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Dedication
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In doing research for this book, I was heartbroken by the very things I had to research. The articles I read that explained the everyday life and treatments children often received in asylums that were meant to take care of them, was terrifying.

These children were thrown away by their parents and families for simple illnesses or common childhood behaviors such as bedwetting, and as a mother, I cannot fathom sending my children away for anything, much less things such as these.

The images that accompanied these articles were haunting. The tiny faces of children that would never know a mother’s love or a father’s protection, were almost at times too much to look at. 

This book is dedicated to all those children who ever felt lost, alone, abandoned, or unwanted. 

I wish I could’ve helped you. I hope you have found peace in death’s slumber that you didn’t know in life.

You are not forgotten...
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Prologue
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The eerie silence of the abandoned hospital was deafening. It had stood empty for the better part of 30 years and decay was present everywhere.

Careful not to trip on the debris that lay strewn about, teens Logan and David navigated the corridors carefully. 

Armed with only a flashlight, a fancy new camera, and a small hand-held recorder, their mission was to find some ghosts. They were amateur ghost hunters, but were hoping to gain the respect of other, more experienced hunters in the area. This was the reason they had snuck into this place. It was off limits to everyone, as the numerous No Trespassing signs reiterated. There had been several ghost hunting groups that had tried to get permission to come out here, only to be denied by the elusive owner of this place. No one knew who owned it because it was under the management of a corporation, and they would not give out that information. Of course, it had been easy to sneak in here, even though there was a security guard at the gated entrance. They simply waited until he was engrossed in a basketball game on a small TV in the guard shack. When they were positive they wouldn’t be caught, they snuck under the fence. The spot they crawled through was hidden by some brush so you couldn’t see where it had been pushed up. 

If they could manage to get some good evidence here, they might be asked to join one of the more established paranormal groups. Maybe they could even form their own.

A small tapping noise could be heard coming from the room that used to be the infirmary/morgue area. They both looked at each other, and David mouthed, “Let’s go.”

Cautiously, they proceeded down the long hallway. Sounds of dripping water grew louder, and every few steps a drop or two would hit one of them in the face or shoulder. It seemed it was unavoidable.

Just as they reached the door to the infirmary area, the tapping ceased. Both boys stopped dead in their tracks. They waited a few seconds before continuing inside the double doors. Slowly pushing them open, they stepped inside, and were immediately enveloped in darkness except for the dim beam of the flashlight. 

Slowly Logan swept the flashlight to the left and then around the room to see if the source of the tapping could be found. Panning half way around, he almost dropped the flashlight. He let out a small panicked yell. There, on an exam table, was a skeleton. 

David slapped him on the back and laughed. “Damn man, you scared the hell out of me. By the way, you scream like a girl”

“I don’t scream like a girl. It looked like a dead person.”

“It’s probably a left over from that haunted house they had out here a few years back before the owner got a stick up his ass and wouldn’t allow it anymore.”

Logan grinned at his own foolishness. Of course, he remembered it now. He had wanted to come but his mom wouldn’t let him. He had been “too young” according to her for that kind of scare. Releasing a nervous laugh, he walked around the table. 

“Man, they sure make these things look real. It has jewelry on and everything.” Logan explained thinking that was odd. 

“It’s supposed to look real to scare people dummy. It scared you didn’t it?” David teased. He snapped a couple of pictures with their new camera, and moved across the room to the vaults they kept dead bodies in until they could be transferred out to funeral homes, or whatever they did with them. 

Logan wondered if the bracelet was real. It couldn’t hurt to take it and find out. Whoever put it there obviously didn’t want it, and it could bring a few bucks at the pawn shop. He slipped it off the skeletons wrist when suddenly they heard the tapping sound again, only this time it was louder. It startled him and he dropped the bracelet down one of the drain holes in the table. Dammit!

‘Would you quit playing with that thing? Come on, the sound is in another room now. Let’s go,” David suggested leaving the room.

Logan followed him chasing whatever imagined ghost was out there.

Neither realized the skeleton they just found was real. It was not a leftover Halloween prop.

Once, it had been a teenager, just like them. 
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Chapter 1
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The bright sunshine contradicted Dagan Murphy’s mood as he climbed out of his pickup truck. He had to park in a spot for visitors because some rookie had taken his usual space. You picked the wrong day kid, he thought to himself as he walked across the lot. 

He hadn’t slept the last two nights and was grouchy as hell. His boss had already been calling his phone looking for him and it wasn’t even eight a.m. yet. He was certainly not in the mood for her crap this early.

No sooner had he walked in the front door of the station, she was yelling out for him to get in her office. Like a bull facing a matador waving a red cape, he raged across the office floor and everyone that noticed him steered clear of him. 

He slammed the door closed as he entered her office. 

“Was that really necessary?” she asked in a much calmer voice that he expected. He dropped down in the chair that sat in front of her desk and slumped down a bit. Leaning his head on the back of the chair, he let out a slow breath of air. 

Sheriff Alice Taylor raised her eyebrows momentarily then asked, “Is your temper tantrum over?”

Picking his head up, he looked her directly in the eye and responded, “I’m having a bad week, not throwing a tantrum. If we can get on with whatever reprimand you think I need, then I can get back to work. After all, it is what you pay me for.”

Looking as if she wanted to say one thing, and then changing her mind she responded quietly, “Putting our professional business aside for a moment, I know why you’re having a rough week, and I’m sorry. I called your mom last night and she was having a rough time too. 

Have you spoken to her?”

“No.” He hesitated a moment. “I haven’t had time to go by there. Tracy broke it off Monday night. I’ve been trying to figure some things out since then.”

“I had no idea. That on top of the anniversary of Rachel’s disappearance would make for a pretty crummy week.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” he said running his fingers through his hair.

Her eyes brimmed with tears, then she sucked in her breath and felt it better to get on with the work issues at hand. “Now, about you wasting department resources which are already next to nothing, on this old case. It’s not even in our jurisdiction.” Before she could finish her explanation, Dagan interrupted.

“I just have a feeling that it’s related to Rachel’s case. I’m this close to connecting the two together,” he explained holding two fingers about an inch apart. “There are a couple others that fit the profile too.”

Sighing, she responded with as much understanding as she could. “Dagan, let it go. Please. This is the last time I’m asking nicely. I have people that I have to answer to as well.”

They sat staring each other down.

“Whatever.” He stood and walked out.

“Don’t slam...” too late, “...the door,” she finished to no one.

Taking her glasses off and laying them on her stack of paperwork, she rubbed her eyes. If Dagan had been anyone else, she would have fired him for such insubordination a long time ago, but she loved him too much and because of that love, she understood him. She was his mother’s best friend, and his godmother. She supposed she overlooked a lot where he was concerned when she should be harder on him than the rest. She didn’t have children of her own, which was probably a good thing since she had three failed marriages. She was glad there weren’t any children to suffer through that, but because she never had any of her own, she had always thought of Dagan and Rachel as close as she would ever get. Rachel’s disappearance had affected her deeply and broken her heart, but it was nothing compared to what Dagan’s parents, Sam and Maureen, had suffered. 

Sam, who had also been a deputy, kept looking for his little girl right up until the day his lung cancer wouldn’t allow him to, and on his deathbed made Dagan promise to never stop looking for her. What started as a promise to a dying father, had turned into a cruel, unending torture for Dagan. She knew that is not what Sam intended for his only son, and she had said as much to Dagan and Maureen.

Maureen agreed. Dagan did not. 

Rachel had been missing for ten years. She would have been twenty-seven in a few months if she were still alive. Alice knew in her heart, and because of her experience as a law enforcement officer, that Rachel being alive was not very likely in the realm of possibilities. Add to that, the fact they had never been able to find her body to give her a proper burial, and it was a heartbreaking nightmare for everyone involved. 

Instinct told her he would not give up working on the other cases that he thought could be connected to his sister’s disappearance. 

So be it. As long as he did it on his own time and not the department’s.

She was having to account for every minute her deputies spent on patrol because of departmental cutbacks. Dagan was making it hard because even though he was a detective, he was not assigned to work cold cases. She could make it so he was, but he was putting too much of his time, on the clock and off, into it. That boy needed a life that didn’t revolve around his missing sister. Chances were though he would never stop looking, and therefore it might be better to give him free reign to do it. 

Who knew the right answer?

He had already lost a wife, one his family absolutely adored, now a girlfriend of almost a year. 

She could sense a storm brewing in that boy’s life. She only hoped it would wash away the bad and bring something good to him.
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Pushing away from the desk to stretch his arms above his head, Dagan decided to call it a day since it was already after five. The county of Washington was not the largest in the state, but it was pretty big. Though he worked in the City of Chipley, he lived in Oakville, about a twenty-minute drive from the station. He gathered some papers and files on his desk that he would work on at home and headed for the door. He thought about going by to see his mom. He was having a hard time dealing with his emotions, and he didn’t know if he could handle hers too. Coward, he thought to himself.

Scanning the parking lot, he noticed most everyone else had already left and the next shift was filing in. A few of them called out to him and he exchanged waves and hellos.

He reached his truck and opened the door. A tsunami of hot air greeted him.

He had to stand outside the truck for a couple of minutes just so it would be possible to get in, and not steal his breath away. The inside of vehicles reached the boiling point in the hot Northwest Florida sun.

Finally, he could climb into the cab. He cranked up the AC wide open. He would be lucky if it cooled off by the time he reached home. At least he had AC. The patrol car he had to use earlier to go into Panama City Beach had none. It was the only car available and they had not gotten around to fixing it yet. It wasn’t too bad as he had cruised along Front Beach Road. The ocean breeze was nice. He had noticed the crowds were dwindling after another hellacious spring break season that had kept a lot of the departments around here busy with plenty of overtime. Kids came from all over looking to have a good time, but often, ended up finding trouble when it could be so easily avoided. 

He had never been on spring break. He had always been too focused on his career goals and didn’t take any chances that could derail it. He had always wondered if his sister would have been among those kids. Chances are she would have tried, but he would have been right there looking over her shoulder, steering her clear of trouble. 

Young girls did not know or seem to care about the dangers they faced on the beach and in the clubs every year. 

That whole it won’t happen to me mentality had led to countless drugged and drunken girls being raped. Thankfully for the police, stupidity knows no bounds. In the age of technology, kids like to record everything and put it on social media. That helped put quite a few of the young men who had committed these crimes behind bars. The city council had outlawed drinking on the beaches for the spring break months, but kids always found a way.

Of course, there were the bar and club owners complaining about lost revenue. He guessed underage kids’ lives and wellbeing was nothing compared to the almighty dollar. Not all the kids were underage, but many of them were. There would never be a happy medium because the residents resented the kids making a mess on the beaches and leaving it. For a generation that constantly yelled and screamed about saving the environment, they had no desire to do so themselves when it came to partying and having a good time. 

He loved going to the beach, but lived 45 miles from it in his little hometown of Oakville. Population 3014. 3015 if you counted the town’s mascot, a mini horse named Apache. 

There was only one red light, one café, and one convenient store/gas station. That is exactly why he loved it. Of course, there was a Super Wal-Mart just ten minutes down I-10 for all your shopping needs. 

His Florida cracker style house was five miles off the highway situated on forty acres of land. His nearest neighbor was a good 10 miles away. He had never felt lonely surrounded by the pine forest, and he loved the peace and quiet. There were plenty of forest critters to keep him company along with his pair of golden retrievers Kojak and Columbo. He had found the brothers abandoned on the side of the highway, wet and dirty, covered in fleas, and half starved. He took them home, cleaned them up and fed them. They had been his constant companions ever since. 

His phone jangled in the cup holder of the console. He looked at the caller ID and it read MOM. He might as well get it over with so he answered it. 

“Hey mama.” He answered with the familiar term of southern endearment.

“Hi Dagan. It’s good to hear your voice.” Her voice sounded broken, as if she had been crying. 

“Sorry I didn’t call earlier, it’s been a long day. I’m just now getting home.”

“Oh, I was going to see if you wanted to have supper with me. I made your favorite, lasagna.” She sounded so sad it made his heart twist. 

“Sure mama. Let me grab a quick shower and let the dogs out and then I’ll be there. Give me about thirty minutes.”

They said their goodbyes and hung up. He felt like such a jerk for not calling her sooner. He had lost a sister, but she had lost a child. That was something he couldn’t comprehend. Now that his dad was gone too, she was all alone in that four bedroom, three and a half-bath monstrosity of a log cabin Dad built when he was a baby. 

As he pulled into his drive, he could see “the boys” as he liked to call them, through the picture window in the living room. He had started leaving the blinds open so they could see out
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