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Dominos-

Set them up

and the slightest touch

puts them in motion

But can it be stopped

when it becomes more than a game?
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Prologue
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Darkness gripped more than the night – it had severed her soul.

In the dead of night, the teenage girl hastened down the county road on the outskirts of the town. She glanced back, frantic. Although she could not see anything, for her eyes were a blur of tears. Only the darkness accompanied her. She was alone, for now. But she was sure she would be found.

The gravel beneath her feet was uneven and rough, slowing her down. Away from the town’s streetlights, the half crescent moon cast a pale shine on the long stretch of unpaved road that lead to her house. It was amazing she found her way home. Stumbling into the shabby farmhouse at the end of the lane, she tripped again. How she remained on her feet, she didn’t know. She didn’t know anything anymore, other than she was still crying. 

A man’s deep voice bellowed at her from the top of the stairs. It had to be her father, for he often yelled at her. But her bewildered brain only registered his tone – anger and disappointment. Like a hollow distant drum, the words blurred into an indistinguishable barrage as the older man moved down the stairs toward her.

Charging down the hall, she rushed into the bathroom. Somehow she managed to lock it. But his angry words followed her. Leaning against the door, her hand clutched her disheveled blouse by the shoulder. Her voice was mute except for the gasping between wrenching sobs that shook her body. 

Staggering to the sink, she steadied herself on the vanity. The clamor outside the door seemed to increase with another panicked voice calling for her. It sounded like her mother. There was more commotion in the hall with loud banging and another torrent of angry words trying to penetrate through the door.

“Ou, Char-.” Her first word came out as a moan, half haltering in syllables 

Her fingers ventured under her short and tattered skirt. Only the darkness formed any cover for protection, for her skin and modesty were exposed to more than the air. Inching along the inside of her thigh, the blood had stopped trickling down her legs. Brick red and sticky, it was now hardening on her skin as a tell tale covering.

Her palm gingerly pressed in between her legs. She cringed in pain and another sob convulsed from within.

With trepidation, she turned her face to look over her shoulder. Unable to see in the dark, her fingers ventured around to her bottom. Her skirt clung to where the blood had dried, adhering the fabric to the wound. She winced as she gingerly pulled the cloth from the half fresh blood. Automatically letting out another moan, her palm glided over the bruises, still aching, to the ragged tear. Her ripped skin hung like a flap. She instinctively twitched back her fingers revolted by the feel of unnaturally torn flesh, thick and gooey. Blood and fluid still oozed from her grossly distorted and enlarged rectum. Vile cries burst from her mouth as she grasped the sink.

“Cha-.” Her tears flowing into her mouth, gurgled her cries. “Lee, come back.”

Flinging open the medicine cabinet, her hand landed in the center where her father’s straight razor lay. Snatching it, she gripped the old fashion handle and yanked it opened. Her hand trembled as she tilted the exposed razor.

Outside the door, those voices were still hollering. Her mother pleaded and her father demanded she open the door. But she did not respond. 

Sucking in her gut as a final act of courageous desperation, she tightened her grasp around the handle and brought the blade down hard. Her body jolted as the blood spewed out from her wrist. She screamed, crying his name again. With each sob, she slashed again, and again. Redder, slithering, gushing, it flowed down her arms, and body, obscuring her sins, her pain, her past pleasures. “Char uhh. Why!?” Each collision of blade to skin was less painful than the last. She briefly switched hands, carving into her other wrist, until her palm became too slippery to hold the blade firmly.

Her breath became raspy, winnowing. ‘Char’ came out as a pale sputter. Why? Why’d you go? Her vision became fuzzy. Her mind blurred. She felt oddly detached. She was sure she would be found, but she would never be ensnared like that again.

With her last surge of strength, she slashed the razor down again, splitting more than her minced skin.

Darkness gripped more than the night – it finished her life.
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Chapter 1
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Sunlight heralded in the morning as it streamed into a teenage girl's bedroom. The eggshell walls were peppered with posters and pictures. With a vanity amass with cosmetics, and a desk cluttered with papers, it had an air of being comfortable. The window was open a bit, allowing a touch of a breeze into the room.

Anna Lantis stirred slightly. Her shoulder length brunette hair, soft and shiny, fell across her face as she rolled away from the incoming light. She tucked her petite nose under the pillow to escape the inflow of natural light brightening her bedroom. 

The sound of tires crunching on gravel drifted through the window. A car door opened and then closed. The seventeen-year-old cracked one eye open. Ugh. It was just after 7:30. She didn’t want to wake up this early. It was the end of August. She could still sleep in. At least for a few more days before school started. 

The sound from the front door signaled her mother was home from her night nursing home job. Anna tried to slip back into her sweet slumber, curling around the pillow and away from the growing invasion of light. Her pale blue nighty keenly outlined her young and supple body. As she shifted to find a more cozy position, her mother’s footsteps came closer. During the school year, her mother would often check to see if Anna was awake and getting ready. 

Her mother paused by her door, but didn’t knock. Through the closed door, Anna could hear an unexpected noise, like sniffing with a slight muffled gasp. Although the teenager couldn’t place the discomfort of why, there was something different about the rustling her mother made as her footsteps receded down the hall.

Her large cinnamon brown eyes opened wider as Anna heard her father’s voice. His tone sounded odd, as well. Although barely audible, his voice denoted tension, distress. Anna cocked her ear to listen. Was her mother crying? Her father seemed to be giving some comfort to her mother. Even without understanding the clarity of the words, his voice sounded distraught. Did another old person die at the nursing home?

Anna sat up, brushing back her hair. With a distinct note, her parents closed their bedroom door. The stressful sounds faded. She stretched to wake up as she slid off her bed. 

Going to her bedroom door, Anna opened it cautiously. In the hall she could hear her mother crying, more distinguishable this time. But why? Her mother seldom cried. 

Curious, as well as anxious, to find out what had happened, she ventured down the hall. Drawing closer to the sobbing and gasps, Anna heard her father ‘s continued attempt to console her mother. 

“Gina, shhh. Oh, it’s just, oh, I’m so sorry. Shhh, honey. God, that’s so horrible,” her father spoke.

“Oh, Tim. She was so young. And to go, in that way.” Gina cried harder.

“Shhh, Gina. Oh, how are we going to tell Anna?”

Anna’s eyes widened. What about her? What were they going to tell her? Was this why her mother was crying so hard because they had something terrible to tell her? But what would be so bad that could happen at the nursing home? For a minute, the baffled teenager stood motionless outside her parents’ bedroom door. As dreadful as it might be, her curiosity and thin courage propelled her to find out what was so awful. 

She took a deep breath before attempting a weak knock. “Mom? Dad?”

“Anna?” Her father responded, surprised and apprehensive at the same time. 

With a slight push, Anna creaked opened her parents door. As she peeked in, she saw her mother sitting on her bed with her chin down. She was still crying. 

Rising to his feet, her father looked at Anna, at a loss.

Anna gazed back at her parents, secure they were there, yet not as curious anymore. 

“Uh, hon.” He paused, letting out a sigh as if to gain strength. “Uh, Mary Lou, she was uh, found, early this morning. She, uh-”

Anna took a small step forward. Her lips formed the word "what?" yet she could not find her voice.

“Uh, killed herself.” Tim barely got the words out.

Anna couldn't even gasp. No, no. Strange stabs punctured her secure world as she stood immobile.

“Oh, Anna. I’m so sorry.” Her mother reached out to her. Drawing her daughter closer, to comfort her, she also drew Anna a step closer to growing up.

Morning heralded in more than the light – it altered another world.
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Two hours north of Idyllic, on the outskirts of Alton, a silver Ford Ranger truck came to a squeaky stop in the driveway. The driver applied the brakes again. They screeched slightly. 

“Damn, new brakes. I should have gotten the black model,” the young man muttered as he got out of his new truck. Except for the slightly muddy tires, it was shiny new. Straightening to his full 6’ 1’’ stature, trying to appear as if he hadn’t been out drinking all night, when he had, the young man managed a controlled walk to the front door. Tidying up a bit, his fingers combed though his straight dark brown hair, neatly cut. Rubbing his chin, he was glad he shaved yesterday.

Wiping his boots on the welcome mat, more out of habit than courtesy, he let out another controlled breath. Opening the old heavy wooden door containing an oval glass platelet inlayed in the center, he stepped into a small foyer. It was a familiar place where he used to drop his stuff whenever he came home from school, years ago. Wooden stairs with an old-fashioned banister were directly on the right and the living room was on the left. A shiny wooden floor ran directly down a narrow hall toward the kitchen in the back of the house. Moving in a straight line down the hall, he bee hived toward that favorite room.

Weaving slightly around the stove, he aimed for the refrigerator. Umm, he thought, anything good left? His perfectly formed nose flared slightly as he opened the refrigerator, bent over and stuck his face in.

“Charlie, Charlie? Is that you?”

“In here, Gram.” He answered, using the pet name he called his grandmother.

“I knew it was you. You always aim for the fridge, first thing.” This old white-haired woman of seventy plus years entered the kitchen. Margaret Ritz tightened the belt on her ivory bathrobe as she stepped up to her grandson.

“You know me, Gram. Nothing like your home cooking. Ummm.” Charlie straightened up and gave his grandmother a peck on the cheek. 

“Well, dinner is over. Let me fix you breakfast. Out chorusing with another girl, as usual.” 

“Guess so, Gram.” He smirked as he stepped back and let her take over her cherished task, taking care of him.

“Well, there are a few more messages on the pad from some girls still calling for ya, here. I don't know why. You moved out five or six years now.” Margaret bent over and retrieved the eggs. “You're such a popular and very handsome boy, you need to find yourself someone special. Running around was O.K. when yous was younger, ”She slurred her you in an hint of her Southern background, as she stepped over to the stove. “But you’re old enough to be settling down with one girl now. Grab the butter while you’re standing there.”

“Gram, I’m only 24. You weren’t married until your late twenties.” Charlie handed her the butter.

“Mind your manners, young man. That was different, back then. My pappa, Charles, whom you were named after, need I remind you, was a strict man when I was growing up. I didn’t marry until later because, he didn’t want me to elope with Bill Ritz, a traveling salesman, and for good reason too. Things have changed now. With all them girls you go around with, tsk, you should be able to meet a special young lady. Have her come visit, too.”

“As you keep reminding me.” His brown eyes twinkled. He stepped over to set the table.

“That’s right. I’m the only family you have left, Charlie. It best you be getting yourself a wife, so you won’t be alone.”

“Gram, I’m not alone. I have plenty of friends.”

“Friends ain’t the same as family. One day you’ll realize that. Get the juice, will you?” The elderly lady came to the table with two plates of eggs. 

Charlie poured the juice as she buttered the toast. They sat down to a pleasant breakfast.

Just as they were finishing, she suddenly remembered. “Oh, I don’t know where my mind is going. Lt. Flask called looking for you. Odd, to be calling here.”

“Really? I’m not working this week. He knows that.” Charlie’s face scrunched. “He probably called here cuz I haven't checked my messages at my apartment. When did he call? ”

“Early this morning. Where’s that mobile cell phone of yours? He said he left a message on that too.”

“My cell is.” Charlie paused to remember. “Uh, in my truck or I left it at the apartment. I didn’t want to be bothered when I’m off duty. If he thinks I’m doing overtime, forget it. I need some time off. I’ll call him after breakfast.” Charlie rose with his plate.

“He said it was very important to call him right away, if I saw you.” Margaret stood up and extended her hand. “You best tend to your work. You’re a good officer. I’ll do the dishes.”

Charlie nodded. “Thanks Gram.” He gave her a peck and went into the living room. 

Two overstuffed couches, two end tables, a rocking chair and a TV filled the room. On the closest end table was the telephone. Reaching for the phone Charlie dialed Ed’s cell phone.

“Hey, I’m not coming in. I’m off for a week, remember?” Charlie began in a light hearted manner. “I was out, as usual. No, I didn’t. I went to the bar, like I always do, after I get off, why?” His tone became as tense as the questions he was receiving. “What? WHAT? NO! Damn, no way. Shit. No! ” Charlie rose to his feet as his voice escalated. “This has never happened. DAMN IT Ed!”

“Charlie?” Margaret appeared. “What’s wrong?”

“I, uh.” He waved his hand, shook his head, motioning her to go away as he turned his back to her. Then he spoke into the phone again. “Yeah, I’m at my grandmother’s. She’s right here. Oh, hell. I watch what I say. When have I not! Yeah, I’ll find my cell and call you back.” His face tight, he dropped the phone back on its cradle with an umph.

“What happened?” 

“Not now, Grandma.” Charlie rushed past her and out the door. 

He aimed for the passenger’s side, flung open the door of the truck and started searching the cab. “I was just doing my job, that’s all,” he muttered to himself. He shook his head almost in disbelief. “It’s not my fault. It’s not. I can’t believe it. She was-. Damn it!” He rustled through some papers in the dash, discovering a pair of woman’s panties. Grimacing, he shoved them back under the papers.

Finding her shoes, Margaret followed him outside anyway. 

“Damn, where did I put my cell? Hell if I left it at the bar, or at that girl’s place,” Charlie growled. His hand hit something. “Whew.” He sighed as he pulled out his cell phone.

“Something happened at work?” She came up behind him.

He curtly nodded. “Sorry. I got to go.”

“What happened, Charlie?”

“I, uh, this girl. Uh.” He floundered, at a lost for words. Shaking his head, he turned away. The less said the better.

“Something happened?” The elderly woman stepped behind him.

Disoriented, Charlie paused at the driver’s door. “Uh, yeah, uh, uh, accident. Police business. Uh, I, I got to go. Uh, thanks for breakfast. I’ll call you later.” He hopped in his truck. 

Clutching her bathrobe, perplexed, Margaret watched as he zoomed off.
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“O’Harris, put that piece aside. I have another assignment for you.” Mr. Proctor leaned over Neil O’Harris’ overcrowded desk.

The 35-year-old reporter looked over his glasses and up at his editor. “What is it this time? Floral arrangements with the elderly? Forget it.” 

“Even better. Teenage suicide.” His editor produced a folder.

“No. I just about have this 'Cops on the Beat' story under wraps. It’ll be in next month’s edition, if I can get it to the copy editor by Friday.”

“I’ll have Thomas proof read it. Take this. You’re one of our best hounds for uncovering disparities.”

O’Harris let out a weary sigh as he pushed his glasses up on his nose. “What’s so different about this death? Lots of teens kill themselves nowadays.” He tentatively took the folder.

“Not from this community.” Proctor noted, who always had an eye for detail. “Idyllic is a small rural town on the south east corner of the state. It’s considered to be an ideal place to raise children and live to be one hundred. Even its cozy name matches its quaint surroundings, perfectly manicured lawns, kids laughing and playing in the safe and quiet streets. I think it's one of the few towns left where you don’t have to lock your door.” 

“Yeah, so, other than the old-fashioned town, what’s special about this case?” O’Harris tried to get out of it. “I don’t want to go to some small mid-west town. I’d rather cover the real juicy cases in Chicago or here in St Louis.”

“Oh, you’re going to like this.” Proctor elaborated. “Old college friend called me last night. We studied forensic pathology in school. He was the only one who did better in that class than I did. He’s now an intern in nearby Denton. On duty when they brought the 17-year-old in, he observed some odd findings for a suicide. Cautious as not to violate patient confidentiality, I coaxed him into faxing a copy of the examination. Look at it.” Proctor nodded to the folder in O’Harris’ hands. “I think you’ll change your mind.” 

Proctor walked away. O’Harris shook his head as he opened the folder. Although he hated to admit it, true to his editor’s word O’Harris’ attitude changed as he read through it. Letting out a long exhale, he reluctantly picked up the phone. 

“All right. You’re right. There might be something to this.”

“As usual.” Proctor amiably agreed. “If you leave first thing tomorrow you can be there just in time for the funeral.”

“Oh, great,” O’Harris replied sarcastically. “My favorite part, interviewing grieving people.”

“Oh, something else. Look up this Lieutenant Edward Flask, when you get there. He came down from Chicago three years ago heading up the Mid-West Task Force for the Drug Enforcement Agency. He did such a good job, he also took over as head for Denton County Sheriff’s department and will soon be promoted to police captain in Idyllic.” Proctor explained. “Lt. Flask has the reputation as impeccable, and quite knowledgeable, as well as influential in DC.”

“I’m on the case.” O’Harris nodded as he hung up.

The next thing he knew, on Thursday, O’Harris was driving to this little town.

As O’Harris drove into the town of Idyllic, Proctor’ words came back to haunt him. Even its cozy name matched its quaint surroundings, perfectly manicured lawns with kids laughing and playing in the safe and quiet streets. Neatly mowed areas had shade trees peppered throughout the park areas and yards. It was almost like a town out of the 1960’s, with the main street lined with its row of locally owned stores. The sidewalks were swept and tidy, with young trees interspersed on the sidewalks. There was a McDonald’s, Collins’ Drug store and a supermarket, which brought the town into the present century. The cemetery was two miles from the center of town.

And just as his editor had predicted, O’Harris arrived in time to catch the funeral, well, the near end of it, thankfully.

Taking a deep breath, Neil O’Harris slowly approached the outskirts of the mourners at the cemetery. Bowing his head respectfully, he listened as the minister recited the last words of comfort. Sobs broke out intermittently throughout the gathering. Trying to appear sad when he wasn’t, he wiped his brow. Beads of sweat clung to his hairline. With the heat, he was glad he got a crew cut, though his brown hair stood almost straight up like a bristle brush.

He paused a moment to inhale and savor this gorgeous sunny day. Almost a perfect day in early September; the sun was shining hot with birds chirping and some flowers still in bloom. Summer was not giving a hint of evaporating. He should be enjoying this Labor Day weekend coming up, out on the golf course, or unwinding by the pool. Instead, he was covering a teenager’s death. He grimaced at the intrusion of his personal time, yet being a professional, O’Harris found nothing better than a good story.

People were slowly milling about, hugging each other, many crying. O’Harris casually paused at different pockets of people, catching snatches of phrases and solemn conversations. “She was such a lively young lady...it’s just a shame...feel so bad for the family....it’s horrible...locked herself in the bathroom, slit both her wrists, to the bone...disgusting. The blood was, what? Everywhere. They had to break down the door...no...I’d hate to have found her...”

Those closest to the coffin must be the parents, dressed in clean, but shabby clothes. They did not look well-off, nor did their faces show it. Both appeared sun beaten and aged from hard manual labor. Looking uncomfortable in a tight suit, an overly dressed boy of ten or eleven, with his hair slicked back stood next to the man. He must be the younger brother, standing uncomfortably next to the youngest daughter, also tightly dressed in a worn floral outfit.

O’Harris gingerly moved toward the family, almost having to get in line with those in front of him giving the parents hugs and condolences. Spotting an opening, he ventured in.

“Mr. Nivers, I am very sorry.” O’Harris extended his hand. After a cautious glance, the man took it, giving a firm shake and a short nod. He looked down as his face tightened in grief. Caught in an awkward moment, O’Harris haltingly stepped toward the wife. She was dressed all in black. Holding a handkerchief, she wiped back her tears.

“My deepest sympathies.” He offered a thin courteous response to a grief he could understand but didn’t personally feel.

“Thank you, for coming.” She sniffed a cry.

“Mommy, Mommy!” the little girl, about six or seven, cried. The high pitched whiny cry made O’Harris wince. She grasped her mother’s hand, hanging on it.

“There, there, Kathy Jean. It be all right.” Mrs. Nivers pressed the girl closer to her. She turned again to the next cluster of people coming up to them offering condolences. Dabbing her tears with her hankie, she nodded. 

O’Harris receded to a comfortable distance, ten or so feet away, and shook his head. Now he just had to find...

“Mr. and Mrs. Nivers, my, my, how can I ever express the words to help with your loss.” A tall, lanky man stepped in front of the bereaved parents. With curly tight, pale brown hair cut short, a long nose and thin lips, he was not a handsome man, yet looked dignified. Conveying an aura of confidence, he carried himself well, wearing an expensive dark blue designer suit, definitely not bought at the local department store. The reporter couldn’t help but notice the man’s long spidery fingers shaking Mr. Nivers’ hand, then clasped him in a hug.

“Oh, Lt. Flask,” Mrs. Nivers cried. 

He leaned into her for a short hug. “There, there. We’re all shaking inside.” He pulled back. “If you need anything, please let me know.”

The couple nodded. 

“I mean it John, call me, anytime. Even at home.”

The Nivers muttered another thank you as he stepped away, then walked right by O’Harris with a side glance, yet did not stop.

So that was the infamous Lieutenant Flask. What luck to find him so soon. O’Harris moved up behind him. Yet, with what he had heard and read about the man, it made the reporter a bit cautious. Not intimidated by credentials, O’Harris followed Flask. The lieutenant paused when an elderly couple came before him.

“Mr. and Mrs. Taunton, how are you?”

“It could be better, Ed,” the elderly lady replied, daintily dabbing the sweat from her upper lip.

“It is terrible.” He shook his head.

“It is. It is,” they agreed.

“Excuse me, but I must catch the mayor before he goes. RICHARD?!” Ed give a quick courteous nod to the couple, then with a swift stride met up with another man surrounded by at least four men, all in navy blue suits. 

From a discrete distance, O’Harris watched the two men converse, only observing nods and shakes of their heads. Then the man, he assumed to be the mayor, got into a black limo. The door was shut by one of the navy blue clones, and drove away. 

Seeing the lieutenant alone, O’Harris walked up to the tall man standing on the curb. “Lieutenant Flask?” he asked. 

The lieutenant turned around. He stood at least 6’2,” to O’Harris at 5’8,” who suddenly became aware of his short stature.

“Yes?” he looked down at O’Harris suspiciously.

“Lt. Flask?” the reporter asked again to be certain.

“Yes, how can I help you?”

“I’m Neil O’Harris, reporter for the Pressman Monthly publication. We focus on contemporary news stories for a fast pace society.”

Ed didn’t reply but turned to someone calling him.

“Have a good day, Ed.” A man’s voice cut between them.

“You too, George.” Ed nodded to an elderly man nearby. “How’s the shop?”

“Good. You need to come in, soon.”

“I will. For a trim next week.” Flask smoothed his short hair back with his palm.

“See ya, Ed.”

Ed nodded to another man and a lady going by. “You too, Phil, Mrs. Collins.” 

“Hey, Ed!” This time a set of hands was shoved between Flask and the reporter. A large gruff man firmly shook Ed’s hand.

“Tragic. She worked this summer at the club, you know,” the man stated.

“Mrs. Dominion,” Ed courteously acknowledged the finely coiffed lady. Then he turned his attention back to her husband. “It is terrible, Walt. We’re all still in shock.” 

“Such a lively young lady,” Mrs. Dominion added. 

The men agreed. 

“And who’s this?” Mr. Dominion thrust his hand to O’Harris. “Walt, Walt Dominion. I own the only country club in the area.” Unprepared, O’Harris was forced to shake hands.  The man’s grip was so tight it felt like he was going to break O’Harris fingers.

“Neil, Neil O’Harris, from the Pressman.” He quickly pulled back his hand. “I’m doing a story on the young lady. Perhaps we could have coffee, and-”

“A story, oh my. Did you hear that, Walt?” Mrs. Dominion excitedly interrupted.

“Yeh, hun, I’m standing right here. That would be fine. You can call the club, uh, Mr. O’Harris, if ya want to talk. Sorry we can’t chat, but we have to go now,” Mr. Dominion asserted.

“Nice to meet you. Do come by the club while you’re in town.” Mrs. Dominion gingerly extended her well-manicured fingers, a teeny shake compared to her husband’s gorilla crunch. They nodded to Ed, then turned. She toddled away in her high heels, holding onto her husband’s forearm.

“They own the country club? Do you have their number?”

“It’s in the phone book, Mr. O’Harris.” Ed gave the reporter a quirky smile. “What kind of story does your publication want to do? Teen-age suicide? Rampant in this country, isn’t it?”

“Well, I -” 

“ED!” There was a lady’s face jutting out of an open car window as it slowed to a stop in front of them. “Ed? Richard can’t make it at two tomorrow. What about Friday?” 

“I think so. Let me get back with you, Olivia. The mayor isn’t the only one with a busy schedule.”

“O.K. Bye.” 

Ed waved at the receding car, then turned to another man calling him. He waved to an older man walking by.

“You know a lot of people,” O’Harris uttered.

“It’s a small town. In my position, it’s important to know everyone.” 

“If I could just have a few minutes, Lieutenant.”

“Ummm,” Ed responded as if he was far away, gazing off to a small cluster of people coming down from the area. “Excuse me.” Abruptly leaving O’Harris, Ed moved to the group.

“John, Mrs. Nivers. Please let one of my officers take you home.” He raised his arm, waving to a police cruiser down the lane. It drove up. Ed opened the door, helping all four people in. 

“Call me anytime,” Ed offered.

With sad nods and weak thanks, they were driven off.

“Lt. Flask?” O’Harris moved closer.

Ed glanced back at the reporter with a blank look, as if it was odd to find him still here. “Mr. Harris, this is not a good time.” He walked away from him again to another family. 

“Oh, my my, Tim, Mrs. Lantis. How are you doing?”

They all looked as if they had been crying, but now with a drained kind of calm. He leaned into another round of hugs.

“As well as can be expected, Lt. Flask.” Mrs. Lantis replied. 

O’Harris noticed the woman to be about mid-thirties. She was quite pretty, and her husband was handsome as well. 

“How’s young Nick holding up?” Ed lightly pulled the boy’s chin up. Looking about 11 or 12, Nick nodded. Pulling away, he leaned into his mother, who had her arm around his shoulder. 

Uncomfortable, the boy asked. “Can we go home now?” 

“O.K. But I have to wait for Anna. You go on with your dad, I’ll get her.” Mrs. Lantis glanced back at a huddle of teenage girls up on the rise. Her husband nodded. 

“Come on, Nick.” With his arm around his son’s shoulder, they headed to the car.

“How’s Anna doing?” Ed asked softly after the boy and his father were out of hearing.

Mrs. Lantis shook her head. “They weren’t the best of friends, after Mary Lou went to the Junior prom with Brian, when he was supposed to go with Anna, you know, fighting over the same boy. But they had started to talk to each other again in August and she was supposed to go out with Mary Lou that night, to some party. Lord, lord.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “Thank god she didn’t. Tim was so upset when he found that out, grounded her for a whole month. It’s so hard for Tim, you know, he had worked with Mr. Nivers last year, on that construction project.” She restrained her grief.

“I understand.” Ed lightly extended his hand to hold hers. “Would you like me to talk to Anna?” 

“Oh, Lieutenant Flask, would you? She’s upset about so many things lately, with boys and Tracy going off to college last week, breaking up their best friend group with her and Elizabeth and with being a Senior this year or just being a teenager, and now this.”

“Sure. I’ll give her a ride back. Don’t worry.”

“Thank you.” Turning away, Mrs. Lantis called to her daughter, then walked up the rise to speak to her. O’Harris was about to catch a rare moment alone with the lieutenant, but then Mrs. Lantis walked back toward him a minute later.

“Thank you again, lieutenant.” She moved up to the waiting car.

“Anything I can do to help.” Ed helped her in. 

“Lt. Flask, perhaps I could come by your office tomorrow?” O’Harris moved closer.

Ignoring him again, Ed walked toward two teenage girls coming this way, with their eyes cast down. 

“Anna? Elizabeth?” He moved toward them.

“Lt. Flask, oh Lieutenant.” They gave out girlish cries.

He stepped into the girl on the right, an attractive young lady with long ash blonde hair and blue eyes, giving her a slight hug. “There, Elizabeth. It’s O.K.” Ed moved over to the other girl, prettier of the two, large brown eyes, cute nose, perfect shaped mouth and her rich brown hair pulled back with a dark blue bow. Her lightly feathered bangs curved her face so delicately. She reminded O’Harris of a young Audrey Hepburn.

“Oh, Anna.” Patting her back, Ed hugged her tighter, a bit longer than with Elizabeth.

“I still can’t get over it.” Anna sniffed back her tears. “She can’t be gone. It just isn’t true. It can’t be. No one my age has ever died.”

“Now, now, this is all very upsetting.”

Elizabeth’s name was being called.

“Oh, got to go. That’s my mom.” Elizabeth stepped back.

“Me too,” Anna let out.

“Anna, your mother asked that you ride with me,” Ed stated.

Anna looked at him, then at Elizabeth, who shrugged. 

“I’ll call you.” Elizabeth tapped her elbow, then ran over to  her mother in the distance. 

“You don’t have to be scared, Anna.” Ed moved to her side, putting his arm around her shoulder. “If you need anything, at all, let me know. We’re here to help you.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” She sniffed back her tears.

“I can see that you’re upset about Mary Lou, and with you almost going with her to that party she invited you to.”

“But I didn’t!”

“But she did invite you, didn’t she?”

“Sort of, but I didn’t go.”

“Did she tell you anything else, Anna?” This question seemed more urgent than the others.

Anna gave him an odd side glance. “No. She just asked me that night when we were at the Point. I don’t know why. Now everyone thinks I was invited. If I had gone, my parents would have killed me.”

“You now understand why, don’t you? Bad things can happen, sometimes, beyond what anyone can predict, and much more than poor Mary Lou could handle.”

“Oh, I understand, I do.” She dropped her chin, letting out a sob.

“There, there.” He leaned over slightly, tightening his side hug. “It’s O.K. Anna. I’ll take you home.” Waving to the last cruiser, it pulled up as they reach the curb.

O’Harris approached again. “Lt. Flask? Tomorrow then?” He pushed the rim of his glasses up again.

Holding the door while Anna got in, Ed turned his head and glanced at the reporter then shut the door. “Yes, call the station, set up an appointment. I’m in and out all week,” he replied without emotion as he moved round the car. “The number’s in the phone book.” Flashing a brief and odd smile, he got in the cruiser. 

At a loss to respond, O'Harris watched as they drove off.

“Well, that was really professional,” O’Harris muttered to himself heading back to his car. Getting in the car, he pulled out his small notebook. The first page had a list of people and places: funeral, he checked; parents, perhaps tomorrow, never on the day of the funeral; local news editor to check his story; the hospital, but that’s the next town over. He’ll go there first thing tomorrow and then go to the police station to check their report. He added Country club- Walt D and Anna Lantis - to the list.

“All right, let’s see if the town editor is in.” O’Harris started up the car and set out.
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Chapter 3
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Pausing in front of the small newspaper office, O’Harris pushed up his glasses. Then he reached for the old-fashioned brass handle on the thick glass door. A small bell above the door announced his entrance.

The place reminded him of an old printing press store with the decor of a fiftyish barber shop. Two overstuffed dark green vinyl chairs with metal arms were in the waiting area and an old fashioned bubble gum machine stood in the corner. O’Harris grinned. It was very quaint, like taking a trip down memory lane. He was brought back to the present by someone clearing his throat. An elderly gentleman appeared from the back, pausing at the reception counter.

“How may I help you?” 

“Oh, hello. Are you Joseph Clark?”

“Yes?”

Extending his hand, he introduced himself. “I’m Neil O’Harris from the Pressman Monthly News.” 

“Ah, a fellow newsman. Welcome. How can I help you?”

“Well, my editor heard of Miss Nivers’ suicide and wanted to do a story. Your paper covered the initial incident?”

“Yes, we printed a small piece on Mary Lou. Terrible tragedy.” 

“It is. Would you mind if I look at your notes, Mr. Clark?”

“Not at all, come around back. It’s kind of slow today.”

“I can understand why. A lot of people seemed to be at the funeral.” O’Harris followed the old man into the back area: two small rooms cluttered like a mini-news office.  The newest item was the computer on the desk. “This is a very cute shop, you have here. It reminds me of Mayberry. You know the old T.V. show that’s on Nick At Night?” 

“Oh, it's been the same since ‘62, when I came to this town. You may think Idyllic is small, but now it’s bulging at over twenty thousand now. When I first came here, there were only a handful of us, less than 900 then. Since we’re a small community, our town newspaper, The Column, a four to six page newspaper is enough. The News from Denton, where the college is, has a bigger circulation and covers national news. We focus mainly on local events. Well, this here’s my desk, pretty typical of a newsman, wouldn’t ya say? Never neat. But my assistant, Sharon, writes most of the articles and puts them on the computer. Dang, all these modern things. They don’t change the true nature of reporting one iota, if ya ask me. Did I tell you, I came down from Chicago? Covered Al Capone when I was just a lad,” the old man chuckled.

“I’m sure that must have been something,” O’Harris grinned. “May I take a look?” He motioned to the seat in front of the computer. He sat down as the old man nodded.

“Did you know I’ll be 80-years-old next year. Thinking of retiring, but I don’t feel a day over 60. I have nine grandchildren, and two great grandchildren,” Mr. Clark proudly declared.

“Congratulations. How’s your file system set up?” O’Harris turned his attention to the computer. Not wanting to be rude, yet he wanted to get down to business, quickly write this article and be out of here in two days, three at the latest.

“The folder is listed by date, that’s how Sharon does it. Hold on Sonny boy, I’ll show you. Oh, you’re quick with these, I see.”

“I have a laptop, and have worked on just about every PC and information system there is,” O’Harris sort of explained with his eyes on the screen. Finding the correct date, he clicked on it.

“Oh, news reporting sure has changed. In my day, you carried a pencil and note pad and wrote as fast as you could.”

“Is this it, ML Nivers? You only had four stories that day?” O’Harris eyed four files.

“This is a small and quiet town, Mr. O’Harris. A break-in at Collins' drug store is front page here. That’s how low our crime rate is, since Lt. Flask took over. We also have a Home and Garden section. And farming too.” 

“Ummm,” O’Harris nodded, half-listening while he quickly scanned the Nivers article. It stopped half way down the page. His eyes tightened as he scrolled up and down the page. “Uh, is there anymore? Another file with more information?”

“Nope, that’s it.” 

“This is it? All’s it says is at two A. M. in the morning medics were called to the Nivers home and unsuccessfully attempted to revive 17-year-old Mary Lou Nivers. Who just turned 17 in June. You have a fancy way of describing her suicide. “Opened her veins with a sharp object?” “Blood flow was copious?” How much blood did she lose? This is only three paragraphs, mostly on her background and her family. Nothing of her attack, or rape.”

“What? What attack? What, uh, rape? What?” The old man looked befuddled.

“What do you mean, what attack? She was attacked. Isn’t that obvious?” He turned to Mr. Clark as surprised and confused. 

“The only thing obvious was she killed herself. Her parents were right outside the bathroom door, trying to break it down as she slit her wrists. That’s what they said.”

“Mr. Clark, what 17-year-old comes home at two in the morning and violently kills herself? Aside from your knowledge as a reporter, just the act itself raises serious questions. Even without the physical evidence of rape, the girl’s emotional state is proof enough of an attack.” 

“Are we speaking of the same girl? There was no report of any attack, except to what Mary Lou did to herself. Her parents said she had been seeing some boy and think the break up brought it on.”

“No report? Then where did you get this information? You were there that night, weren’t you? Or your assistant was at least?” O’Harris could feel his blood pressure rising.

“No. I don’t personally do field reporting anymore. I regret my legs don’t carry me like they used to. But Sharon received all the information from the police the next morning. She was a close friend of the family, that’s why she’s not in today and hasn’t had the heart to talk to them. It’s been really hard on all of us. We’ve never had a teenage suicide in this town. At least not since I’ve been here.”

“I can see that. Nor a rape,” O’Harris muttered.

“Young man, are you sure of what you’re saying? There was no rape.” 

“No rape reported, you mean. My editor received a medical report from a confidential source. It was noted in the examination that there were distorted bruises on her body and her rectum ripped from severe penetration-” 

“Mr. O’Harris, please! This is a God fearing town.”

“Yeah well, Mr. Clark, even God fearing people and young girls get attacked and raped. This can’t possibly be the full account. I can’t believe the police didn’t give you a complete report. Here, I have a copy.” He reached into his briefcase and retrieved the folder.

“We did receive the police report the next morning. Sharon was so upset. She basically copied it verbatim, except for the graphic terms. It was too hard for her to write this any other way. She knew Mary Lou since the first grade.” Taking the folder handed to him, he tapped his top pocket. “Forgot my reading glasses, can’t see such small print.”

O’Harris rolled his eyes. Perhaps you should retire almost came off his lips but he controlled himself. “Can I get a copy of this, if you don’t mind? You said you got the report, when?”

“Nine, the next morning.”

“EMTs were unable to revive her, arrived at the hospital about 3:30. The doctor signed her death certificate at six, after examining the body. The police must have had more information that they didn’t give you.” 

“No, not that I know of. Except perhaps the pictures. And I refused them, for the courteous of the family. And I didn’t have the heart to look at them. There is enough violence in the news today, already. Here, I can’t read this report very well.”

“Lt. Flask was at the hospital, personally, did you or Sharon speak to him?”

“Sharon didn’t say who brought the report over. She went home crying. And if Lt. Flask was there, I’m sure, he would have the situation in hand. He’s a rather busy man.”

“Well thank you. You’ve been quite informative, Mr. Clark.” Standing up, he extended his hand to the old man, taking his folder back.

“Well, I’m sorry it wasn’t more.” 

O’Harris scowled, taking the printout. Luckily that was up-to-date. He put the document in the folder and returned it to his briefcase. “Thanks again. I’ll show myself out.” 

“O.K. I have to go lie down. Just got over a small bug,” Mr. Clark lightly tapped his chest.

O’Harris nodded, then moved to the door, shaking his head. 

“Oh, Mr. O’Harris?” the old man called to him as he was about to open the glass front door. 

“Mr. O’Harris?” Mr. Clark shuffled out.

“Yes?” He turned around.

“Young man, may I give you a piece of advice?”

“Sure.” 

“As a reporter, there is an art to investigating a story. Yes, it’s important not to miss any of the facts. But, this is a small and quiet community and that information you have there, on Miss Nivers, is quite upsetting, especially to those who knew her. I’d be careful to whom you talk about this to, around here.”

“Thanks for the advice.” O’Harris gave a courteous smile, turned and exited the office with more questions than when he went in with. His editor was going to love hearing about this and how shrouded this story was developing into. 

Perhaps he should go back to the hospital to get the exact details. They have to have accurate records. But how could he get access to them? Plus he had to visit the Centennial newspaper in Denton. His motel was over that way anyway. It was too hot to do much else. He’ll go to the police station tomorrow and get to the bottom of this.
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Charlie arched his fishing rod in an easy going manner and watched the line fly gracefully over the water. He gave just the right amount of tug as the hook landed in the water. It sank in the water. Soon he would have a bite.

This was his private sanctuary: a quaint little cove, cooled by the canopy of trees, with the best fresh water fishing within a hundred miles. This was his place to get away from it all. Quiet and serene, untouched by anyone, as he wanted to be, as he normally was. Touched by no one.

He adjusted his stance on the rock jutting over the lake, and stared blankly at the water. Charlie nodded, yeah. That's the way he was. Blank. Untouched. He gazed at the still water, silently reflecting back at him. He prided himself on being stolid, detached, unmoved, like the reflection. Like this serene, untouched lake – soon things would be calm again. Of course he'd remain calm, he'd be his ol' casual and non-involved self and let it go, in a couple of days. Of all the things he lost, he could never lose his capacity to stay nonchalant.

Grasping his pole tighter, he cast his empty line, again, out into the still, silent water.

What was he supposed to have done? Go back? Why? He couldn't. Well, he could have at least gone back for the funeral. Why did he have to stay away? Wouldn't they be asking about him?

Charlie yanked the line in, and cast it out again. The bobber landed with a plop and the hook sunk slowly into the water.

A curious uneasiness sank in his stomach, an odd emotion, so unfamiliar and awkward. He let out a slight shudder. The girl was dead. No, he couldn't think about it. No, this wasn't going to get to him. He'd do as he'd always done, just put it out of his mind. He learned at a very early age to detach, that's just what he'd do. Don't look back. What's the point? It never changed anything.

A faint sound caught his attention. Charlie tilted his ears. His eyes squinted, confused he looked around. It sounded like a child's cry, far away. Charlie shook his head, nah, he was hearing things. No one was out here. Few people knew of this place. Charlie straightened with the pole in his hand. It was the wind, that's all. Yet, he paused again. His ears burned, his eyes tightened, baffled.

There it was  -  a sobbing hiccup, a heart-breaking cry of dread that made him instantly know it was serious, a whimpering tone of defeat in his ear twisted through his brain, then it sniffled into unnatural silence. His eyes darted around the serene surroundings. It was quiet and still. He must be imagining it. There was no one around. He shook it out of his head. It must be a bird, or the wind. He waved his hand by his ear. No, it was the pesky gnats coming out with the dusk. That was it - gnats buzzing in his ear.

The line tugged. Yes. Now he was back on track. Charlie pulled the rod back lightly, tightened the line, reeled in, paused, reeled in again. The bobber came out of the water, followed by a hook, empty and dangling at the end of the line. Charlie grimaced. Well, you can't always catch 'em all. Yeah, ain't that the truth, but, in his case, he caught a bit more than most. This one just happened to get away. One last time, Charlie re-adjusted the hook and cast it out.

He was only momentarily lost, that's all. He was popular, and carefree. As long as he didn't feel alone, he'd be O.K. 

He yanked his line again, and twitched when he thought he felt a bite. Yet his line was light as he reeled it back in. He swat his hand at the mosquitoes forming. They would be swarming as dusk came on.

Better to get back to the truck before he got eaten alive. The sun was low in the west and it would be dark soon.

He packed up his fishing tackle box and headed back to his truck, empty handed and numb.

Just as Charlie opened the door of his truck, his cell phone rang. He grimaced, but he reached into the glove compartment. 

His tone did not hide his annoyance. “Yeah? Where am I? Fishing.” Charlie shook his head as he placed his fishing tackle in the back of the truck with one hand. “No, fishing, fishing. - what? No, I didn't catch anything. Did you?” Charlie rolled his eyes, as he turned back to the cab. “Testy? I'm not getting testy. What? Yes, I did send flowers. What of it? I should have gone to the funeral.” Charlie climbed in the truck. “To pay my respects, that's why. I did know the girl!” Drawing the door shut, Charlie slammed it harder than he realized.

“Calm down? I am calm. What? You're breaking up.” Charlie clicked off his phone and flicked it on the empty seat. “Asshole.”

He started the engine and drove out of his quaint and serene hideaway.

“Calm down? He's never seen me riled. What the fuck is he doing? I'm going out for a drink and forget all this shit.”

Charlie turned on to the highway, heading back to his grandmother.

His cell phone rang again. Charlie rolled his eyes, continued to focus on driving.

He let out a sigh and picked it up on the third ring.

“What? I did not hang up on you. I was out in the country.” Charlie shifted the phone. “Don't call me when it's bad reception then. Yeah, I'm fine. When am I anything else? Meet? Why? I'm on vacation. You sure? Where? Yeah, fine. O.K. O.K. 7:30. Bye.”

Yeah, sure. Why now? What had to be said in person that couldn't be said over the phone? Charlie groaned. Whatever. He definitely needed a drink.

Charlie strolled into the bar. It was after 7:30. He was tired and in no mood for any deep discussions or contemplations. What was the point? Nothing could be changed. Without looking around he aimed for the bar, and tossed a five on the counter. Heineken.

The bartender nodded and brought one over.

Before Charlie could put his lips to the cold bottle of beer, his cell rang. His lips tensed, he paused and then took a gulp. His phone rang again.

A woman in the seat next to him, pulled her purse up. “Is that mine?” She checked her phone. Then she glanced at Charlie as his phone rang again. “That you?”

Charlie gave a short nod as he put the near empty beer bottle on the bar. 

“Aren't you going to answer it?”

Charlie gave a reluctant nod, as he reached for it, flipped it open. “Yeah? Huh, uh? O.K. Eight then.” He flipped it off, and tucked it in his back pocket.

The woman grinned, eyeing Charlie pleasantly. “A date?”

“I wish. Work.” Charlie nodded to her as he raised his empty bottle up to get the bartender's attention.

The bartender came over.

“Another, and what ever the lady's drinking.”

The grin ventured to pleasantly surprised as the woman leaned a bit closer to Charlie.  “Thanks -” She paused.

“Brett.” Charlie eyed her left hand. A modest rock and wedding band told him enough to play it lightly. He scanned the bar. Two eligible young ladies were chatting to each other at the other end of the bar.

The bartender returned with their drinks. Charlie dropped him a twenty.

“Linda.” She raised her glass to his bottle. “What do you do, Brett?”

Charlie gave it a little tap, then took another swig. His lips parted to his mischievous grin. “I'm a gigolo.” He winked at her.

Linda's eyes widened as she leaned even closer. “Naw. That's a good pick up line.”

“I am. And I'm good.” Charlie tilted his face, holding back his captivating grin. Linda shifted in, tete-a-tete, allured by his silky voice and smooth charm. It gets them every time. 

She slid her palm sensuously on his knee. “You look it.” 

Yeah, he did and he knew it. “But, I do have one rule.” Charlie paused, lightly touching her forearm with his finger. He'd let her down easy.

She looked back at him eager, curious. He had her, if he wanted her. 

“Not with married women. Sorry. Enjoy your drink.” Charlie turned away, heading toward the available side. He did many things, but not with married women. He learned early they were a trap. And he wanted freedom. He slowed near the two young women, and smiled. They paused from their chatting, eyed him, and let him in their circle.

Locking lips, they fumbled to peel off their clothes. His kisses expanded down her body, as their clothes dropped to the floor. Yeah, this will be a good night, thought Charlie. 

“Just a second babe.” He paused to reach for his pants. Just as he pulled a condom out of his back pocket, his cell phone rang. Charlie grimaced. Pulling it out of his pocket, he flipped the phone to check the number. Sitting up, he mouthed to the woman sorry, as he pressed the phone to his ear. He motioned one second then turned away from her.

Charlie groaned, speaking low. “What? I'm busy. No, I was there, and I waited an hour. No, I’m not coming into work. You know that. I'm fishing. Yeah, fishing. I made a catch.” So, he only waited half an hour, and left early, blowing off this so-called important meeting. But he got lucky, and Charlie found it was always better to go with lady luck. So he went. 

Charlie clicked off the phone, putting it on the night table. He turned to the woman. “Sorry. Work. Where were we, babe?”

Right here, the woman drew him to her.

Yeah, forget everything except having a good time. Charlie slid into her, within a minute they were rolling into a nice rocking. Yeah, good rhythm. Good momentum. Almost had it's own hum to it. Its own ring.

The woman under him mouthed the word before Charlie turned his head. Phone.

Phone? Charlie eyed the night table out of the corner of his eye. Damn, would the man just give it a rest. Shit.

Without pausing, Charlie awkwardly, reached for the phone. Keeping it distant, he flipped it on.

The voice was irritated and sounded far away. “Charlie? Charlie? Don't you dare hang up again. Answer me, now!”

Charlie didn't bother answering or bringing it closer.

Shrugging to the woman, he dropped the cell phone over the side of the bed, into the pile of clothes scattered on the floor. The hell with him. He's not going to ruin Charlie's fun. Perhaps this time, he'd listen, instead of doing all the talking. The cell phone lay on the floor, unanswered. Nope, not tonight. Charlie knew he'd hear about it later, but tonight, he was off duty. He so needed this distraction.

She grinned, sliding her hands around his neck. 

Sliding his face besides the woman, he kissed her like he meant it. She drew Charlie in deeper. Yes. They rocked on, harder and louder. Knowing they could be heard, Charlie purposefully increased his noises, and thrusts. He wasn't going to stop, for no one. 

Darkness commanded more than the night–it gratified him.

Coming out of the restaurant, Ed curtly nodded to Don and Jack. They parted, Ed turned left and they turned right. As Ed came up to his new silver Audi, he paused to watch a black Mustang drive out of the parking lot. Ed hit his beeper and got into his spotless car.

He sat for a few moments without moving, then slowly he picked up a large envelope on the passenger floor. His thin lips pursed tightly. Ed let out a tsk. Pity. A lone parking lot light cast a dim reflection off his sharp angular face,

Opening the envelope, he removed three photo packets. He glanced around as he neatly placed them on his lap. He let out a sigh as he pulled out his expensive pen from inside his designer jacket. With impeccable handwriting, he wrote' on the back of the three packets, then placed it in the glove compartment, and locked it.. 
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Chapter 4



[image: ]


“O.K.” O’Harris muttered to himself as he got in the car. Automatically reaching for his small note pad, he checked off the Denton hospital and the college. This was his second day on this story, and he had better luck this morning getting information. 

Starting the car, he drove out of the hospital parking lot toward Idyllic. Clicking on his tape recorder, he recorded his observations: “Denton State College is a small college with mostly local kids. I spoke to the dean, a Mr. Steadman. Only a few students were on campus last week, classes resume this Tuesday. There were no parties that the dean knew of and the fraternities are closely regulated.  The college students are not allowed to invite underage local kids to any social gathering, unless it is a family member and cleared with security. So this eliminates a known party at the college and even if she did go to some mysterious party, she could have been attacked on the way home. Um. Update on the hospital info. I spoke with a Dr. Bryant, intern, who was on duty. He appeared to be a bit nervous about sending the report to Proctor. He stated his initial conclusions were premature, subject to legal interpretations. And since the contusions could be admissible as evidence, he’s not in a position to discuss the case. He did retracted rape as speculation after he spoke to Lt. Flask who mentioned her promiscuous history. Did the hospital call the police? I asked him. He didn’t remember, it wasn’t his obligation to notify the police. The hospital admin does that. The lieutenant was already there when he talked to him about six A.M. The doctor said Lt. Flask tried to console the parents who were obviously quite distraught. The mother was given a sedative. But the lieutenant did ask him if Miss Nivers said anything. Dr. Bryant wondered about that, since the girl was completely non-responsive when the EMTs got to the house. And the doctor did give a copy of the complete report to the lieutenant before he left the hospital. Next stop, to see the lieutenant.” He clicked off the hand-held recorder.

O’Harris drove to the station located on Elm Street one street parallel to Main street. For a town, this station was a busy place. He parked across the street and proceeded into the building. A lady was coming out. He held the door for her, then entered a main corridor, lined with mostly wanted posters and notices.

Walking up to the front desk, he greeted a young lady with a headphone set. A busty brunette, she did not glance up, for she was busy pressing console buttons, asking the person to hold, then clicking on the next blinking light, giving directions to that caller, then returned to the prior call. 

O’Harris waited patiently. Glancing around, he noticed two young people down the hall to the right. A professional dressed woman acknowledged
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