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Dear Readers,

Thank you for buying this my second novel. It took me fifteen years to finish this novel. I always wanted to be a published author and now that time is here. My prior publishing credits are stamp collecting articles and my book “Bad Memories.” I hope after reading you pass this novel to others to share the gift of reading. I am proud of my second novel, and I hope you enjoy it. As of March 2018, this is the updated, re-edited version.

Douglas Sandler   Panama City, Florida 

December 17, 2016
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I dedicate this novel to my readers who I hope become fans and to my parents. I also dedicate this novel to my teachers in Public School #216 in Brooklyn, NY who encouraged me to read and to love reading and Gulf Coast Community College now Gulf Coast State College who helped me master the art of writing and expressing myself. 

I also want to thank the instructors at Florida State University, Panama City, Florida who also helped me. I also want to thank Grammarly for its help.
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It was 8:14 on the evening of February 14, a cold east wind was sweeping across the city of Tillman from off the lake, and the narrow street behind Lincoln High School’s auditorium was dark and deserted. Police Sergeant Peter Younger drove his Ford into the school’s driveway, braked turned off the ignition them he turned and grinned at the girl seated beside him. She looked up, met the quizzical gleam in his dark eyes, laughed softly and unlatched the door beside her. Still grinning, Younger slid his arm onto the back of her seat, “you know what most guys want from a girl, honey?” he murmured.

Sally Painter, her hand still on the door latch said, “The same thing you want from me and aren’t going to get.” Younger then said, “I haven’t made any passes have I?” She laughed softly again, and her nose crinkled a little. “You’re getting ready to make one now!”

“I guess I am,” he curved his arm around her shoulders and drew her toward him; she lifted her mouth, their lips met, and held. He stroked her dark hair gently, feeling his own body awaken during the kiss as he sensed the youth and warmth which was straining towards him beneath her heavy winter coat, for a moment she lifted her arms and clung to him.

“You beast!” she murmured, pulling away finally.

“You’re making me late for rehearsal.” She said.

“So what? It’s just another two-bit play.”

“That’s what you think; this one’s going to be terrific honest! Did you see Jack Benny do it on TV?”

“I don’t even know the name of it.”

“Time out for Ginger, Melvyn Douglas starred in it, it’s a riot, Peter it’ll be a big hit, and he’s usually pessimistic.” She opened her purse, bent toward the dash light, and peered anxiously at her pretty face in a tiny mirror.” She said.

“Gosh, I’d better hurry! They’ll be wondering what happened to me.” She snapped the purse shut and nudged the car door with her elbow it swung open, letting in a blast of damp chilling air. She shivered as she got out.

“Burr! Feels like snow! Thanks for the lift darling.”

“How late will you be?”

“I don’t know; it depends on how things go, don’t worry about my getting home somebody will give me a lift.”

“Okay.” he nodded. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“You’d better! She gestured threateningly, then flashed him an affectionate smile and slammed the door.

Folding her coat about her slim body quickly, she waved and then ran lightly toward the auditorium’s stage entrance.

Younger watched her until she reached the door and went in, still sensing the warmth of her presence still shaken by the heat of her kisses, he grinned faintly.

Sally was a beautiful girl, besides being sexy, she was smart he kidded her about the way she kept knocking herself out in little theater work, but he was proud of her. She’d worked on props, had sold tickets, had handled publicity, and now she was going to be in one of the shows, right up there on the stage with a couple of society women, as smart and as pretty as any of them. Sally had education and beauty and was a virgin; no other guy had ever touched her that was for damned sure. He had to date her for a month before she’d even let him kiss her, well in another three months she’d be his wife, then he’d be able to hold her and caress her.

Sergeant Younger forced his mind to stop, three months it sure seemed like a long time to wait, but it would be worth it, it sure as hell would be worth it.

He glanced at his watch damn, where did the time go anyway? He was due at the station in ten minutes. Reluctantly, he got the car moving and headed for Police Headquarters.

Tommy Davis, who was nearing the end of his first year as the paid director of the Tillman Little Theatre, stood up and walked down the drafty aisle toward the lighted stage. Joseph Weller, a local dentist who was reading the part of Ginger’s father, sensed Davis’s approach and halted in the middle of a line.

“You’re the father of three teenaged daughters.” Davis said. “you work in a bank, and you’re in community affairs, you’re a man of substance you have to sound like a man who is used to being respected, Joseph.”

“Maybe the kids don’t pay much attention to you, but you don’t realize it. The play is a comedy, but that doesn’t mean that things are funny to the characters, you’re a serious-minded guy, and none of this is funny to you. Now, I want you to start over and give the lines a little more dignity and thrust, remember you’re the head of the family try to act like it.”

Weller sighed and walked back to stage left, Davis returned to where he had been sitting and stood with his hands in his pockets, watching Weller get set mentally for his opening lines, a grave expression settled onto Weller’s face. He strode toward center stage; he sounded considerably more fatherly and dignified.

Davis nodded; Weller would probably be okay, thank God for that. The father’s part was a tough one and weak acting there could ruin the entire play.

“That’s better, Joseph!” Davis called. “keep it like that.”

Weller smiled and continued with his lines, Sally Painter tiptoed across the rear of the stage, glancing apprehensively at Weller’s back as though expecting him to turn and scowl at her. Davis, who was a thirty-six-year-old Bachelor, saw her and twisted his lips ruefully. 

That Painter kid looked like a hot little number, but in a town like Tillman, all he’d have to do is say two kind words to her, and half the city would be lifting their eyebrows, beating her was out of the question.

People would think he was trying to sleep with her, and that kind of gossip could mean his job, sixty thousand people and all of them still believed that anybody having anything to do with the stage, even an amateur stage, was steeped in immorality, the hell with them.

Aloud, Davis called, “Okay, Joseph you’re getting it memorized as much of the first act as you can, and we’ll give it a try Wednesday where’d Millie go?”

“She’s talking to Joe Daniels.”

“Tell her to walk on and begin scene two.”

Weller went into the wings, and Davis heard him giving Sally the instructions, Daniels lowering his voice, made a remark, and then laughed.

Sally made a retort of some kind Weller joined in the ensuing laughter.

Davis shifted impatiently and raked his fingers through his hair, he needed a haircut, he needed some excitement worst of all, he needed money. Those bastards could kid around with her because they’d been raised in Tillman and could do no wrong, like hell they couldn’t. Weller was married, but Daniels wasn’t, and Daniels always looked at Sally as though he were visualizing her naked, it wasn’t hard to do, he’d done it himself. She didn’t seem to mind, she was supposed to be engaged to a cop, but she was human and ripe.

“Come on, Millie!” Davis shouted the words reverberated through the auditorium, “let’s have scene two!”

She walked on stage, holding the script in one hand, smiling nervously, she wore a black knitted dress with a wide red belt, and the dress fitted her slim, curvy body as though it was sprayed on, she had nice legs probably about 20 years old. Even if she was engaged to a cop, she might be worth sticking his neck out for, if they offered him another contract he’d be stuck in Tillman for another year. How long could the jerks expect him to remain celibate?

“Just take it easy now, Sally,” Davis called. “The pace is slow in this scene; don’t try to force the action let it be natural and try to relax and to talk naturally.

She moistened her lips, nodded swallowed nervously.  Davis tried to concentrate on the red buckle of the wide belt, he knew the lives by heart having directed the play twice before she had a great voice, a bit weak but she’d project better after she had gained a little confidence.

She’d be great in the part of Agnes Carol, but she was trying too hard. Why not suggest some private coaching? She might fall for it.

She stopped abruptly, stared at the script went back to a line which she has skipped, backstage Daniels and Weller were laughing a new voice again, a feminine one had joined the party. Davis concentrated on it a moment, separating it from Sally’s. The new voice was that of Elizabeth Unger, the wife of the Superintendent of Schools.

Inwardly, Davis sighed with Elizabeth Unger around, his chances of saying anything to Sally Painter on the Q.T. were nil. All he had to do was mention private coaching, and the Unger bitch would suspect the worst, besides being a bag of bones, she walked around as though she’d never been laid in her life.

Unfortunately, the little theater operated under the aegis of the Department of Recreation, which was a division of the Tillman School System, and Elizabeth Unger’s husband as Superintendent was the big boss man. Naturally, the wife of the boss had a part in every little theater production, she couldn’t act nobody had the guts to tell her so.

The backstage laughter increased in volume, Daniels and Weller were both probably sucking up around Elizabeth Unger, making sure that they were in her good graces.

Why else would they be laughing? Nothing she could say could be that funny, Daniels was a teacher at one of the grade schools, and Weller had been mentioned as a possible candidate for the school board, sure, let’s keep in good standing with the superintendent’s wife.

“Shut up, backstage! Davis shouted.” this is a rehearsal, not a tea party!” he felt like saying goddam tea party, but he didn’t Elizabeth Unger might take offense and get his permit to use the auditorium canceled.

She might even stir up a tempest about his use of immoral language on school property and thereby chill his chances for a contract renewal feeling both frustrated and furious he shouted, “Quiet.”

The laughter died abruptly, as Weller poked his head around a wall, “Sorry Tommy didn’t realize we were so loud, Elizabeth was telling us a story.

Davis ignored him, “Go ahead, Sally.” he said, “you’re doing fine, so far.”

Problems, there were always problems, why hadn’t he got into a profession where he stood a chance of getting a million dollars instead of a million ulcers.

“Want another drink, Jim?” David Berk asked.

“No thanks, David” Jim Carter said. He set his empty glass on the table beside his chair and mentally braced himself. David Berk was the Mayor of Tillman, and Jim Carter was Chief of Police, strictly speaking, Carter had been appointed by the Police and Fire Commission, but Berk, as mayor was Chairman of the Commission and the other members, were politically indebted to him in working practice, this made David Berk boss.

When the mayor had invited him to his home for a drink, Jim Carter had realized trouble was brewing.

“There’s something I want to talk to you about,” Berk said tentatively he gave Carter a direct look.

“I suspected that.” Carter replied, “what’s worrying you, David?

“There’s a lot of talk in town about that killing. I know that strictly speaking, it’s the Sheriff’s baby, but...”

“You mean the Walker girl?”

“Yeah, I understand she was about twenty-five years old and a good looking redhead.”

“That’s right.” 

“The newspapers are going to keep nagging us, then that’s a fact, Jim and you know it, it makes the Police Department look bad, and it makes me look bad, too I want some action.”

“We haven’t a hell of a lot to work on.” 

“I was out of town when it happened, suppose you brief me a bit, maybe I can think of an angle.”

Carter sighed inwardly “Well, it’s an odd case. This Helen Walker clerked in a downtown dress shop. On January the twenty-fifth, she put in a couple hours’ overtime marking tags for a sale they were going to have the next day, then she started home alone. There was no apparent reason for it but went for a walk in Eichelmann Park. She didn’t chase around, wasn’t involved with any man, wasn’t married didn’t do much except go bowling and to church once a week. The sticker as far as we’re concerned is motive apparently there was none.”

“Raped?” The mayor asked.

“No, that’s another funny thing.” Carter frowned and squinted a little, as though visualizing a scene, “whoever did it was a man, she was a strong girl; he grabbed her, flung her to the ground, jabbed his thumbs into her throat. It’s dark and lonely there, as you know and he could have raped her if that’s what he had in mind, but she wasn’t touched her lipstick was smeared, and that’s all.”

“You mean he kissed her?” Berk asked, startled “after she was dead?”

“Before or after,” Carter replied. “I wish we could tell which it was if it was before, then the killer was a friend of hers, and that would narrow the field considerably if it was after, then “Carter shrugged. “Hell, your guess is as good as mine.”

“Robbery?” Berk suggested.

“She had a couple of pieces of good jewelry, and there was about twenty dollars in her purse,” the chief of police told him. “It wasn’t robbery it wasn’t sex; we don’t know what the hell it was.” Carter snorted, then added, “and neither does the sheriff.”

“I understand there’s some friction between you and Sheriff Davids.

“Well, were not in love with each other,” Carter replied. “he hates my guts because I was once with the FBI and the State Police, he’s an elected official without police training. Every time I make a move, he thinks I’m trying to stab him in the back.”

“And are you?” Berk demanded bluntly.

“Not exactly.” Carter grinned. “If someone stabbed him, though, I wouldn’t mind giving the knife a twist.” Berk frowned, “The sheriff is a politician and so am I. Don’t forget that Jim. An unsolved murder can become a bitter pill during an election campaign, technically, all homicides are the business of the Sheriff’s Department, but ninety-nine out of a hundred voters don’t know that. They’re going to start wondering what’s the matter with the police. And then they’re going to say, “Why isn’t the mayor doing something about it?” and when that kind of talk starts, you know what I’ve got to do Jim.”

“Sure, get yourself a new chief of police.”

“It's politics I won’t have any choice I like you personally, but I like my job better, do we understand each other?”

“We understand each other.”

“All right, let’s have one more drink.”

“Thanks, David I think I need one.”

Sally Painter went through her lines slowly and awkwardly, it was the first time she had ever been on stage in a speaking part and just standing up there. She was facing the rows of seats and knowing that Tommy Davis was sitting there in the darkness somewhere, listening critically to syllable which went past her lips, made her palms so moist that she could hardly hold on to the script.

Maybe she shouldn’t have tried out; maybe she should have worked at makeup or props again. But Judy Walker had egged her into going to the tryouts, and Tommy Davis had offered her the part, and darn it if Judy was good enough to play Joan. She was talented enough to play Agnes Carol besides, once she and Peter were married she’d be tied down to a stove and house and probably a baby, and then this would be something sweet to remember.

“Okay, Sally!” Davis called. “Get the rest of your part memorized; I want to hear you again on Thursday.”

Sally suppressed a sigh of relief, “All right, Tommy I’ll work on it.” She promised.

“Tell Ann to walk on from stage left and to begin with the opening lines of Joan in scene three.”

Sally hurried backstage, Judy was standing in the hall, smoking a cigarette and gabbing with two of the fellows who were supposed to be constructed a fireplace for the set. Sally noticed that Judy was wearing her skirt and a new sweater and that her blond hair was brushed back into a dramatic ponytail. Judy was a nurse at Tillman Hospital and was twenty-five years old and flat chested. Sally immediately guessed that she was perfect for a part, but not the part of Joan in Time Out for Ginger, maybe Tommy Davis had let his eyes linger on her a few times, Judy was undoubtedly trying to make the most of something!

“Oh, Judy!” Sally called. “You’re to walk on from stage left; Tommy wants you to begin with scene three.”

“Oh god!” Judy rolled her blue eyes heavenward stepped on the cigarette and began searching for her script. She had thrown her coat on stage; the script was found under it.

“Want me to wait for you?” Sally asked.

“Not tonight, Sally.” Judy thumbed hurriedly through the script, trying to locate the opening of scene three.

“Here it is! Let’s see. Oh darn it; I don’t know any of that!”

“Walk on and just read it, then” Sally advised, “and hurry up, he’s waiting.”

“Everything happens to me!” Judy wailed, making a face as she walked toward her reading, her opening lines in a loud, too dramatic voice. When Sally returned to the corridor, the stage crew had gone down to the basement, and the sounds of their hammers and saws were reverberating up the stairwell. Elizabeth Unger has gone, and so had Weller and Daniels.

Judy was the only member of the cast still around, and Judy had a date maybe Judy was making a play for Tommy Davis. Davis was thirty-six and Judy had once remarked that she liked older men. She did have a date with Tommy? So what? It didn’t mean a damned thing except that Judy wouldn’t be giving her a lift home in her car.

Sally put on her coat, buttoned it securely then made sure that she had her script there was no way of calling a taxi from the auditorium, she’d have to take the bus home, and the nearest bus stop was five blocks away.

Darn Judy, anyway.

Sally pushed the door open and immediately shivered. The wind was blowing in great chilling gusts, by cutting across the park; she could save a couple of blocks. The wind tore at her face and legs, and without hesitation, she turned north and walked briskly toward the park.

A shadow detached itself from the shelter of a porch on the opposite side of the street and began to follow her. When Sally reached the edge of the park, the shadow ran swiftly and silently toward her; she was so cold, so intent on reaching the bus stop as soon as possible, that she didn’t even sense its approach.

The personnel of the Tillman Police Department numbered eighty-three; a Chief of Police, an Inspector (or Assistant Chief) of Police, a Captain, three Lieutenants, ten Sergeants, nine Detectives, fifty-seven Patrolman and one dog handler. This was considered adequate police protection for a city of sixty thousand. When Sergeant Peter Younger checked in, the station was quiet, in fact, he and Sergeant Parker had the station to themselves, except for a couple of petty thieves who were locked in the detention cell on the second floor.  Parker suggested that they flip to see who would man the radio and switchboard neither liked the job, for it meant being stuck to a chair for eight hours and explaining stupid things to nervous citizens, such as why a squad couldn’t come out and shoot the cars which were squalling in someone’s backyard.

The switchboard was Parker's assignment, but Younger agreed to the toss. He lost, and disgusted began to study the disposition of the seven squad cars and the five motorcycle officers.

“The chief of police got a call from the mayor,” Parker volunteered. “he left orders not to be disturbed.”

“Okay.” Younger checked the assignment sheet to see who was on duty. He noticed that Allen Jacobs was down for foot patrol that was a laugh, Jacobs had been on a squad, then he had been put on a cycle, and now he was pounding leather, someday maybe he’d learn to stop shooting off his mouth.

“But the mayors giving the Chief hell,” Parker went on.

“Why would he do that?” Younger asked. “the chief’s okay.”

“Then I guess you didn’t see the news tonight.”

“I didn’t.”

The phone buzzed Younger plugged in, took a routine call from Officer Ben Saunders, a new man on the force, Saunders reported his position from the call box at Roosevelt Road and Twenty-second Avenue.  Younger told him that there were no instructions and noted the call on the chart in front of him. 

“According to the news,” Parker went on as soon as the switchboard was clear, “it’s time the Tillman Police Department caught the Walker girl’s killer. There’s a big editorial rubbing it into the Chief. It practically said that he’s trying to cover up his lack of ability by shifting the investigation to the Tillman Sheriff’s Department.

“That’s a lot of crap, Walker and you know it.”

“Sure it’s crap, “Walker agreed. “It’s also politics the news doesn’t like the mayor, so they’re picking on the chief because the mayor hired the chief, and...”

Walker was interrupted by a youth in a leather jacket who wanted to report that his bicycle had been stolen. The radio reported a minor accident on Highway Fifty; a woman on Seventh Avenue reported the presence of two men in her backyard. Younger checked the chart, located car three as being in the vicinity, and radioed it instructions to investigate, a women came into the station to report that an unknown vehicle has sideswiped her new Plymouth sedan, removed most of the paint from its left fender.

For the next hour, Sergeants Parker and Younger were too busy with routine business to indulge in any casual conversation.

He stood shivering in the doorway across from the school’s auditorium, it was damned cold all right, it was too cold to be standing around, waiting for a dame to appear, but it was the twenty-fifth, he’d sworn he’d do it on the twenty-fifth.

Anger flooded through him as he remembered how she had been close they had been to each other, how he got the news and pieced together the story they thought he wouldn’t find out. The cops had tried to bury it, but it paid to have friends, and they leaked it to
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