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			 ​1. There Is A Madness About
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			Mary Fanning’s Daybook

			Thursday, June 19, 1873

			There is a madness about. 

			This morning, here in Lawrence, a woman was found murdered in her boardinghouse. Later, just past noon, a mother killed her eighteen-month-old daughter. Later still, a man fell on his shadow in the street in the late afternoon light, two shotgun blasts in his chest. 

			Perhaps it is the heat. Perhaps the searing, parched swelter unhinges the mind, then drives it from its senses. But what frame of madness could make a mother strike the life from her child? Or make a sleeping woman be battered with a cudgel? Or make a defenseless man be felled with a double-barreled shotgun? Only a demonic fit, a malediction, a momentary malison. 

			I am to report on these heinous acts for the Kansas Daily Tribune, how the law will reduce them to dry, bloodless, legal proceedings. After covering the Medlicott affair two years ago, Editor Speer appointed me crime correspondent. I met with him today. He wants a few columns for tomorrow’s edition on these killings. 

			I went to the rooming house where the woman was bludgeoned. And to the coroner’s quarters where he has autopsied what remains of the man, the woman, and the infant. Their faces stare back at me, hanging on the walls of my soul.

		


		
			​2. Three People Murdered

			KANSAS DAILY TRIBUNE

			THREE PEOPLE MURDERED

			MARY FANNING, CORRESPONDENT

			LAWRENCE, Kan., Friday, June 20— Lawrence was shocked yesterday by three brutal killings. Between 10 and 11 o’clock in the morning, Martha McCord was found murdered in her bed in the boardinghouse above the Racket store on Massachusetts Street. According to Mrs. Clara Cunningham, the matron of the boardinghouse, Miss McCord was a seamstress, about 45 years old, and a long-time resident. 

			Coroner Harold Leonard arrived promptly on the scene to examine the body, but has not revealed the cause and means of Miss McCord’s death. He has scheduled a coroner’s hearing for Saturday morning in the courthouse. Authorities are searching for the killer. 

			Shortly thereafter, just past noon, Mrs. Lacy Sheets, wife of Clarence Sheets, took the life of their daughter, Hazel, only eighteen months old. A neighbor, Mrs. Ida Middleton, found Mrs. Sheets standing in the street outside her home holding a bloodied axe. Mrs. Middleton asked what was the matter. Mrs. Sheets responded, “I guess I have killed my child.” 

			An unruly crowd gathered in front of the Sheets’ home at Adams and Vermont streets seeking ill-will toward Mrs. Sheets. Sheriff Walker immediately took charge and removed Mrs. Sheets to his home, where she resides in his custody. 

			Hours later, about 5:45 in the afternoon, Charles Hamble was shot down in broad daylight while walking home from work on Louisiana Street. Hamble is well known in Lawrence as a young attorney in the law offices of Solon Thacher. Witnesses say that an older man armed with a shotgun confronted Hamble in the middle of the street, exchanged a few angry words, then emptied both barrels into Hamble’s neck and chest. 

			The man, Clint Osborn, who apparently is a resident of Holton, Kansas, turned himself in to Sheriff Walker. Douglas County prosecutor John Hutchings will schedule Osborn’s preliminary examination for next week. Hamble’s funeral ceremony will be held by the Masons in the Masonic Hall on Sunday afternoon at two o’clock.

			In the evening, an angry mob, brandishing a rope, assembled outside the county jail calling for Osborn to be lynched. Sheriff Walker and his deputies restrained the hot-headed and managed to disperse the crowd.

			During the coming days and weeks, the Kansas Daily Tribune will report on the forthcoming court proceedings in the McCord, Sheets, and Hamble murders. Perhaps then will the residents of this community be able to fathom the madness behind yesterday’s triple killings. 

			 

		


		
			​3. The Room Key

			Shortly after 8:15 on Saturday morning, Mary Fanning dashed out of her house and hurried up Kentucky Street. She cursed under her breath at the large wooden sign planted in the brown burnt grass in front of the Baptist Church. She didn’t need to look at it. She knew what it said. 

			“I HATE THIS CHURCH”––SATAN

			 I’m in good company, she thought. The pastor, John Gastrock, was a devil-pitcher. Every Sunday, as sure as the sun would rise and the bell in the tower would toll, Gastrock would exhort his flock to oppose the vote for women and blacks. It is unfortunate for Lawrence that he and his church hail from the sect of Southern Baptists that opposed emancipation. They also cling to the literal words of Genesis, denying the revelations of science of how Earth and Nature came to be. 

			She hurried down Henry Street toward the Lawrence City Hall and Douglas County Courthouse, a red-brick, three-story building with tall arched windows on Vermont Street. Clara Cunningham and the other ladies from her rooming house were bustling up the walk from Massachusetts Street. They were clad in black, as if headed to the cemetery for Miss McCord’s funeral rather than the coroner’s hearing. 

			Inside, Mary walked quickly past the county and city offices and took the wide wooden stairs to the courtroom on the second floor. The hearing had not yet begun. The clock on the wall was a few minutes shy of eight-thirty. Townspeople had already filled most of the wooden benches in the public gallery behind the polished wooden rail. The air hung heavy. Yesterday, the temperature had boiled to 102 degrees. The building’s thick walls had kept the swelter cooking overnight. A few of the ladies had removed their hats to fan themselves. The men sat still, sweat blotching their shirts under the arms and across the chest.

			Mary made her way to the first row of seats in the gallery reserved by the court for the press at the insistence of Lawrence’s four newspapers. Mary nodded at Andrew Sharman, the reporter for the Lawrence Daily Journal, whom she knew from his coverage of the Medlicott murder trial two years ago. His articles then had featured a presumption of guilt resting on inflammatory conjecture. Sharman squinted at her, pulled a handkerchief from his trousers, and wiped the perspiration from his forehead. 

			Mary was still comfortable, despite having hurried to the courtroom. Her white cotton dress was thin enough for the sultry heat against the skin. And it was frilled enough along the collar and sleeves to elevate it above the plain. Julia had bought it for her. She remembered unwrapping it, a gift to toast the solstice, as the ancients had with food and drink and debauchery. She’d put it on, then let Julia slip it off her lean, sinuous frame and kiss her lips. 

			Promptly at eight-thirty, the coroner, Mr. Leonard, entered the courtroom carrying a note pad. He strolled slowly, stiffly, almost like a stick figure, over to the low lectern facing the witness box. Behind him, Judge Charles Chadwick, mounted the two steps to the dais and took his seat behind an ornate, Victorian table. He’d been both the judge and coroner two years ago when Dr. Medlicott was arrested for the murder of Isaac Miles Ruthman. Mary, whose house was next to Ruthman’s, had found his cold body on the bed, ashen-faced, poisoned, froth and spittle covering his lips.

			Seven men, ushered in by the bailiff, stood facing Chadwick. They seemed nervous, twitching, thumbs hooked around their suspenders, waiting to be sworn in. Mary imagined they had never served on a coroner’s jury. She recognized Billy Horton, his stiff blond hair, the youngest of the bunch. Mary’s husband, Frederick, had hired him at the saddlery shop a few months ago to help tan the leather. Billy’s eyes kept darting about the courtroom, as if its aura might expose a secret guilt. 

			“Court calls the first witness,” the bailiff barked. “Mrs. Clara Cunningham.” 

			Her black dress emitted a slight rustle as she walked slowly through the gallery to the witness box. Before taking her seat, she looked up at Chadwick, as if first seeking his permission. 

			“State your name, please, for the record,” Leonard intoned, leaning on the lectern. He had a solemn voice, spoken in a somber monotone. It matched his face, Mary thought, stern, thin-lipped, unsmiling, a rigor mortis perhaps acquired from the constant company of bodies in the morgue. 

			“Clara Cunningham.” 

			“You knew the deceased, Martha McCord?”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“And how well did you know her?”

			“Very well. She took lodging in my rooming house, 56B Massachusetts Street, above the hardware store.”

			“And how long had Miss McCord lived there?”

			“About sixteen years.”

			

			“Can you describe her room, please … for the jurymen? It bears upon the circumstances of her death.”

			“Certainly,” Cunningham said. She cleared her throat and quickly dabbed her lips with a black handkerchief. “It is similar to the other rooms in the boarding house. There is one door that opens to the hallway. And one window to the alley behind the building. There is a ––”

			“One moment,” Leonard interrupted. “Can the window be opened to provide entry or exit from the room?”

			Cunningham shook her head. “No, sir. The window can be opened, but there is a screen nailed to the outside frame of the window.”

			“Thank you. And could that screen be easily removed?”

			“No sir.”

			“And should the screen be removed, could an ordinary man scale the wall of the building to enter through the window? Or climb through the window from inside the room and jump to the alley below?”

			“No sir. Not unless … not unless he was an acrobat from the traveling circus.”

			The gallery broke into laugher. Leonard, taken aback by the quip, allowed the corners of his mouth to curl up. Chadwick sat back in his chair and smiled. 

			So much for countenance manifesting character, Mary thought. Cunningham was tall and stout, with small eyes and a dour complexion that bespoke a humorless demeanor.

			“Noted, Mrs. Cunningham,” Leonard said. “Please continue with the description of the room.” 

			“There is a bed, of course, and a dresser, a table, two chairs, and a small stove. Miss McCord took her meals in her room.”

			“How did Miss McCord earn her keep?”

			“She sewed for many of the townspeople. She took her sewing basket to their homes to stitch and mend clothes.”

			“And the money she earned, where did she keep it?”

			“In her room, until, once a month, she would deposit it in the bank.”

			“And do know how much money she would keep in her room for that month?”

			Cunningham looked at the other ladies from the rooming house at the back of the gallery. “I’ve discussed this with Miss McCord’s friends. About two hundred dollars.”

			A low murmur spread throughout the court. Mary scribbled in her notebook: “Motive. Theft.”

			

			“Mrs. Cunningham, you told me on Thursday that Miss McCord had taken sick ten days earlier, that she’d been bedridden.”

			“Yes. The other ladies and I cared for her. She stayed in her room the entire time. And she had not undressed since being taken ill. Instead, she … she continued to sleep in her clothes … in her dress.”

			Leonard scrubbed something on his notepad. “I see. So, during the previous two weeks, Miss McCord did not rise to change into her night clothes?”

			“No, sir,”

			“Was her illness that grave?”

			Cunningham shook her head. “No. It did not seem so to me or the ladies … at least not grave enough to make her bedridden. But she complained about having pain and appeared to be quite uncomfortable. And severely cast down––as far as we could tell.” 

			Leonard straightened up. “What do you mean, ‘as far we could tell’?” 

			Cunningham looked out at the ladies again, her face plaintive, almost wistful. “Miss McCord was … well … eccentric … an eccentric woman. She heard poorly. And when she spoke it was in a jumbled manner such that it was difficult for us to understand.”

			“I see. On Thursday you told me of one of Miss McCord’s eccentricities in particular. Please describe it to the court.“

			“Yes.” Cunningham looked up Chadwick, then at the jurymen, and cleared her throat. “Every evening before turning in she would hand me the key to her room. She … “Cunningham hesitated, then blurted out. “She would ask me to lock her door … from the outside.”

			 

		


		
			​4. The Hatchet

			Judge Chadwick tapped his gavel to quiet the murmurs in the gallery and leaned forward. “Mrs. Cunningham, am I to understand that Miss McCord requested that you lock her in her room for the night?”

			“Yes, that is right.” Cunningham said. 

			“Eccentric indeed,” Chadwick muttered under his breath, but loud enough for everyone to hear. He waved at Leonard to continue. 

			“Mrs. Cunningham,” Leonard licked his lips, “the jury would be most interested to know whether you left the key in the lock on the outside of the door. Or did you keep the key on your person during the night?”

			“I … I kept the key in my room.”

			“I see. And this occurred every night––you locking Miss McCord’s door from the outside?”

			“Yes, sir, it did.”

			“So, Miss McCord was effectively trapped in her room. If she wanted to leave during the night … or had to, she could not.”

			Cunningham shook her head. “No, sir, she could. She could awaken me by knocking on the partition between our two rooms. Mine is next to hers.”

			Leonard leaned forward, his arms flat on the table. “I see. This eccentricity must have a cause, Mrs. Cunningham. I’m sure the coroner’s jury is as perplexed as I am. Why in God’s name would Miss McCord prefer to be locked in her room during the night. Was she afraid of an intruder?”

			A look of disdain crossed Cunningham’s face. “No,” she exclaimed, indignant. “I can assure you we have no intruders in my rooming house. Nor any male visitors. Except, of course, Father Jaager from St. John Church.” She pointed to the ladies at the back of the gallery. “There are some of my boarders, Mr. Leonard. Each one of them will confirm it, should you ask them.”

			Leonard stepped back from the lectern, as if chastised. “That won’t be necessary, Mrs. Cunningham. Did you learn the cause for Miss McCord’s … uh … oddity?”

			 Cunningham shrugged. “I rightly do not know. I did ask her once. She mumbled something, but it was incomprehensible. I did not ask her again. One of our ladies, Mrs. Rutter, was her closest acquaintance. Perhaps Miss McCord shared that confidence with her.”

			Leonard looked out at the gallery. “Is Mrs. Rutter present this morning?”

			

			There was an instant commotion in one of the back rows. Mary saw a lady scramble to her feet while fumbling with her hat, which she had taken off in the heat of the courtroom. 

			Leonard pointed at her. “Thank you, Mrs. Rutter. We will call upon you in due course.” He turned back to Cunningham. “Please tell the jury what transpired Wednesday night and Thursday morning regarding Miss McCord.” 

			Cunningham took a deep breath. “I locked her door, as usual, on Wednesday night, during which nothing untoward occurred. I then unlocked it at 6:30 Thursday morning––again, as usual, when Miss McCord regularly took her breakfast.”

			“And how did you find her?” Leonard asked.

			“In a deep sleep.”

			“Would she usually be awake at 6:30 in the morning when you would open her door?”

			“Yes. But on Thursday morning I found her breathing heavily and …” She paused, looked down at her lap, then raised her head, now somewhat abashed. “Miss McCord was snoring … rather heavily.”

			Mary heard a few titters. Cunningham abruptly stood up in the witness box. “Miss McCord earned our respect in her life. And she deserves our courtesy in her death. Yes, she would snore––as, without doubt, I would likely hear in your bed chambers. Shame on you!” Cunningham wagged her finger at the gallery. An apt punctuation mark, Mary thought.

			Leonard cleared his throat. “Thank you, Mrs. Cunningham. What occurred then––after you found her sound asleep?”

			“I decided not to wake her for breakfast. Later, about 8:30, Mrs. Rutter looked in on her. She was still asleep. It was the last time she was seen alive.”

			“I want to be clear, Mrs. Cunningham.” Leonard said, leaning forward over the lectern. “The door to Miss McCord’s room remained unlocked during this entire time, beginning 6:30 in the morning?”

			“Yes.”

			“And anyone could have entered her room, seen or unseen?”

			“Yes.”

			“When, then, was she found to be … uh … no longer alive?”

			Cunningham hesitated. “It seems to have been an hour or more later, about 10:00 or 10:30 in the morning.”

			“And was it you who first found her so?”

			“No. It was Mrs. Rutter. She fetched me. I saw that Miss McCord was in her bed, no longer breathing. Her face had begun to lose color.”

			“Did you notice anything else?” Leonard prompted

			“Yes. Her blood. It was on her hair. And on the side of her head. And on the pillow.”

			“Was there anything––”

			“Yes.” Cunningham didn’t wait for the question. “A hatchet. It was lying on the pillow … beside her head. Covered with blood and hair.”

			 

		


		
			​5. The Blood On The Blade

			Mary scribbled “hatchet, murder weapon” in her notebook. She noticed the jurymen whispering to one another. One of them was making a chopping motion with his hand.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Cunningham,” Leonard said, looked down at his notes, then back at her. “You are excused.”

			Cunningham raised her eyebrows, surprised that her testimony was done. She stood up, gathered her dress about her hips, and joined her boarders at the back of the courtroom.

			“Call Mrs. Thelma Rutter, please.” Leonard watched her come forward, clutching her hat to her chest, a short, squat woman with a ruddy complexion and stringy reddish hair. She smoothed her plain black dress, glanced quickly at the jurymen, smiled at Judge Chadwick, and sat down in the witness box.

			“Mrs. Rutter,” Leonard began, “you were close to Miss McCord.”

			“I … I was her friend … as much as any of the ladies in the house were. Martha … she kept to herself, mostly. As Mrs. Cunningham told you, her speaking, her hearing … it made it difficult. I did look in on her every morning and evening. We would chat as best we could.”

			“I see. You were aware that Miss McCord had Mrs. Cunningham lock her in her room each night?”

			“Yes. I knew that. All of us in the house did.”

			“Good. Did you ever learn Miss McCord’s reason for this behavior?”

			Rutter pursed her lips. ”I am not sure. I did ask Martha once. She might have muttered something about sleepwalking. It was difficult to understand her. I offered to stay in her room that night, but she refused.”

			“So, Miss McCord may have wanted the door locked from the outside as a caution … to keep her from wandering out of her room in her sleep? Or even out of the boardinghouse?”

			Rutter shrugged. “It is possible. We never spoke about it again.”

			Leonard flipped a page in his notebook. “Mrs. Rutter, you were first to discover Miss McCord dead in her bed?”

			Rutter cleared her throat. “Yes,” she affirmed.

			“And what time was that?”

			“Between 10:15 and 10:30 in the morning, as Mrs. Cunningham has said.”

			“How can you be so precise?”

			“Because I heard the town clock. It struck ten o’clock. Then the quarter hour. Then I found her before it rung the half hour.”

			Leonard raised his eyebrows. “Do you always pay such attention to the town clock tolling the time?”

			Mary saw Rutter glare at him, angry at his insinuation that listening to the clock was somehow ill-bred. 

			“Of course I do,” Rutter declared. “I can’t afford a timepiece … like the one on the chain in your vest pocket.” 

			Leonard instinctively reached for his pocket watch. At that moment, the clock tower two blocks away began tolling ten o’clock, each gong reverberating through the walls and windows of courthouse. Mary heard a few gasps in the audience. A somber Shakespearean irony, she thought. 

			Leonard stared at Rutter, aghast, as if she had demonstrated a supernatural power. He turned to the jury. “You will conclude from Mrs. Rutter’s explanation that the death of Miss McCord was first recorded between 10:15 and 10:30 in the morning.” 

			Judge Chadwick, clearly impatient, waved at Leonard. “Yes, yes, the jury can hear the testimony and form their conclusions without instruction.” 

			“Apologies, your Honor. Mrs. Rutter, can you now tell the jury about the state of Miss McCord’s bed when you found her?”

			”Yes. I noticed that the bed sheet and cover were in a terrible tumble.”

			“Could that, perhaps, have been the result of Miss McCord’s restless sleep?”

			“No, sir, absolutely not.” Rutter was adamant. “Earlier that morning, at about 8:30, I looked in on Miss McCord. She was still asleep. And the bedding was neat … undisturbed.”

			Mary quickly jotted in her notebook, “struggle before death?” 

			“Mrs. Rutter,” Leonard continued, “can you confirm Mrs. Cunningham’s testimony about the presence of the hatchet.”

			Rutter pressed her hat tightly against her chest. “Yes. The hatchet was lying on pillow … a few inches from Martha’s face. Her eyes were open. As if she was staring at it … at … at … at what killed her.”

			“And you saw the blood?” Leonard pressed.

			“Yes. On her face, on her hair, on the pillow.”

			“Thank you. On Thursday morning, you witnessed me examine Miss McCord in her bed. I noted three wounds on the side of her head, near her right temple. And that her body was still warm. And that the blood in her wound at the side of her head had not yet coagulated. Can you confirm those observations? They are the basis for my conclusion that Miss McCord was killed between nine and ten o’clock.”

			Rutter nodded. “Why … why yes, you did point them out to me. And to Mrs. Cunningham.”

			“Good. You said you saw Miss McCord at least twice daily. Can you then confirm Mrs. Cunningham’s testimony that Miss McCord was in a state of melancholy about her illness––about being bedridden and in pain for almost two weeks?” 

			“Yes, Martha was terribly downcast. She ate little. She barely spoke. Wednesday evening she told me she felt so ill, so troubled, that … that death would be welcome.”

			“I see,” Leonard said. He took a step toward the witness box, then abruptly stopped and quickly retreated behind the lectern. His face had reddened, Mary noticed, as if he had somehow violated the a protocol of the court.

			“Mrs. Rutter, do you think that Miss McCord was dispirited enough to have taken her own life?”

			A buzz immediately spread through the courtroom. Chadwick hit the gavel for quiet. 

			Rutter gaped at Leonard. “What! You mean Martha struck herself? With that hatchet?”

			Leonard glanced up at Chadwick and pointed to the jurymen. “Yes. Because of Miss McCord’s anxiety over her illness, the possibility of suicide must be raised and either confirmed or dismissed as part of the record of this inquest.”

			Mary scoffed silently. Leonard had a reputation for meticulousness that exceeded common sense. 

			Rutter sat back in the witness box, placed her hat on her lap, and scowled at Leonard. “No, sir, Martha … Miss McCord … did not strike herself on the head with that hatchet. If she wanted to end her troubles she had easier means. She had it in her cupboard. Every room in the boardinghouse does—Rough on Rats. Arsenic. Was there not a story about it in the Kansas Daily Tribune a few weeks ago?” Rutter pointed to Mary in the first row of seats. “A woman in Abilene. Didn’t she use Rough on Rats to poison her husband?” 

			Mary had taken the train to Abilene to cover the trial of Martha Taylor, accused of adding Rough on Rats to her husband’s drink, along with a dose of strychnine for good measure. She and John Losey, a widower on the adjacent farm, had been openly intimate. Taylor had purchased the poisons at two Abilene pharmacies. Then, a week before her husband’s death, she’d visited an Abilene clothing store and told the clerk that she was looking for a funeral dress. But no one had witnessed how her husband had been poisoned. As the case was to go to the jury, the prosecution abruptly withdrew the charges, admitting that the evidence was circumstantial and not beyond a reasonable doubt. The judge had agreed. 

			Leonard coughed. “Rough on Rats. Yes, Mrs. Rutter, it is certainly true that poison would have been easier. Can you describe the position of the hatchet on the pillow? How was it oriented?”

			Rutter furrowed her brow, perplexed by the question. “Why, it was pointing toward the front of the bed, and the handle toward the foot.”

			“Good. For the benefit of the jury, that is how a killer would have dropped the hatchet after bludgeoning Miss McCord on the temple––pointing toward the head of the bed. Had Miss McCord struck herself, the hatchet would have fallen with the blade facing the foot of the bed.”

			Mary turned a page in her notebook: “Leonard is a persnickety ass,” she wrote. Judge Chadwick seemed to agree, waving his hand impatiently at Leonard to proceed.

			“Your indulgence, your Honor. There is one more piece of evidence to show that it is highly unlikely that Miss McCord used the hatchet to end her life.” 

			Leonard turned to Rutter. “Did you notice anything else about the blood on the hatchet?”

			“Yes. It was wiped off.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean that the blood from the hatchet had been smeared on the bedding.”

			An instant muttering in the courtroom. 

			“Smeared or streaked, Mrs. Rutter? This is a critical point.”

			Rutter leaned forward. “Streaked, I guess, now that I think about it.”

			“Streaked along a thin line on the bedsheet?” Leonard pressed.

			Rutter nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“Good,” Leonard stated, and looked up at Judge Chadwick. “Your Honor. It is clear that Miss McCord’s killer struck her with the hatchet. Then he wiped the blood and hair from the blade between thumb and forefinger. And then he rubbed these two fingers on the bedsheet, leaving a streak of blood. Had he instead wiped the blood from the blade of the hatchet directly on the bedsheet, it would have left a broad smear.”

			Chadwick issued a sardonic chuckle. “Thank you for that deduction, Mr. Leonard. The jurymen can now safely conclude that Miss McCord did not strike herself dead with that hatchet, after which she cleaned the blade with her fingers and then wiped them on the bedsheet.”

			 

		


		
			​6. The Skirt Pocket

			Loud snickers rippled through the courtroom, then subsided when Judge Chadwick tapped the gavel. The coroner gripped the lectern, shoulders stiff, erect. Mary noticed the crimson blotch spreading up his throat onto his face. He swallowed hard. “Yes, your Honor. The jury will know beyond doubt that Miss McCord did not commit suicide.”

			Leonard turned back to Rutter. “Mrs. Cunningham testified that Miss McCord did not change clothes during the two weeks that she was bedridden. Can you tell the jury what she wore?”

			“Yes. Her blue dress. With the skirt pockets that Martha had sewn on.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Rutter shrugged, as if skirt pockets were common knowledge. “Martha had stitched two large pockets onto the skirt part of the dress. One on either side. With a flap folded over and stitched to the top of the pocket … over the opening.”

			Leonard issued the barest smile. “And how do you know that the dress did not come with these pockets?”

			“Martha showed them to me after she had sewn them on.”

			“And what was the purpose of these skirt pockets?”

			 “To hold the money she earned sewing.”

			Mary noticed the jurymen register surprise.

			“You mean she kept the money in those skirt pockets rather than somewhere else in her room?”

			“Yes. Martha kept most of her earnings on her person … in the left skirt pocket. She told me it was for safekeeping until the end of the month, when she would deposit the money in the bank.”

			Leonard raised his eyebrows, clearly puzzled. “So, Miss McCord would have to undo the stitching on the flap every time she needed money to buy something?”

			Rutter shook her head. “No. Martha also carried a pocket book in which she kept money for her daily needs.” 

			“I see,” Leonard intoned. “Concerning the skirt pockets, did Miss McCord not trust the other ladies in the rooming house?”

			Mary heard a chair scrape near the back of the courtroom. She turned to see that Mrs. Cunningham had leapt to her feet, red-faced. She pointed at Leonard, then gestured to the women sitting beside her. 

			“Mr. Leonard,” she exclaimed, loudly. “How dare you insinuate such a despicable thing? These ladies are Miss McCord’s friends and neighbors. They shared their living quarters with her for sixteen years. They have trusted one another with all of their possessions.” 

			Leonard blanched, but did not respond. Judge Chadwick hit the gavel and pointed the handle at her. “Mrs. Cunningham, I understand your chagrin at Mr. Leonard’s question. But, however unsavory, it is the duty of the coroner to be meticulous in establishing the cause of death and the circumstances under which that death occurred.”

			“Thank you, your Honor,” Leonard said. He sounded as if he’d just been granted a reprieve, Mary thought.

			“Mrs. Rutter, had Miss McCord ever complained about items missing from her room.”

			Rutter shook her head. “No, never. As Mrs. Cunningham said, there is no thievery in our boardinghouse.”

			“Fine,” Leonard acknowledged. “When you found Miss McCord, did you notice anything unusual about the blue dress?”

			“Yes. One of the skirt pockets had been torn off. The left one.”

			“The one in which Miss McCord kept her earnings?”

			“Yes.”

			Leonard turned to the jury. “To steal the money in the pocket.”

			Rutter nodded. “Of course. I think she may have had as much as 200 dollars in there. She’d been too ill to go to the bank.”

			Leonard allowed himself another slight smile. “So, Mrs. Rutter, whoever killed Miss McCord must have known that she kept her earnings on her person, in the skirt pocket of this blue dress?”

			Rutter shrugged. “Clearly, that is so.”

			“And do you know where she kept her pocketbook?”

			“Yes. On Wednesday evening, the day before she was killed, I saw her take a pocketbook from under her pillow. She opened it, checked whatever money was in it, then slid it back under the pillow. I think she had about twenty dollars in it.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Rutter. You are excused.” Leonard gave her a slight bow. “For the benefit of the jury, Miss McCord’s pocketbook is missing. It was not under her pillow or anywhere else when we searched her room.” He looked down at his notebook, cleared his throat, and announced, “Call Officer Fred Krock.”

			A portly man walked up to the witness box and took off his blue cap. His bald pate, gleaming in the light, was offset by a large mustache, bushy eyebrows, and a fleshy nose. He tipped his head at Judge Chadwick, then to the jury, and sat down. 

			The townspeople, Mary knew, liked his affable manner. She’d reported in the Tribune on how he’d peacefully interceded between a crusading corps from the Ladies Temperance Union and four downtown bars. The contingent of ladies had marched down Massachusetts Street and crowded around the front of the Star Saloon, City Belle, the Pearl Saloon, and the Kaw Valley Saloon, singing hymns and offering invocations against the sin of the bottle. Krock had dutifully accompanied the Temperance procession, stationing himself strategically in each of the saloon doorways to ensure, as Mary wrote, “that the good ladies ‘may safely sing’ and the men at the bar ‘may safely drink.’” 

			“Officer Krock,” Leonard began, “did you search the premises of the boardinghouse on Massachusetts Street on Thursday after the discovery of Miss McCord’s body that morning?”

			“I did.” His voice, Mary thought, was one of the many proofs against a thoughtful god having designed creation. Krock had a sallow face, kindly and cordial. But he spoke with the rasp of a metal saw.

			“Where exactly did you search?”

			“The rooms, hallway, and stairwell inside the buildin’. And the alley outside.”

			“Did you find anything?”

			Krock rubbed his nose. “Well, in McCord’s room, her sewin’ basket on the table, kinda tipped over, some of her stuff layin’ about … needles, thread, buttons, a metal one on the floor near her bed. Killers musta backed into the table, knocked the basket over.”

			“Find anything else?”

			“No,” Krock shook his head, “not on Thursday. But I returned to the alley late the next afternoon. Found the blue skirt pocket and the pocketbook that Mrs. Rutter described.”

			The jurymen leaned forward, looking intently at Krock.

			“And what was the state of the skirt pocket and pocketbook?”

			“Both empty.”

			“I see. And where exactly in the alley did you find these items of Miss McCord?”

			“In the weeds, below McCord’s window.”

			“Directly below?”

			

			“Yes.”

			“Yet Miss McCord’s window is secured from the outside by a screen nailed to the frame.”

			Krock nodded. “Yeah, none of the other rooms have a screen. Only McCord’s. I checked it. No gaps in the screen. The items couldn’t have been dropped into the alley from Miss McCord’s room.”

			“So,” Leonard continued, gesturing to the jury box, “we can conclude that the killer or killers stole the skirt pocket and pocketbook from Miss McCord either before they bludgeoned her with the hatchet, or after they killed her, then absconded with their loot.”

			“Yeah,” Krock agreed. “What’s more, they dumped her stuff in the alley on Friday, the day after she was killed.”

			“How can you be sure?”

			“Well, it rained on Thursday. When I searched the alley behind the boardinghouse, the grass and dirt were wet. But on Friday, the pocketbook and skirt pocket were dry when I found them.”

			“Very good,” Leonard said. “Do the police know why the killer or killers disposed of the items in the alley below Miss McCord’s window? Doesn’t that seem odd?”

			Krock chuckled, then reached up and began slowly twisting the end of his mustache. “They mighta been afeared that they were close to being collared. So they tossed the incriminating evidence in the alley. Why?” He shrugged. “Likely they aren’t very bright.”

			Laughter broke out in the courtroom.

			They might have been quite bright, Mary thought, throwing suspicion onto each of the women in the boardinghouse whose window lacked a screen.

			 

		


		
			​7. Dutch Dooka

			At noon, Judge Chadwick adjourned the coroner’s hearing for lunch. Mary approached Fred Krock as he left the witness box.

			“I’m Mary Fanning, from the Kansas Daily Tribune.”

			Krock smiled at her. “Yeah, you put me in your paper. That Temperance march down Mass Street to the saloons. I kept it … showed it to the wife.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Your husband’s Fred Apitz … the harness shop?

			Mary nodded.

			“I stop in there when I pass by. His helper, Billy Horton, he’s on the jury here.”

			“Yes, he is. Have you talked to Billy or Frederick? The shop is beside the Racket store, which is below the boarding house. They might have heard something … saw something … or someone.”

			Krock’s bushy eyebrows rose. “In the alley behind the shop?” 

			“Right. The shop has a set of barn doors to the alley. In this heat, Frederick often keeps them open. He or Billy might have spotted whoever dumped McCord’s skirt pocket and pocketbook.”

			Krock pulled on his mustache, and cursed. “Damn. Never asked ’em. I’ll talk to Frederick. Dunno if I can rightly question the kid, Horton, him bein’ on the jury and all. I’ll check with the judge ... Chadwick.”

			“One more thing,” Mary said, as they walked out of the courtroom and down the stairs. “You searched the ladies’ rooms at the boardinghouse?”

			Krock nodded. “Yup. Sure did. Like I said, didn’t find anything belongin’ to Martha … Miss McCord.” He paused, then glanced around, almost furtively, as if checking to see if anyone was in earshot. “Y’know Dutch Dooka?”

			“Of course. We’ve all seen her wandering the streets, muttering to herself. She likes the bottle. Speer says she’s an institution … been here forever. No one knows anything about her––her real name, where she came from. One day she told everyone it was her birthday. July, I think. Since then, every year, Speer announces it in the paper. He might even throw her a party in the street.”

			“Oh, yeah? Well, better in the street than in her room. She lives up there, in the boardinghouse. Damn pigsty. Dirty. Smells bad. Piles of stuff she picks up. Twigs, paper, rags. Like climbin’ over hay bales. She’s kinda loco … crazy as a sheepherder. They talk to themselves too. Hell, maybe she was one once.”

			Mary creased her forehead. “So, you searched her room.”

			Krock frowned. “Best I could.”

			“Is it near McCord’s?”

			“Couple of doors down.”

			“You check her window?”

			“Sure. Managed to clamber over to it.” Krock squinted at Mary. “Why you askin’?”

			Mary shrugged. “Just being the bull dog, you know, a reporter sniffing the ground after everyone’s walked on it. Speer pays me to sniff.”

			Krock chuckled. “Well, we checked the women’s windows. None of ‘em have a screen like McCord’s, y’know, nailed to the outside. Kinda odd McCord had one. She goes back sixteen years in that place. Cunningham or Rutter might know when it got put on. I’m guessin’ McCord wanted protection, seein’ how she was about money and all … that skirt pocket sewn on her dress. Fat lotta good it did her in the end.”

			“No, it didn’t,” Mary said, somberly. “Death came for her through the door, not the window. Do you know whether the hatchet was hers?”

			“Not sure, but likely so. Seems all the ladies have hatchets in their rooms. For firewood … for the stoves.”

			“So McCord’s killer didn’t bring a hatchet.” 

			“Don’t think so. Seems they grabbed hers. Kinda convenient, just lyin’ there.“

			Mary shook her head in disgust, then pursed her lips. “Too convenient. Like the axe. Three hours later, two blocks away. Lacy Sheets does in that poor child. Hazel, was it?”

			Krock stared at her, his face pulled tight. “Can’t … can’t say nothin’ about that. Best go see Walker.” Krock waved at a pair of oak doors marked Sheriff’s Office. “He’s handlin’ the Sheets thing.” Then he rasped, almost in a whisper, “Yeah, it was Hazel. Eighteen months old. Not much left of her head.” His face paled. “Don’t put that in your paper.”

		


		
			​8. There Is A Hate There

			Mary found Sheriff Samuel Walker slouched behind a wooden desk, fanning himself with his hat, a tan Stetson with a high crown and wide brim. By mid-morning, the choking heat had defeated the ceiling fans. Dark sweat stains had already spread from under his arms down his gray shirt. Behind him, she counted six shotguns in an open cabinet. 

			“Hello, Mary.” Walker sat up and put his hat on a pile of papers on the desk. “You at the McCord hearing?” His lean frame ended in a thin face, long hair, a bony nose, and sunken eyes. They looked bloodshot.

			“Yes. Anything you can tell me outside the courtroom … outside what Krock knows?”

			Walker grinned. “Naw. We’re lookin’ at two people. Can’t say who yet.”

			“Male? Female? One of each?”

			“Naw, can’t say.”

			“A boarder at Cunningham’s?”

			Walker grinned at her. “Don’t think so. But that cake ain’t cooked enough for the Tribune.”

			Mary nodded. “You look beat. Three bodies on Thursday.”

			“Yeah. Been sheriff six years. Y’got yer drunks, yer scuffles. A poisonin’ once in a while––the Medlicott business you covered. But three killins’ in a day ain’t happened here since the Quantrell raid.” 

			“Tell me about Lacy Sheets.”

			Walker raised his arms. “Bloody tragedy. We got her bedded down at our place till the hearin’. Jail ain’t no place for her. Donna’s mindin’ her. You can print that. You gonna ask what she’s sayin’. She ain’t sayin’ much. Kinda mute. Few times she mumbled ‘There were two of us’.”

			Mary raised her eyebrows. “What did she mean, ‘there were two of us’? Two of us where?”

			Walker shrugged. “Dunno. I asked her, but she just sits there and stares straight ahead … kinda stone dumb. ‘Cept, I know she ain’t. We got a little girl about the same age … uh … it happened sudden like.” A bit of red washed across his face. “Donna thought she was done with babies. Anyway, the two of ‘em, Lacy and Donna, would talk. And Donna says she talks like she’s got learnin’.”

			“How long have they been here, Lacy and her husband?”

			

			“Clarence. Been married fer about four years.” 

			“Where was he when it happened?”

			“In town, gettin’ ready to go to Ottawa. Some political convention.”

			“I gather they don’t get on well, she and Clarence. At least from the public notices they both posted in the Tribune and the Journal. He warned merchants not to give Lacy any credit on his store account. She declared that she’s never used Clarence Sheets’ credit.”

			“Yeah, I remember those notices. It was after she left ‘im last December and went off to Denver. She’s got kin there. She told Donna that Clarence is mean. Stingy. Won’t buy things she needs. She’d left once before, in ’71 … September I think. He went out to Denver then and she came back with ‘im. And with Hazel, couple weeks old.”

			Walker picked up his hat, fanned his face, and put it back on the sheaf of papers. “There seemed to be something about the child.”

			Mary raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

			“Don’t know fer sure. But Donna thought there was unease about her.”

			“Are you saying she was adopted there?”

			“Don’t know. Donna never asked. And Lacy never said. Not outright. Just odd words now and then.”

			Mary let that register. “What will happen to Lacy now?”

			“Probate court is on Monday,” Walker said. “Here, in this office. A hearing on her state of mind.”

			“And the inquest?” Mary asked. “I was at the coroner’s on Thursday. Leonard didn’t know when it was scheduled. Or wouldn’t say.”

			Walker grimaced. “We’ve kept it quiet. News of the Sheets’ killin’ on Thursday spread fast. Crowd was outside their place on Vermont Street. There were tempers. So I brought Lacy to our place … put off the inquest to yesterday. It was here, in District Attorney Hutchings’ office.” Walker pointed up to the second floor of the courthouse. “Like I said, we kept it quiet.”

			“What was the verdict?” 

			“Insane.” Walker shrugged. “Come Monday, the probate court’ll find likewise. She’ll be sent to the asylum in Osawatomie.” He paused, then shook his head. “And she’ll die there.”

			Mary pulled a pack of cheroots from her bag, handed one to Walker, lit her own, and tossed him the matches. “Let me speak with Lacy before she’s sent on. In your home. She might talk to me. Mothers don’t kill their children. And if they do it’s not with an axe. There is a hate there … an abomination … one that turns the mind to madness. If she talks to me, the public should know it.”

			Walker slouched back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling fan above his head. After a few moments he thumped his palms on the table. “Okay. After the hearing on Monday. We’ll have her fer a few days at the house … before Osawatomie.”

			“Thank you.” Mary took a long drag on her cheroot and blew the smoke into the swelter of the room. “You’ve got Clint Osborn in the jail. What can you tell me? Why did he come all the way from Holton to kill Hamble?”

			Walker grimaced. “On the record, can’t say anythin’.”

			“Off the record?”

			“He’s got a daughter, Estella. Worked for Hamble. Stenographer. She … she might be involved.”

			“Involved how?”

			“Can’t say. Wait for Clint’s preliminary examination on Wednesday.”

			Mary frowned, reached for the ashtray on Walker’s desk, and stubbed out her cheroot. “By the way, Sam, how’s your son, Oliver?”

			Walker gave her a pained smile. “He’s fine … and doin’ well at school. The welts have healed … the scars will remain.”

			Almost two years ago, Oliver, then thirteen years old, had misbehaved in the classroom. The teacher had summoned Albert Newman, then the Superintendent of Schools. He was also a doctor. And Julia’s husband. And given to fits of rage. With the teacher and students looking on, Newman thrashed the boy with a rawhide strap about his head, his back, and his legs, raising thick, red lesions. Oliver screamed for the beating to stop but Newman continued the whipping. After an outcry for justice, Newman was arrested, charged with assault, tried, found guilty, admonished by the judge, and fined fifty dollars. 

			The depth of what ensued, Mary rued, could not be plumbed. The episode set their parting in motion, Julia’s and hers. The townspeople began to shun Newman. Few continued their friendship. Fewer still occasioned his medical practice. They sold their house. At the train station, Julia embraced her daughter, Bess, and her granddaughter, Jane, took Mary’s face in her hands, kissed her hard on the mouth, and boarded the coach for Denver.

			 

		


		
			​9. Makes The Devil Want To Dance
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			Mary Fanning’s Daybook

			Sunday, June 22

			It has been eight months since Julia boarded the train. I heard the shrill of the whistle, then the belch of the locomotive. I waited for the coach to lurch forward, yet when it did, it seemed without warning. The iron couplings began to clang, one after one, down the long line of rail cars, tolling fate. The plume of black smoke blotted out the sun until the train had crossed the Kaw River. Our Rubicon, I thought then. 

			I know now it is not so. We write. The letters take a week to arrive. Often they cross on the windswept desolation of the plains, our words passing in the night, hers chugging east through the tall fields of grass, mine climbing west across the flatlands to the foothills. We knew we’d guard the words against melancholia. As we have. Our letters are gay, even gladsome. 

			She writes of a bustling Denver straddling the South Platte River, as Lawrence does the Kaw. It now boasts 6000 people. Many are miners passing through, lured to the mountains by glints in the rocky seams of silver and gold. The streets, she tells me, are rife with saloons, gambling dens, and ladies of the night strutting their wares. Albert frequents them instead of their bed. Julia will visit in the coming months to be with daughter Bess and granddaughter Jane. I will meet her at the depot and take her in the buggy to their farm south of Lawrence. We’ll make love in the meadow by the Wakarusa River. 

			I write to her about the minstrel troupes that come here. A week ago, black musicians, men and women, crossed the bridge into town in a large open wagon. They rolled down Massachusetts Street playing their guitars and banjos and fiddles and trumpets and drums. They told of barely escaping death on the road in Missouri. They were set upon by a band of ruffians who revile emancipation and the people Lincoln emancipated. 

			That evening in Liberty Hall I heard “ragtime” for the first time, a rollicking, roisterous succession of tunes. Almost instantly, the audience lost themselves in the tempo, tapping their feet and clapping their hands. This ragtime, I wrote to Julia, was music that makes the devil want to dance. And the men in the troupe did dance. A “cakewalk,” they called it. They strutted and swung and twirled across the stage, a mad banjo strumming out the melody, a piano furiously pounding out the chords. The cakewalk, they told us, was the sole entertainment that plantation owners permitted the male slaves to do in the barns.

			A few people abruptly up and left the performance. John Gastrock, the preacher at the Baptist Church down the street, wrote a letter to Speer at the Tribune, condemning the show as scandalous. He likened the men and women in the troupe to Sodomites. Speer printed my response. 

			“Mr. Gastrock, will you show me the verse in the testaments, old or new, that says God, from time to time, does not like to whistle a happy tune.” 

			That Sunday, Gastrock answered with a fiery sermon, “The Devil and His Operations Among Men,” followed by gospel melodies sung on the plantations. 

			I wrote Julia about the three killings here on Thursday. I shared with her what I surmised had transpired in the murder of Martha McCord and the theft of her money. And who the culprits might be. 

			About Hazel Sheets, I hesitated telling Julia of Lacy’s heinous crime.. But I did. Julia had lived only a few houses away from Lacy and Clarence on Vermont Street, near Adams. I asked her whether she ever met them as neighbors. It was macabre to think that had she and Albert not moved to Denver, she could well have been the one to find Lacy standing in the middle of the street, a bloodied axe in her hand, muttering over and over that she had just killed her child. 

			I also asked Julia whether she could make inquiries in Denver about a baby girl who may have been adopted eighteen months ago when she was a few weeks or a month old. There are whispers here in Lawrence of babies left for adoption in nunneries, churches, saloons, and poor houses, many of them illegitimate or from families too destitute to raise them. I told Julia to be attuned to these whispers in Denver. 

			I
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