come to me eventually.”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re lying to me?” Reynolds said as he started in on another hot dog.

“Because you’re an overpaid asshole who can’t do his job and don’t like havin’ to call a fourteen year old girl to save his ass.”

“What was the name of the orphanage?”

“The Wichita Home  for Troubled Children, over on North Seneca St.”

“It’s gone,” Reynolds said. “Burned to the ground in 1991.”

“Damn shame, too,” Carla grinned. “Burned up all the records, too, I reckon.”

“Yes, it did. We have no record of who was there. They didn’t use computers. They cost too much.”

“Hmmph. I were there,” Carla shrugged. “I remember that fire. Started in the  kitchen as I recall. We was lucky to get out of there alive. Most of us, anyway. Some of the douche bags I mean nice kids got trapped in their rooms and burned to death.”

“That’s what the Coroner said,” Reynolds said. “Looked like some  of the doors were nailed shut.”

“Well, I do not know about that. I was only eight years old at the time and was not much for carpentry work. Ever hear that old saying?” Carla grinned. “She was ate before she was nine? That be a true story. You got any popsicles?” she said curiously. “I can show you something to do with them things that will make you divorce your old lady.”

“I don’t need any more reasons,” Reynolds smirked. “Have you ever been financially blackmailed by cattle?”

“Can’t say that I have,” Carla shrugged. “Y’all need to rearrange your priorities, boy. Lookit you. A fat bastard with blood pressure problems, a dead diddlystick, a fat wife, and no chance of gettin’ shed of her less you use the damn, she fell down the stairs excuse, which rarely works. Now if that’s all you got, I got to take Shorty over to my hotel.”

“Come back when you have something,” Reynolds grinned. “As long as it isn’t contagious.”

“You’ll never get close enough to find out,” Carla smiled.

Doc Holliday Hotel 

2408 West Wyatt Earp Blvd.

Dodge City KS 

February, 1997
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“What the hell is this dump?” Carole laughed. “A dirt street, and horses tied up out front? It looks like something out of a bad western movie.”

“This be a fine  western establishment,” Carla said as they got out of the cab. “Only original 1880s hotel left in town.”

“I think I’d rather stay at the Ramada,” Carole said. “I don’t know about this place. Do they have heat here?”

“It got heat,” Carla said as they headed for the door. Two young cowboys came out and took their bags. 

“Hello, Miss Larsen,” one of the boys grinned. “Nice to see you again.” 

“Y’all wanna see the rest of me?” Carla grinned. “I got me some new pink silk underwear. Course I don’t wear it, but that be the good part.”

“No Ma’am,” the boy grinned. “I cannot do that.” He grabbed her bags and headed inside.

“Damn gay boy virgin,” Carla snapped. “I got to fire that boy and get me some real men. Can’t have no Liberace lookin’ idiot around when you got you a itch to be scratched.”

They went into the tavern; the old wooden floor creaked as they headed for the bar. The big wood stove roared as the wind howled outside. Two men were playing cards at a table. Carla went over and took  the first man’s cards.

“Raise the sumbitch,” she said, and handed back the cards. “All you got.”

“You get the hell out of here, girly,” the man’s opponent snapped. “I don’t tolerate no girl interferin’ with my game.”

“What the hell do you care, boy?” Carla laughed. “After this hand, you ain’t gonna have enough money to get you a good hand job from Licky Lynn.”

“Who’s Licky Lynn?” Carole said as they continued on to the bar.

“Chinese laundry girl. She got the finest titties the Almighty ever made. She’ll be along, you’ll see.”

Zeb took out a bottle of Moore’s and two glasses. “How do, Carla,” he grinned. He looked at Carole. “Ma’am.”

“This be my cousin Carole,” Carla said. “She is my boss back home. Least she thinks she is, anyway. We are here to solve some crimes. Or commit some,” she shrugged as Zeb filled the glasses.

Just then the card player  who had bad mouthed Carla slammed his cards on the table and jumped to his feet. “You cheated, you son of a bitch!” he yelled. The man who Carla had told to raise got up and ran; the other man pulled a pistol and fired two shots at him, missing with both. “I’m going to kill him!” the man yelled, pointing at Carla. “Then I’m going to kill you!”

Carla drew her Colt with blinding speed and shot the man between the eyes. He stood there as his eyes glazed over, blood dribbling from the bullet hole.

“Well fall down, damn it!” Carla yelled. The man stumbled backwards and collapsed onto the floor. “That’s better,” Carla said as she holstered her Colt. Two cowboys grabbed the dead man and dragged him outside. “You go through his pockets!” Carla yelled. “Boy didn’t pay his hotel bill.”

“He don’t got one,” Zeb said.

“He will before we bury his ass,” Carla grinned. “This place don’t run on love and kindness.”

“Good grief,” Carole sighed. “You killed a man. Now we have to deal with the police. I don’t believe this.”

“Ain’t gonna be no police,” Carla said as she sipped her Moore’s. “You’ll see.”

“Why the hell not?” Carole laughed.

“Look around, Pixie. You see anybody who wants to go agin the owner of this fine establishment, that being me? I did not think so. Besides, there ain’t no telephones in here, and it be damn windy out. Kind of tends to muffle the sound of gunshots when the wind blows like that, and we are two miles from fat ass Reynolds and his crew of dummies. We is in the clear,” she grinned. “Have your drink.”

“I can call them,” Carole smiled, taking out her cell phone. “I have a phone.”

“That contraption won’t work in here,” Carla nodded. Carole tried to turn on the phone; it was dead.

“I need to charge it,” she said. “Where’s the outlet?”

“Ain’t any. This be 1879; ‘lectricity ain’t been invented yet. Y’all best start
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