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    Detective Sgt. Macy McVannel,” I said flashing my shield to the uniformed officer while looking at the door hanging by its hinges. “Where’s the victim?”


    The officer on duty replied, “No victim.”


    “Taken to which hospital?”


    “No victim, Sergeant.”


    “What do you mean no victim?” I was getting impatient.


    “This was a disturbance call. When we arrived, there was no one here. We cleared the rooms, saw blood, signs of a struggle, called for detectives, and crime scene techs.”


    “My partner, Detective Tom Maxwell, is coming, help him with the canvass.” He nodded.


    Standing in the doorway I wondered how it had come to this; detectives on domestic calls. The room reeked of stale cigarettes and cheap perfume. On the night stand by the bed was a lamp with a worn lampshade which had beads glued haphazardly around the bottom. Lying on the nightstand were some tabloids, “True Confessions” was on top. An ashtray full of cigarette butts sat beside the magazines. The sheets on the unmade bed looked and smelled as though they had not been washed in weeks.


    Through the worn tacky curtains a neon light from the bar across the street blinked. It added to the dismal atmosphere in the room. The dresser was early junk store and painted black. The top was covered in cosmetics, nail polish, and hair accessories were scattered and broken. The once elegant floral wallpaper was peeling and had faded with age. A red feather boa was draped across the top of a cracked mirror.


    I moved to the bathroom, it was worse. The rust stained faucet leaked. The only light in the room came from an uncovered bulb hanging from the ceiling. The shower curtain was pulled back and nylon stockings hung over the shower rod drying. The medicine cabinet was filled with over the counter medications; Aspirin, Tylenol, Motrin, No Doze, Theraflu, Robitussin, and diet pills. From the looks of the dingy, rust colored toilet this place had not been cleaned in months.


    Clearly a woman of low status had lived here. The closet held the skimpiest of outfits. Stilettos in a multitude of colors were strewn all over the closet floor. I went through those things with pockets yet, nowhere could I find a purse or other identification. The owner of the clothing, make-up, and nylons had vanished.


    According to the responding officers, they had received a 911 call about a fight going on in this room. On arriving they found the door off the hinges. It was one of six rooms on this floor, rented by the week. This one was paid two weeks in advance. It was up to my partner and me to make sense of the scene.


    There were obvious signs a scuffle had taken place. My partner would be canvassing the other five rooms on this floor for information. Crime scene techs were dusting for prints, taking photos, and doing what they could. No one expected to find anything of importance in the room.


    “Hey, Macy, you need to see this.”


    I walked to the bathroom door. One of the techs had lifted the top off the toilet tank. There a plastic bag of white powder was taped to the inside of the lid.


    “Photograph it, tag it as evidence, and see it gets to the lab for analysis,” I replied and turned to go back out of the room. That was it. There was really no crime here, unless you consider low living and tacky clothing a crime.
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    Rivers Edge is located on the west bank of the Winding River. The river itself meanders quietly through the town. It is about knee deep at the deepest section. Tourists rent canoes from the local livery to paddle anywhere from five to fifteen miles down the river. The biggest draw is the city park on the banks of the river. The town hosts summer festivals, craft shows, music, and an out-door theater there in the summer months. Fishing is restricted to children under the age of 16. The annual sailboat contest is a big draw for the kids. Otherwise it is a sleepy little town.


    As a detective in a small town, you spend as much time working in public relations as you do in actual investigation. Today was not going to be an exception. I came in to find a cold case file on my desk and a message to call an Ida Appleton.


    The case file was of one Bobby James Appleton. The date on the file was July 17, 1994. It had been cold for close to sixteen years, so it might be interesting to see what had befallen Bobby James Appleton.


    Although this was a cold case I automatically reached for my legal pad and began making notes.


    



    


    Bobby James Appleton


    Born April 1, 1974 at Rivers Edge Hospital


    Mother: Ida Elaine (Severn) Appleton


    Father: Robert James Appleton Sr.


    Single birth


    No juvenile record to be found…check


    Graduated Rivers Edge High School, June, 1992…verify


    Employment or college…not listed, check


    Reported missing July 20, 1994


    



    


    Investigator’s note: Bobby James was a member of a local branch of the Michigan Militia. He was reported missing after a weekend warriors gathering. Members of the group say that Bobby James had not participated. No leads. No one had seen Bobby James since he left home July 17, 1994.


    



    


    List of those interviewed


    Mr. and Mrs. Appleton


    Michael David West


    Sally Mae Davis


    Joe “Bubba” Waxman…that’s a real name?


    



    


    No other names listed and no interviews in the file. Who were Michael West, Sally Mae Davis and Joe Waxman? How were they connected with Bobby James? What happened to the interviews?


    



    


    Coroner’s report: Decomposed body identified as Bobby James Appleton brought in August 1, 1994. Bullet hole in skull appears to be at close range and is believed to be cause of death. It appeared the victim was in some type of fight prior to death. Several partial bruises found on body. Knuckles appear to have been used in defense. Cause of death, gunshot to the head, ruled a homicide.


    



    


    Who was Bobby James fighting with and why? Who pulled the trigger? Where were the interviews? Who was the officer in charge? There were a lot of holes in this file. I wondered if I’d be able to track down all that I needed.


    I wondered what made Ida Appleton wait until now to seek more information. I looked at the crime scene photos. First stop I was making would be at the place where the body had been found. I picked up the phone to call Xavier Collins in photography. He took all the photos for us.


    “Collins, what you need shot?”


    “Funny, Xavier,” I chuckled, “It’s Macy, I need to know if you remember the Bobby James Appleton case?”


    “Sure do. It’s been cold for sixteen years.”


    “Well, it hit my desk this morning. Do you remember where the body was found?”


    “Seems to me it was some field, out near Jenkins Corners, let me check my notes.”


    “Sure, I can wait,” I replied thinking he would be able to give me the location.


    “So, Macy, when are you going to cave and go to dinner with me?” Xavier asked as he went through his files.


    I could hear the papers as he shuffled through the files. “Xavier, you know I never mix business with pleasure and you’re strictly business,” I teased.


    “You’re breaking my heart here, Macy,” he complained, “Ah, here it is. Yep, Jenkins Corners the field on the northwest corner about a half mile in. Body was under a stand of trees, covered with leaves.”


    “Thanks, I owe you one,” I said.


    “You always tell me things to tease, Macy. This time I’m going to hold you to it,” he chuckled.


    Looks like I get a road trip to Jenkins Corners. It was about 10 miles north of town. There was nothing there anymore. Once there had been a general store and gas station. It belonged to someone named Jenkins who had managed to buy two of the four corners. He had been hoping to start a town there. It never happened. I left a note for my partner, Tom Maxwell, and headed for my car.


    Ten minutes later and I was at Jenkins Corner. I found the old general store or what was left of it on the southeast corner. The gas station had stood on the southwest corner, however it had been torn down and there was nothing there but dust. The northeast corner was a farm field; the cornstalks were about half the height they would be before the summer was over. I found a place to park my car and headed into the northwest field. I was not sure what I was hoping to find, but I did want to see where the body had been found.


    I hiked the half mile Xavier had told me and sure enough there was a copse of trees. Standing in the shade, I savored the coolness thinking I should have grabbed a cold bottle of water. After a short breather, I glanced around easily finding the location of the body. Someone had placed a small wooden cross there. As I stood there, I tried to imagine what it had looked like sixteen years earlier. I heard a car in the distance. It parked and a door closed. I was so busy with the crime scene photos and trying to picture the scene as it had been, I sensed, rather than heard, the person who entered the stand of trees. I paused in my perusal of the scene, waiting for the person to say something. After a moment I slowly turned. Before me stood a tiny elderly woman, her hair was white; her face was a mask of pain. I believed I was seeing Mrs. Ida Appleton for the first time.


    “Are you the new detective assigned to my son’s case?” she asked.


    “I am Detective Sgt. Macy McVannel,” I replied. “How might I help you?”


    “My son, Bobby James, has been dead for 16 years and someone on the police force knows who killed him.”


    “What makes you say so?” My curiosity was piqued.


    “They quit looking for anyone after the body was found. Why would they stop unless they knew?” she asked me quite seriously.


    I took a breath not sure how to answer her.


    She walked quietly to the wooden cross and laid a bouquet of flowers in front of it. “I come here every week and put fresh flowers on this site. It’s where he died. Each week the flowers I put here are gone.”


    “Mrs. Appleton, maybe we should go someplace and talk,” I suggested. I really wanted to know how she came to her theory someone in the department knew who killed her son.


    “You can follow me to my house, it’s just up the road. I have iced tea and lemonade. We can talk there,” was her polite response.


    “Fine, please lead the way,” I told her.


    We walked in silence toward the road and our cars. Hers was a mid-sized Buick; mine was a sleek, black Chevy Camaro. Somehow it made me feel ashamed. I followed Mrs. Appleton to her modest home three miles up the road. She waited while I parked my car and joined her at the back door.


    We walked in and two steps up from a landing into her small kitchen. “Lemonade or iced tea?” she asked indicating I should sit at the table.


    “Iced tea, if it’s no trouble,” I replied taking a seat. I looked at the small kitchen and took in the homey feel.


    She reached for two glasses, put ice in each. She poured iced tea for me and lemonade for herself, then she joined me at the table.


    “What do you need to know, Detective McVannel?” she asked quietly.


    “You can call me, Macy. I’d like you to tell me everything you can about the week-end Bobby James disappeared. If you don’t mind, I’d like to record our conversation. It helps me if I have questions later,” I explained.


    “That’s fine. Bobby was an energetic boy; he became very interested in the local militia. Neither his father nor I approved. His father thought he was wasting his time. He needed to find a real job. He had worked part-time at the local garage, doing oil changes and pumping gas. They argued regularly about Bobby finding a career.” She paused for a sip of lemonade then continued, “That weekend Bobby was going to a big camp out. They were supposed to go to some place farther north to the militia camp. He was going with some of his militia friends. He told me he was leaving after work on Friday and he’d be back home Monday morning. I never saw him alive again.”


    “I’m sorry for your loss.” I had questions, but would wait until she was done. We were all aware the militia had camping outings in the area north of here.


    “Thank you, my dear. After all this time I still miss him. When he didn’t show up on Monday morning, I called the police. They told me he would have to be missing for twenty-four hours before they could do anything. I explained he’d been gone since Friday and he was due home that morning. They told me to call in the afternoon if he still hadn’t returned. It was like they didn’t even care.”


    “At the time Bobby went missing, the law did say twenty-four hours. We move much faster now. I don’t know if it would have made a difference, but it was the procedure.” I wanted her to understand they were not giving her the run around, however from the sound of things they might have been. I needed to check it out with some of the old timers.


    “I understand, but I was a mother, whose only child was missing. His father finished his chores and drove to the gas station to see if Bobby James had gone to work first. Bobby James had always been responsible. He’d never missed a day of work. His boss was hopping mad; Bobby James was supposed to open the station that morning, but he never showed up. Finally, his dad got worried. As much as we didn’t like the militia idea, we respected his right to make his own choices. Bobby had always been responsible. He’d never missed a day of work.”


    When she hesitated, I prompted her, “What did you do next?”


    “Bob Sr. went to the coffee shop. He chatted with some of his friends and they got together to see if they could find him. They drove to all the places they knew the young kids hung out. They headed north to the campground, but they couldn’t get in, because it was locked up tight and there were armed guards at the gate. They claimed Bobby James had not showed up on Friday night.”


    She was close to tears and paused to catch her breath. She sipped her lemonade and I sipped my iced tea as I waited for her to continue. I put my hand on hers to offer silent comfort.


    Finally, she said, “When they got back, my Bob called the police. He told them what he and his friends had learned. If Bobby James hadn’t shown up, then he’d been missing since Friday and they needed to start looking for him. It didn’t take long before an officer came. He questioned both Bob and I then he left. We didn’t hear anything for two days. It was on the news and they did patrol near here more often, then there was nothing. We didn’t know what was happening. Bob called, but they were always too busy. When they finally did call, they had nothing to report. Bob and his friends kept looking and we placed posters around town. Bobby’s friends came by to see if they could help,” she paused again.


    “Mrs. Appleton, do you remember a Joe Waxman, Michael David West, or Sally Mae Davis?” I asked.


    “Sally Mae was Bobby James’ on-again off-again girlfriend. I’ve not seen her in years. Joe Waxman…is that Bubba?”


    “Yes, Joe Waxman is Bubba.”


    “He was the one Bobby James was going with that weekend. We never saw him again either. As to Mike West, he and Bobby James grew up together. I always thought he was sweet on Sally Mae, but she is gone and he is here every day to help on the farm.”


    “Is Mike here now?” I questioned. Talking to him would surely help me to understand what had happened to Bobby James.


    “No, he was here early this morning. He won’t be back until tomorrow,” she replied.


    “Thank you. Is there a chance I could speak to Mr. Appleton about what he remembers?” I asked.


    “I’m sorry, dear; my Bob died a year after they found Bobby James. It just broke his heart. He was never the same again.”


    “I am deeply sorry. Do you remember the name of the officer who came to talk to the two of you?”


    “It was Officer Jeff Dunning. Is he still on the police force?” she wanted to know.


    “No, he’s been retired for several years. I’ll try to visit him and see what he remembers. In the meantime, you have been very helpful. I’m going see if I can find Sally Mae and Joe Waxman. Maybe they’ll remember something. I’ll do my best to see if we can find out who killed your son. Please be patient with me as it will take some time,” I told her.


    “You have spent more time listening to me than anyone did when he was missing. I thank you for it,” she smiled as she said it.


    “You’re welcome. I need to go back to the station and make some calls. I’ll call you as soon as I have anything to share. Thank you for your time and the iced tea,” I said.


    “I won’t call you and bother you. The fact you were willing to listen, tells me you will do your best. I don’t expect a miracle. It has been a long time,” her quiet demeanor spoke to her loss.


    I rose to leave and at the back door she reached for my hands and said, “Bless you for listening.”


    I walked to my car thinking about what I had heard. Where were the interviews? Where was Jeff Dunning? Where are Sally Mae and Joe Waxman? I knew I’d be able to track down Michael West. There were a lot of unanswered questions in this case. I pondered these questions as I drove back to the office.


    I pondered a lot of things on the short drive back to town. I have been on the job for ten years. Many still see me as a rookie. I was the first woman in the detective squad of the Rivers Edge Police Department. There are still some who do not see me as an equal but more as an equal opportunity appointment to make sure the quota of women in the department has been filled. Small town police work is still run on the “old boys” network. I am the interloper. It does not matter how many cases I close, I am still a woman, which means proving myself every time I catch a case. Now I have to find Jeff Dunning and figure out if he was a sloppy person when it came to reports or something more sinister. Being the lone woman in the department makes my job very lonely at times. I truly hate the being on the outside looking in feeling. I work hard to be accepted as a police officer but have come to the conclusion I will always be the outside.
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    Back at the office I found my partner sipping the swill which passes for coffee and eating a stale doughnut, typical of your police stereotype. Which is where the comparison stopped. Tom was six feet tall and had a trim physic. He worked out at the gym twice a week and coached his son’s little league team every spring.


    I, on the other, hand stand five feet five inches tall, with light brown hair just below my ears and average looks, don’t turn heads…but I’m not ugly. My blue eyes betray my feelings so I work hard to have a poker face. I avoid the junk food always prevalent in the break room.


    “Anything new?” I asked pulling out my chair to make myself comfortable.


    “Nope, just waiting for you to get back,” he replied leaning back in his chair.


    “Met Mrs. Appleton and had a talk with her. Do you remember the case?” I asked curiously.


    “I had just joined the force, but it was the talk for several months,” he replied. “You think there might be something?”


    “Mrs. Appleton is under the impression someone on the force knows who committed the murder. She claims they stopped looking for anyone after the body was found,” I shared with him. “I find it hard to believe someone would cover up a murder.”


    “What’s in the interviews?” he asked.


    “I’d sure like to know. They’re missing,” I replied watching his face to gauge his reaction.


    Tom leaned forward, “No way.”


    “Yep, the only interview I have is the one I did this morning with her,” I stated feeling rather smug.


    “Did you take notes?” he asked earnestly.


    “No, I asked and was granted permission to tape the conversation,” I said.


    “Good for you. Make sure you get a backup. We don’t want your interview lost, too,” he said.


    “Done, I did it on the drive in,” I smiled.


    “Well, aren’t you slick? So, what do we do next?” Tom wanted to know.


    “I want juvenile, work, and school records on Bobby James. Also, I want them on Sally Mae Davis, Michael David West, and Joseph “Bubba” Waxman. I want to know everything about them from the time they were born to the present,” I stated firmly. I was leaving no rock uncovered in this case.


    “I’m on it.” He picked up the phone and started making calls. There would not be much to do until those reports got in. Besides, it was time to find some lunch before we grabbed another case.


    “Tom, bring those reports from last night’s 9-1-1 and we’ll go over them at lunch,” I suggested.


    Tom hung up the phone, grabbed the file in question and we headed out. At the front desk we let the secretary know we would be at Dolly’s Deli and Bake Shoppe.


    We took a booth in the back, ordered sandwiches and coffee, then started going over the report from the 9-1-1 last night.


    “What is the deal? Since when they are calling detectives on standard 9-1-1 calls?” I asked, “Was there a shortage on patrol?”


    “I think it ties in with your cold case,” he replied.


    “It doesn’t make sense. I didn’t have a cold case until this morning. Something is not right here. How does it tie to my case?” I puzzled.


    “From what I got talking to the other tenants, the room we were investigating belongs to Sally Mae Davis. She’s one of those people you asked me to run. You’re right though, they shouldn’t have called us for a domestic,” he replied.


    “Maybe there is something to Mrs. Appleton’s claim someone in the department knows who killed her son. Sally Mae Davis was the on-again, off-again, girlfriend of Bobby James Appleton. It will be interesting to see how this pans out,” I mused.


    Lunch arrived and we spent the next few minutes enjoying the sandwiches. The place was starting to fill up with people looking for a quick bite. With their arrival, we ceased all shoptalk.


    Tom told me about his oldest son’s little league game last night. He has two boys with a third child on the way. Marriage and children seem to be a great thing for him. I envy him. My life sometimes seems empty in comparison.


    I have been so busy proving myself in the department, I have almost no social life. I was an outsider when I came into this position. Which has not made it any easier. People tend to be more suspecting and less forgiving if you are not born here.


    Rivers Edge is a rural farm community with a population of about four thousand. It started as a trading stop on the main river. The branch running through the center of town is just a branch. The main river was diverted somewhere north of here. It is the feeder for many small lakes and streams in the area. In some places it helps to irrigate the farm fields. It is a close knit community. There are common names belonging to the town and most of the people here are related somehow. Being an outsider makes you very aware of your surroundings. The first year I was here I had a bulletin board with family lineage on it. I had to be able to keep the families straight so I did not start something.


    As a woman police officer I drew lots of suspicion. What on earth was wrong with my childhood I would take up man’s work? Why did I want to be in Rivers Edge? Didn’t I have my own hometown to go to? Where is my family? How do I expect to find a man, I carry a gun for Heaven’s sake? Who wants a woman who doesn’t stay at home? Those were many of the questions I had tossed at me when I first moved here. While most of them have simple answers, there are those in town still waiting to say “I told you so.”


    I’ve been lucky to have been able to hold my own and rarely have to unholster my weapon. I have answers for all those questions, but I won’t dignify people with the answers. It’s no business of theirs my father was a police officer killed in the line of duty. Nor is it their business that I chose to come to Rivers Edge after the death of my own fiancé in the line of duty. My mother is in a nursing home so there is no place to call home. My brother is married with four children, so my home is not with him. I wanted to make a home for myself. Rivers Edge seemed like the place to do it, but I do admit, my life is very lonely at times.


    Tom tapped my hand, “Come back from wherever your mind has gone. We just got a call.”


    We quickly paid the bill, walked to the station, and picked up a car. In no time we were on our way to the Appleton farm. This was not going to be good. Patrol cars and ambulances were there when we arrived. The coroner was pulling in behind us. Mrs. Appleton stood on her porch wringing her hands. She smiled weakly when she saw me approach.


    “Mrs. Appleton, what seems to be going on this afternoon?” I asked.


    “Oh, Officer McVannel, it’s just awful. Young Mike was hanging from the barn rafter. I thought my heart would stop when I saw him. I told the police to send an ambulance and you. I’m glad you could come,” she said hardly pausing for a breath.


    “Have the other officers been in the barn?” I asked.


    “I wouldn’t let them until you got here. All they did was put up the yellow tape and call for assistance, and then the bus thing showed up,” she was adamant about it.


    “Those will be the technicians who collect all the evidence. May I go in?” I asked.


    “Oh, yes please,” she said relieved.


    Tom and I walked toward the barn. The patrol officers stepped aside to let us pass. Just as Mrs. Appleton had said, Mike West was hanging from the rafters. There was no sign he had been standing on anything, so this was not a suicide. A plate of food lay on the floor at the entrance. I’d have to check to see if Mrs. Appleton had been bringing him lunch. I was starting to wonder who else would turn up dead and what it all had to do with Bobby James Appleton. Crime scene techs arrived and began the photographs and evidence collection. Tom stayed to talk to the first on-scene guys and I went back to speak to Mrs. Appleton.


    She stood on the porch looking lost and
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