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CHAPTER 1

kerplunk




“My arms are tired, Durham. I’ve been rowing
this boat for the past twenty minutes and
my fingers are getting blisters. Really,”
She held her hands out to the dark nothingness. “if it weren’t so dark you would see I have a huge
splinter making a life of its own, in
the middle of my palm. Why is it you
always make me do the rowing on these trips?”

“Stop whining, Penny. Do you want to do my
job? Do you think it’s easy to do what I do? Do you think it
doesn’t tire me to crack someone’s neck with my bare hands?”

“I’m sure it does. I don’t know how you
can do it. Just hearing the sound of a
person’s bones breaking makes me shudder and gag. Knowing I am
hearing them release their last breath makes me wanna vomit.”

“That’s how I felt at first, but now I just
want to get the job over and collect my pay. You can stop rowing
we’re almost there. Pull the oars in and be careful with the poles.
I don’t want you to hit this fool on the head.”

“What difference would it make? He is
dead, right?”

“Yeah, but I want no excess marks on the body
or blood in the boat. Hand me that rope
from behind your back so I can tie this tarp around his body.”

Penny reached behind and felt for the
presence of the rope. Her fingers,
sliding across the damp wood encountered
what she thought was the wanted item. Its
slimy patches of surface causing doubt and mental illusions of Water Moccasins to cross her
mind. Pumping her bravery she yanked it up, held it far away from
her body, and pushed it towards Durham. The heavy weight and
accompanying wiggle of the object not
counteracting her thoughts of clearing the fear from her
mind. For all
she knew ,what she held gingerly between
her fists was really a snake.

“Here it is, Durham. Stretch out your hand
its right in front of you. Damn it’s dark. I can barely see your
hands.”

“You cryin' to say I’m too black to see in
the night?”

“I’m not trying to say
anything except I’m scared. I know those are gloves you have
on. I’m just saying it’s too dark out here tonight. I don’t even
know how you know what’s really going on around you. We’ve been on
the water three times this week and each time you knew exactly
where to stop and it has been dark as all hell.”

“Experience pays off. I’m a creature of
habit.”

“Sometimes that’s not a good thing, Durham.
It could be your downfall.”

“It will never be mine. Cover your face
there’s going to be a big nasty splash when this sloppy fat bastard
hits the water.”

As the water rushed into the air and the odor
of rot and death seeped through the pores
of her nose, flowed quickly
- deeply to the pit of her empty stomach,
and she gagged. The small indention
behind her ears began to burn, bile rose to her throat and she
fought hard not to release the contents of her stomach in
retaliation.

“Oh hell…” Retching fruitlessly, Penny pulled
the neckline of her shirt to cover her mouth and nose. “You weren’t
kidding. That… damn…water… stinks.” Her retching, a pause between each of the four words. “How many
bodies have you fed to the fishes?”

“Too many to count and if I tell
you - well you know the old saying. Hand
me the oars. I’ll row back.”

“Thanks.”

Penny, gripping the
edge of the rocking boat, looked around
at her surroundings. It was nightmarish dark. No stars, eerie
clouds moved stealthy across the sky, and
a sliver of the moon peered through the
thick foliage of the trees surrounding the spot where the body
disappeared. It was damned spooky. If any kind of water monster
harbored an idea to jump up and grab
them, pull them into the deep blackness,
this would be the perfect spot and time.
They would disappear and no one would have any idea where to search
for them. She shivered in the cool darkness; they were as much a
part of the shadows as death was a part of the waters.

“Where do you think the bodies go, Durham?”
She whispered just in case one of those monsters from her childhood
nightmares was more than a figment of her imagination. “I’ve never
heard of anyone talking about bodies resurfacing, or read anything in the papers, so they must fall
pretty deep or something eats them.”

Durham laughed at the fear showing in the
expanse of the white in her eyes. She held her arms crossed tight
across her stomach, the rocking of her body having nothing to do
with the movement of the water.

“You’re not afraid of the dark are you
Penny?”

“Hell fuckin' yeah.” Her
answer split the silence with its vibrant gusto. “I’m petrified pissless and I’m not ashamed to say
it, either.”

Durham chuckled between the strokes of the
oar.

“Well, that’s the first time I’ve heard
anyone say that. You can stop being afraid. Nothing is going to
stick its long slimy arm out of the water and yank you from the boat.”

“That’s not funny at all Durham.” She looked
around and shivered even more. “Now that you’ve read my
mind, I’m really scared. It makes me
wonder if you’ve ever seen anything creepy out here.”

“Well, if you must know, sometimes when I’m
sitting on the porch of that little cabin up there, I look across
the water and think I see a specter of a woman or a girl. I’m not
sure which it is.”

“Really?” She didn’t know whether to be
excited of afraid. “Where exactly does she be when you see
her?”

“I’m kidding Penny, geeze. I’m probably just
seeing the smoke from the cigar I smoke. In a couple of minutes
we’ll be close to the shore. Just so you know,
you don’t worry about any of those bodies reappearing, I know for a fact they fall into a huge
cavern just keep on going. The cavern has a vacuum like suction,
things go down and nothing comes up. That’s why I always make you
stop rowing at the large cluster of branches jutting out at the
curve back there. The current is strong and I don’t want to get
sucked in. If there were any stars in the sky, I would be able to show you where the safety rope
was tied. It’s there in case we ever fall into the water. Remind me
to bring a flashlight the next time we come out so I can show you.
Talk about a scary adventure, falling in
the lake and catching the ends of that slimy rope at just the right
moment, exhilarating. ”

“You get a thrill from danger, don’t
you?”

“Yup, I get more of a thrill from getting
paid big bucks for dropping sloppy fat bastards in a watery
hole.”

“I think the real thrill for you comes from
getting rid of perverts. These guys deserve everything they
get.”

“You can believe
that. This last one wiggled his way into the life and home
of a single mom with three little kids. Poor woman really thought
he loved her and all he wanted was to get into her bank account and
to rape her children.”

“Sorry bastard.”

“Sorry, dead
bastard. I hope he rots in hell.”

“You know I think it’s a good thing to get
child molesters off the street…hell out of the world, but how are
you so sure you’re are getting the right people? What if you make a
mistake and take the wrong person on a trip?”

“I don’t worry about it.”

“Wha…?”

“I’m kidding. Duck your head and watch the
branches.” Penny lowered her head just in time
to miss the swinging of the twigs of the low branches as the tiny
boat floated under.

“I do my research every time I get a request
for a fishing trip, Penny. Checking the person and
their habits out thoroughly. I never take a trip if it seems like
the guy is innocent.. Almost every one of
these guys uses the internet for child pornography. I find what
they think are a commonality and build from there.

“But who makes the call…uhm request? How do
you know they’re being honest? What if a
person is being set up?”

“I do a thorough search on both sides and
I've never made a mistake. Why are you asking me these questions,
Penny? Are you starting to be afraid of the water?”

“I guess because,
we've been on the water three times this week and I’m the bait. I’ve had
to sit around and let what I know to be fat ,slimy, child raping pigs,
paw me relentlessly and spit lies and profanity in my ear because
they think I am an innocent teenager. I sit in a tiny rowboat, in
the cold dark of night as you take them through their make-shift
trial, sentence, and execution. Then I have to row a constantly
shifting boat in the dark with a dead
body at my feet. Taking all of these trips is making me believe I’m
beginning to get immune to the act of death.”

“I hate to say it, but you will never
become truly immune. It’ll probably
become easier to accept the act, but believe me, it will stay with you. The last girl to be my bait
is dead now. She killed herself.”

“Well, I’m not gonna kill myself. How did you
get into this business anyway?”

“Again, if I tell you…”

“You’ll have to kill me, I know. You’re like
an old movie sometimes with all of your cliches and you having a theme song...”

“Hey don’t knock my having a theme song. The
smartest woman I know advised me to get one. It took years to find
the right one and it fits. Massive Attack, says
it all. It keeps me focused.”

“Musta been an old lady because it sounds like something my mother would
suggest..”

 


“Yeah, but you would love her. Whoa….sorry
about hitting the platform so hard. Wait a minute before you stand
and watch your step as you get out of the water. Every time you get
out of the boat you fall.” He chuckled. “Think you would have
caught on by now.”

“You would think. It just takes a while for
me to get my land legs back and now that it’s starting to rain I
really want to move faster. Do you need me to help you tie the boat
or something?”

“No, but you can take my phone from my jacket
pocket and tell me what the text is saying. Someone is really
trying to get in touch with me. They’ve text ‘bout four times
already. Take it and move away from the water. I just bought that
phone.”

“I’ll just go up the bank to the parking lot.
I’ll be in your car. I’m too cold to stand out here.”

“Fine, I’ll be there in a minute, remember not to touch anything. .”

“I know, I know.”


 


 


***

Tipping through the dark, dripping dampness,
Durham looked around the vacant parking lot, peering between the
shadows of the trees bordering the lot - he blackness ,thick enough
to hide the most lethal people. He knew he could handle anything
that came his way, but he worried about the woman who voluntarily
put her life in danger.

She was smaller than the last one and he
found it hard to believe she was the thirty year old she claimed to
be. It scared ten years off his life when the guy attacked her, and
without a thought he’d jumped into the backseat of the car and
broken the bastards neck. Shaking his head, he approached his car
cautiously, it looked empty.

“Hey wake up. Whatcha doing sitting here with
the car door unlocked?” He pushed her body into
the upright position. The relief in finding her unharmed making him
sound gruff. “Didn’t you hear me tapping on the window? I
just decided to try to open the door and you almost fell into my
lap.”

“No, I didn’t hear anything.” She slid over
to the passenger seat of the car. “I left the door unlocked for
you, thinking it wasn’t going to take you
long to get here.”

“Sorry, it took me
more time than I estimated. It is essential I
make sure nothing was left in or on the boat. So, what did
the texts say?”

“Someone wants to set up a fishing trip.”

“Are you in? Listen, if you don’t want to do
this anymore I understand. What happened with that guy tonight was
uncalled for. I tend to forget how dangerous and rough some of them
are. I know you have a kid and I don’t want anything to happen to
you.”

“My kid is the reason I help you. You’re
doing a good thing, Durham. A real good thing and I’m proud of you.
Too many of those perverted bastards out there hurting kids
and getting away with it.... You
protected me better than I did myself. I trust you. Yeah, I’m
in.”

“Great.” He released the breath he hadn’t
even realized he was holding , with a
gush. “I’ll drop you off at your car,
then call the perspective client and find
out the particulars. As soon as I know what’s what, I’ll give you a call and see how to set things
up.”

“How soon do you think it will be?”

“Not too soon. These things sometimes take a
while. Some of those pervs are really
smart. They don’t all work alone, you know. What would really make
me feel like I’m doing something worthy,
is to get a large group of the filthy bastards and blow them the
hell up.”

“It’s a noble, but
probably unattainable goal.”

“Ya, never know. Okay, we’re here.
Get out. Don’t forget, I’ll call you, so don’t
try calling me. It might be a few days or maybe even a
week, so don’t get antsy and call me,
especially not on this cell number.”

“No worries there, I remember the drill - I go home, get on with life as usual and when
it’s time, you’ll make arrangements and
invite me on a fishing trip.”

“You got it. Now, shut the door it’s raining
on my seats. Talk to you later.”

He drove off as soon as the metal of the door
connected with the metal of the car’s frame.


Chapter 2

reflection



 Nausea rose as quickly
as the thick dark liquid flowed over the mound of bloated batter.
Memories from the night before flashed through her mind - so swiftly, Penny didn’t
realize she’d moved until she felt the sticky bottle in the palm of
her hand and was looking down, into the
upraised startled face of her four year old son.

Jamie Brooke,so
intent on his act of drowning his last
piece of pancake with the remaining contents of the bottle of
syrup, didn’t notice his mother
approaching. Until the container was abruptly removed from his
double fist grip and he was left looking up in surprise.

“Mom, where did you go last night? I was
looking for you.”

“Yeah, honey where did you go?” Joshua Brooke
let the irritation he felt resound in the tone of his voice. “I
woke in the night because our son was
crying and you weren’t here. I’m getting pretty tired of it. Did
you have a call? What kind of emergency was it? Why didn’t you
leave a note? How many times have I told you not to leave without
letting me know? The world is not safe for a woman alone.”

“Uhm, yeah I had a run to make. I’m sorry
about the note. I intended to leave one, but I guess I was moving
too fast. We had to remove a child from its home. I hate when that
happens. I’m always hoping something else can be done, but it was
terrible situation.”

Penny Brooke looked at her child sitting
opened mouth and staring at her from across the kitchen
table. The
pancake on the tip of his fork in danger of dripping syrup on his
chin, which would then plop down to stain
the front of his shirt. She loved it when she could use him as an
excuse.

“Jamie, honey please pay attention to what
you’re doing - we won’t have time to
change your shirt. And you don’t
have to worry about the child, everything is fine now. Finish eating.”

“Why didn’t you wake me before you left?”
Joshua left his spot at the table with his empty plate and walked
to the sink. Over the running water, he continued his lecture. “You
know I hate it when you just leave like that in the middle of the
night Penny, anything could happen. I know you take the safety and
well-being of those children to heart, but being a CPS agent can’t
be your be your all and in all. You
have to remember you have a child of your
own.”

“I understand that Josh, I’m really sorry.” She moved to his
side. Putting her arm around his waist
and kissing the tip of his ear. “I
started to wake you, but you looked so sweet and adorable as you slept, I didn’t
want to disturb you.”

“What about me, Mommy?” Jamie squeezed his
body between his parents and hugged his mother’s legs. “You didn’t
wake me. Did I look sweet?”

“Yes, Honey you looked sweet.” Penny picked
up the child gave him a quick kiss and hug before putting him down
and giving him a little nudge on the back. “And you taste
sweet, too. Now, go wash your hands and face and get your backpack
so Daddy can drop you off while I finish getting ready.” Smiling at
the child’s quick obedience she turned back to face her husband,
squeezing her arms tighter around his waist. “All right with you,
Daddy?”

“Gonna have to be, huh?” He kissed the top of
her head. “I already feed and watered Graham and he’s in his
kennel. Don’t look at me like that, I
know you like to leave him loose, but today is the day the cleaning
lady comes. You know she’s afraid of him. Gotta, go. I’ll rush the
kid out and then we’re gone.”

“I’d forgotten what day it is.” She hugged her husband again before turning to clear the
able. “Thanks for being so nice and switching drop off day with
me.”

Penny finished clearing the dishes to the
sounds of her husband and son gathering their things and leaving
the house. At the final slam of the front door she rushed up the
stairs and into the bedroom to gather her discarded
clothing from the previous night.

After arriving home in the early hours she’d
only had time to strip in the hallway,
push the damp smelly clothes under the huge wardrobe in the corner
of the room, before slipping into the
shower. She hadn’t dared wear them to walk all the way across the
bedroom to the bathroom in case Josh awakened and questioned her
about her wet smelly presence.
She’d been frightened out of her wits
when she’d heard Josh peek into the bathroom, but pretended she
didn’t and when she slid into bed, he pulled her close and never
questioned. She knew his lack of
interrogation wouldn’t continue because his natural instinct as
well as his profession as a police detective always caused him to
want to be in the know of everything and her
frequent night trips were becoming apparent.

Holding the rank pile of clothes as far away
from her body as her outstretched arms would allow, Penny tried not to vomit as she ran back down the
stairs and through the kitchen. Her main concern was to get the
items through the garage and to the edge
of the street where she dumped the bundle into the trashcan at the
end of the yard. Opting out of hopping back to the house on naked
toes through the rain wet grass, she ran
up the driveway- a little longer, but
dryer route. As she closed the door to the kitchen she could hear
the clanging mechanical sounds of the garbage truck coming around
the corner and thanked God for making everything work in her favor.
She moved to push her hair away from her face but stopped short at
the whiff of decay on the tips of her
fingers and gagged.

“Ack, my hands stink,” she gagged again. “And
my stomach is too damned weak for this kind of thing.” She scrubbed
her hands under the kitchen faucet. “I better take another shower
and get the hell on off to work.”

In the shower Penny soaped and rinsed three
times. The remembered splash of water from the dead body hitting
the murky depths of the lake played over and over again in her
mind. Pressing home the fact, in her state she would be useless out
in the field making home visits.

Even though she knew the necessity of the
fishing trips and had gladly fallen into the procedure, the act of
premeditated murder would sometimes spark a flame of guilt. It was
a human feeling, but one she did her best to squelch. Grown men who
preyed on teenagers and young children especially, needed to be
hunted and eliminated like the dangerous animals they were. Every
time she heard news of a child disappearing and then being found
dead and raped she wanted to hurt somebody. True she had never been
part of the final elimination of breath, but her presence was in
essence the reason the perpetrator was there.

Scrubbing hard at her breast she shuddered at
the remembered touch of last night’s victim’s hand as it pushed
under her sweater. Looking at her skin she noticed the scratches
she hadn’t seen the night before and cursed. She would now have to
make up a story to keep Joshua from going left when he saw the
scratches on her breast. It was bad enough she was lying to him
about the emergency night calls and making him worry about her
safety, without having to lie about the presence of unnecessary
wounds. The sting of the soap on the wounds brought home how close
she had been to danger in the backseat of Durham’s car and she
trembled violently.

Last night was a nightmare she never wanted
to relive. It was the closest she ever came to being raped when
dealing with one of the pedophiles. The guy had been a huge, cruel
and insensitive man and she didn’t think twice about giving a sigh
of relief when his body disappeared in the whirlpool of Clear
Lake’s waters. Never before had she had the need to fight off a
child rapist like him. Most of the other creeps tried to use a
gentle cajoling method to seduce her, believing her to be a child
of 15 or 16, but this guy had been a real slum bucket.

From the time she and Durham met him at the
assigned place the creep was all over her. The arranged plan was
for Durham to pretend to be her boyfriend and arranger of the
meeting. They wove some story about needing money for an emergency
road trip or something. They were to get the guy in the car and to
the woods as quick as possible, but from the start it went
awry.

Standing in the middle of the small alley
settling the arrangements, the guy grabbed onto her hand and
refused to let it go, no matter how she tried to get it away.
Durham, the extent of his anger growing more apparent from the
glint in his eyes and his rigid posture was getting angrier and
angrier as each moment passed. Before the monies were handed over
she had pretended a feeble attempt at changing her mind and tried
to walk away. All a part of the ‘act’ and the guy went a little
ballistic and slammed her back against the wall of the building.
Her head smacked the bricks so hard it caused tears of pain to her
run down her cheeks. For a moment she thought she would pass out.
Just as she lifted her knee to give a good crotch jab, Durham hit
the guy with a kidney punch and she was released.

Nursing the pain in his side the freak leaned
against the wall and measured Durham’s potential in a fight. There
was nothing weak or feeble looking about Durham. From the tight
angry grip frozen on his facial features, pass the thick chest,
shoulders, and arms stretching the seams of his sweater to the huge
hands balled into fists at his side, everything about him shouted
deliverance of intense pain.

“Boy, I should kill you for that.”

“You can think you could, but you would be
deceiving yourself. I’m going to tell you this one time,” Durham
moved to press his nose directly into the man’s nose. “This girl
here is mine and if you try to hurt her, you will die on the spot.
If she doesn’t want to do this the deal is off. No if , ands, or
buts. You will have to find your own kid.” He turned to her. He
could see she was afraid and having her beat on was not and would
never be a part of the plan. “You don’t have to go through with
this if you don’t want to.”

“I’m sorry. I promise I won’t hurt you.”

The cretin stood up straight and offered his
hand in apology, not a single sign of sincerity anywhere in his
eyes. Penny put her hands in her pocket and looked toward
Durham.

“Girl, you know what we came out here for.”
Durham looked straight at her, making sure his steady gaze would
not sway her decision. “All I can do is promise I won’t let him
hurt you.”

“Alright, that’s good enough for me.”

Moving to stand on the other side of Durham
and furthest from the guy’s reach, Penny stood until the deal was
settled and then moved to get in the car. Durham had already slid
under the steering wheel and started the car and she, as was habit
got in the back and assumed the guy was to get in the front. But he
climbed in the back next to her and slammed the door shut. She was
immediately made aware the freak was the violent type of pervert
who got his kicks from the brutality of the sexual act he would
force on a child. Before she could get her defenses up he threw her
on her back and practically had her pants off before the car was
shifted into drive.

Totally engrossed in the fight to protect
herself, she was unaware of Durham
pulling over and getting in the backseat.
One minute she was in a struggle for her life and the
next, she was sucking in the last putrid
gusts of breath the creep gasped. Durham, lifting the man's dead
weight off of her, pushed him to the floor without saying a word
until he was back behind the steering wheel.

"Listen, Penny. You can stop during this
anytime you want.” He glanced at her through the
glass of the rear view mirror and away when catching the terror
still evident in the wary way she searched the darkness of the car
and surroundings. “These trips a
far more dangerous for you than they are
for me. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

"I’ll be alright.” Taking a deep breath she
wiped the tears from her cheeks with the hem of
her shirt before smoothing her clothing. “Do you ever get
tired of doing this Durham?" Feeling as if she would break down and
cry in torrents, Penny kept her head down and out of his field of
vision through the mirror.

“Hell, you wonder if I get tired? Hell yeah I do, but the laws-especially in Shiningbal,
give me no choice. I can’t sit around and let men like that scum
continue to prey on defenseless children and get away with it. I’m
sure, if a common person were to find out
about what I’m doing, they would be torn between two minds. One side
would negate me into the role of a murderer, while the other side, the more truthful side,
would applaud me for taking a stand and ridding the world of
useless and dispensable trash.

Comfort yourself
with the fact we’ve just saved the
sanity and sanctity of three little children.
You’ll be able to make it through the rest of the night.
That dead freak next to you has been married three times. In each marriage it has ended the same- he rapes and brutalizes the children. Tortures
them mentally and just moves on. All together he’s raped seven children entrusted in his care.
No telling how many children he has hurt.
Those were just the ones put in his path
through marriage. So, rest with this thought,
this is how he wanted to end his life. He plotted his own
destiny and I feel no pity for him. If I
forget my reason for why I continue my mission, I just back up and
remember my childhood and a little girl who never had a chance.
To grow. Men like him make me want to run
up and down the street ,shooting their
kind without a second thought. Just imagine him on top of those
little children and you’re conscious will be
clear,the bastard."

For a
moment, she closed her
eyes under the sting of the shower, accepting the fact she didn’t have to imagine. Even with
the sting of hot water splashing on her
face she, the memory couldn’t be washed
away. The fear engulfing her
during those moments in the back of the
car, would remain in her mind forever. The pressure of the water streaming down her body
reminded her that the night was over,
but did nothing to remove the remembered
weight and the rabid determination of the guy to ravish. The
thought still frightened pure hell out of her. She’d been so frightened she’d forgotten all of the
moves taught to her during the self
defense classes.

As soon as control of her hands were regained,she’d quickly adjusted her
clothing, climbed over the seat
to the front, uncaring that the car was
traveling at break neck speed and swerving through curves. She just
wanted to be as far away from the dead body as possible in the
confines of an automobile.

She’d been on the lake with Durham a few
times, but never felt any inkling of danger. Every other guy
gave the appearance of being harmless
both in the way they dressed and
mannerisms. Their 'trade mark' as Durham called them. Though she
much preferred dealing with the mild mannered
perpetrators, she didn't know how much
longer she would be able to play judge, jury, or executioner. It
was all getting hard to stomach and she wasn’t sure she would be
able to continue.

Shaking the nightmarish memories from her
thoughts, Penny, thanking God for giving
her the presence of mind to not have scheduled any home
visits, finished her shower and dressed
for work. She always preferred spending the day after a fishing
trip working through files in the office. Cautious and believing
she needed to lay low. Out of sight of
whom or whatever. She hadn’t figured out who she was hiding from
because no one knew about the late night trips or at least she
prayed they didn’t.


Chapter 3

 deep
end

 


Penny scribbled her signature on the bottom
of the page and slammed the folder with a
loud curse. Another case closed and ready to be filed. It may as
well have been thrown in the trash, for
all the good it did the mother and the child. Through no fault of
their own, all three had lost their
gamble and the man, legally deemed as
father, won everything including the kitchen sink.

“What was the use?”

Penny questioned the empty room, slapped the folder on top of the other useless
stack of finished files and scrubbed her fingers
through her hair. She’d spent
weeks working with the mother, cajoling and finally convincing the
twelve year old girl to testify against the man she called ‘daddy’.
The daddy who had raped the child repeatedly and mentally scarred
her from the age of six, and for what?
The Judge and the District Attorney basically let a mad man get off
totally free.

She felt as if she were an abysmal failure in her inability to redeem and serve the child. She had sat
in court as the appointed social worker
and unable to do anything of value. They’d prepared a huge amount of evidence, yet nothing she or the mother revealed was good enough. Sure it
was proven the child had been engaged in sexual activity, what
child raped for six years hadn’t been? The snake of a DA, took the information and with the Harvard Law
School education he loved to brag about, made it seem as if the
child was promiscuous.

The fact the little
girl was a runaway-further proof against
her claim. Letting known acts of child abuse slip through his
hands like grains of sand, the smiling dog released another
pedophile into the city. The hate in the mother’s eyes, directed at her husband,
didn’t touch Penny’s heart half as much as the hurt she witnessed in the daughter’s eyes when pointed in her
direction.

That look brought home to Penny, how much she really hated her job. The fire and
blinding passion to save the world was
dimming. The child abuse cases she and her co-workers were bringing
in front of Judge Macadoo, were becoming
numerous and a huge waste of tax payer monies. Hell, it was
beginning to look as if most of the adult male of the city were paying directly into the hands and
pockets of the legal system. They got
away with everything. Pedophiles,
perverts, and predators, the lot of them.
The running chants around the office were if you’re a man born in Shiningbal, you
can do and get away with it all, and you
better hope your case doesn’t go to Macadoo ‘cause he will screw
you.

She’d always known
she would never be able to make a difference sitting behind a cold
metal desk. And yet, standing in front of Judge Macadoo, fighting
for the rights of a child, was turning
into a joke and a waste of time.

Out of all the trials
fought in front of the man, it was harder to erase the
memories of the last trial from her mind. Macadoo, being his usual self- a
thin, disgusting old man, using his authority to beat the mother and child
over the head with false insinuations and threats of lost custody. In her anger and in defense of the
mother, Penny
lost control of her mind and berated
him.

“Mrs. Brooke, sit down now.” Judge Macadoo
rapped his gavel on the top of his bench. “And this is the last
time I’m going to warn you. You are not the counsel for the
prosecution. You are only here to share what information you have
on the case. Counselor, speak to your witness. If she doesn’t sit
quiet, I will throw this case out of
court.”

“What else can we expect from you, Macadoo?”
Penny started gathering her files. “Every damned case we’ve brought
before you within the last six months has
been shot to hell. What else can you do to this child? Her father
has treated her like chattel for most of her life. Then she sits in court, with her mother, the only person who loves her and you let the friggin’ pig of a defense
counselor, portray her as a miniature
prostitute. I’m sick of this.

The main reason I moved back to town was to help the children. You have constantly been
the wall I have banged my head against. Why do you do it? Why are
you always working for pedophiles and child molesters? The
sentences you set are far below the standards set for Texas. That
piece of crap over there,” She thumbed towards
the table where the child’s father sat. “Molested this child
for years. Why wasn’t he charged with
super aggravated sexual assault of a child and given the three life sentence that goes with
it? Because you would
rather sentence this child for being brave enough to come
forward. I can’t wait until you meet your destiny. What the
hell....”

Judge Macadoo’s veins seemed to pop up like
strand of rope on top of his skinny hands as he shook his gavel
towards Penny.

“Mrs. Brooke obviously my warning means
nothing to you. I can promise you, I’ll
be having a talk with your supervisor. If you want to find yourself
spending a few days behind bars, keep on talking.”

Snapping her mouth shut, she had defiantly
folded her arms, leaned back in her chair and sat sullen throughout
the rest of the session. The feelings of frustration and anger from
dealing with the corrupt members of Shiningbal’s judicial
system, burrowed deep in her soul.

And now all she could do was stare at the
computer screen, absentmindedly typing
notes in the case files and preparing them to be closed, reviewed,
or sectioned for a court date.

Her intention, to
get as much done and be so far ahead that no one would notice if
she had to take some time off or be late in for work. Nearly two weeks had slipped by
without hearing from Durham and she was getting a little
worried. What if something had happened to him? What if the
intended person or persons were more dangerous than he’d thought?
Oh God what if someone found out what was really
going on and they were both on the verge of being
caught?

The potential destruction of her life and
marriage played a slow heart wrenching screening through her mind.
Every frightening and possibly mortifying
scenario and public humiliation she could
imagine, pounded in her brain, until she thought she would crack. Each day
passing without a word from
Durham, had her looking over her shoulder
in trepidation.

Jumping violently at the knock on her office
door she dropped the papers she was holding and called out
nervously.

“Come in.”

Penny looked across the room at the head of
the woman poking through the opening of the door. She examined the
face of her co-worker closely to see if there were any subtle
warnings she should be paying attention to and then shook it out of
her mind at the friendly look on the woman’s face.

“Hey girl. I’m
gonna be going to the break room in about
thirty minutes. What about you? Are you
going to hide in here all day or are you going for lunch?
Hey, what’s the matter? Did I scare
you?”

“Come all the way in.” She took a deep calming breath and smiled.
“You look like a spirit without a body
spirit standing with your head in the door like that; it’s
creepy.”

“You’re just a chicken.” Bethany entered the
room and walked around picking at the trinkets and odds and ends
shelved around the room. “Everything scares you.”

“Ha, if only you knew.” Penny put her head
down and flicked through the remaining pages of the file she needed
to complete by signing off on. “I just have a few more pages to check
and one more file to go through and then I’ll be able to go
down.”

“Great. I’ll just go finish what I was doing.
It shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes. Give me a call when
you’re ready. If I’m not finished I’ll meet you down there.”

“Will do.”


 


***

Tennille Samson took small bites from her dinner roll. Anyone bothering to watch
her would have known she was doing it for
show. But no one in the cafeteria would bother to look her way. The
consensus of each CPS worker was to avoid eye contact with Tennille
at any cost. Unfortunately, Penny was nabbed
before she was totally across the break room threshold. Tennille,
yapping without ceasing, had attached herself near Penny’s
shoulder, followed her as she chose and payed for her meal. When
she’d disappeared around a corner, Penny let her breath out and
went to sit down. Relieved Tennille had found another
victim.

Leaning forward and across the table in a
conspiratorial manner, Tennille
surreptitiously looked around at the other diners, she deemed to be sitting too close to her and
scooted her chair right up to the table’s edge. She leaned as far across as to be almost laying on
the table top, she to whispered to Penny.

“Did you hear? Sharnesha Benson’s stepfather
was missing?”

Penny pressed her back further in her chair
and chewed slowly on the fork of lettuce and ham, she had just
pushed into her mouth. Where the hell had she
come from? Fascinated, Penny watched the pupils dilate and
the excitement grow in Tennille’s eyes and demeanor with a little
caution. She looked around the room, caught the eyes of some of the
other occupants of the break room, before they quickly averted
their gaze. No one liked sitting with Tennille,
practically running from the
woman’s shadow, for fear of losing
their job. The woman had a toxic personality that was best
avoided.

Tennille was a huge
gossip and had gotten quite a few caseworkers in deep shit because
of her habit of repeating, what they thought were private
conversations, back to their supervisors. Penny curiously wondered
what kind of trap she was being directed towards.

She chewed a little bit longer, and then took
a sip from her cup of tea before answering, loud enough for at least her side of the
conversation to be heard by the women at the other table.

“No, but I bet you’re going to tell me about
it. What happened? When did he come up missing?”

“He’s been gone for about two weeks. At first
everyone thought he had just run off because of the allegations of
child abuse, but now his family is looking for him. I hear they
think someone in Sharnesha’s mom's family did something to
him.”

“And why should I care about that?”

“I thought you could tell me more.” Tennille sat back in her chair
a little deflated. “I heard you were working the case.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to
talk about it. Cases are supposed to be private.” She stressed the
word private. “You ever heard the old saying…I would if I could,
but I can’t so I ain’t? Well
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