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​CHAPTER 1
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People think I’m dumb ’cause I don’t talk good. I’m a big guy. Real big. And I’m not pretty. I heard say, “Big as an ox; brain to match.” They call me Ox ’cause of that.

People don’t get me. I don’t think in words. I think in pictures. I can figure out anything if I can make a picture in my head. But I can’t say what I think. I get a good picture, but I don’t got good words to say it.

That gives me problems. Lots of problems. Bad problems sometimes. I get pictures in my head about problems. Those pictures are real dark. Mostly black.

Other day I got a problem. I’m cleaning old folks’ home. That’s what I do. I clean old folks’ home for money. Nobody’s going to hire an ox to sell suits in a store. ’Sides, the home gives me a room in the basement where I sleep ’cause nobody will rent me an apartment. Not even if I had enough money, which I don’t. Nobody thinks I’m smart enough for apartment.

So, I was cleaning old folks’ home when there was a big upset. Someone stoled an old lady necklace. I knew the necklace ’cause I seen it. I got the picture in my head. A pretty necklace picture. Shiny. Sparkly.

Old Lady Irene with no necklace goes into that picture. She’s jumbled in her head, so her head is jumbled in my picture. 

Cop comes. I put him in picture, too. He’s bored. Whatever. 

I listen. People talk around Ox ‘cause he’s dumb. Think he doesn’t hear nothing. 

Old lady’s old son says the insurance wants a police report. He goes in the picture next to the cop’s notebook.

Nurse Helen says old lady didn’t do right. Rules for old folks say no valuables in rooms. Old necklace is too much valuable. Too shiny. Too sparkly. Nurse Helen writes in her report for Administrator Gilbert. In my picture, her report is angry.

Cop talks to me. Ask what I seen when I clean Old Lady Irene room. I say necklace. He don’t understand me. He has lots of questions. I have no answers. The cop asks what I can’t say in words.

The cop talks to everyone then leaves.

Nurse Helen talks to Doc Freeman when I’m cleaning the hallway. I hear. Nurse Helen says old son stoled old mother’s necklace for insurance. She’s sure. Doc Freeman says yes. Probably.

I have no place in my picture for old son stealing. I saw him visit. After visit, I clean old lady’s room. Her necklace still on the shelf. I dusted it.

In my picture, old lady Irene is afraid and angry. Lots of old people in the home afraid and angry. There’s nothing much to be afraid and angry about, so they’re afraid and angry about each other. Old lady Irene is afraid of Old Man Charlie across the hall. That’s a line in my picture. A bright red line from Old Lady Irene to Old Man Charlie. Every day she eats lunch and forgets. Every day, she says Old Man Charlie stoled her lunch. In Old Lady Irene jumble head, Old Man Charlie is thief.

Nurse Helen didn’t tell about Old Man Charlie and Old Lady Irene’s lunch to cops. My picture has no line from Nurse Helen to Old Man Charlie to the cops. No path.

Old lady Irene is afraid of Old Man Charlie. Afraid for necklace being stoled. In my picture, old lady puts thick black circle around necklace. Wants keep necklace safe.

I have line from Old Lady Irene room to cafeteria. Line to TV room. Lines to other rooms. Nowhere is safe for shiny necklace. All lines from black circle are gray.

But there’s a line to outside. Old lady Irene likes the garden. She sits outside in the sun. My picture has bright yellow line to the garden. When sun shines, she sits on the stone bench. She watches birds at the feeder.

The birds sparkle in the sunlight. Red and yellow in my picture. Bright. Shiny.

The line to the birds is the last line my picture needs. I know where Old Lady Irene hid her necklace so Old Man Charlie couldn’t steal it.

I go to the garden. Open the bird feeder. Get the necklace. Give to Nurse Helen.

That’s when my bad trouble starts.

* * *
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When Helen McCord reported that Irene Eaves’ diamond necklace had been found, she was mildly surprised by two things. First, she was surprised that the police arrived so quickly, and second, that two detectives came this time because, when she first reported the theft of the necklace, only one detective had come to investigate. Now that she’d reported its return, why were two detectives required? It seemed to her that the return of the necklace would require less investigation than its theft, but her job was the management of the nursing staff at the Riverbluff Long Term Care facility, not advising the police department about how to be more efficient.

The detective who’d been here previously, Detective Daniels, introduced his partner, a man a few years older than him. Presumably a more senior detective. “This is Detective Horgan.”

She stood to shake his hand. “Pleased to meet you. How can we be of assistance?”

Horgan answered. “To complete our report and close the case, we need to understand the circumstances of the necklace’s return.”

She gestured to the guest chairs and sat in her chair behind her desk. “It’s pretty simple. It seems the necklace was never stolen. One of our cleaners found it and returned it. It’s back in Mrs. Eaves’ possession. I’ve left a message for her son to come here as soon as it’s convenient and take the necklace out of our facility. We’re not equipped to keep such a valuable piece of jewelry secure. When guests are admitted, we tell their families that we cannot be responsible for valuables, but we don’t inspect rooms for violations of that policy. We concentrate our effort on anything that might be a hazard to the residents, like electric appliances or dangerous chemicals. We expect the families to take responsibility for other items that might be left in their loved ones’ rooms. Frankly, I was shocked to learn how valuable that necklace was. I always assumed it was a piece of costume jewelry. Crystals rather than diamonds. Sliver rather than platinum.”

“I understand that the necklace was valued at twenty-five thousand dollars.”

She nodded. “I was told that was the valuation for the insurance company. I think its retail value is closer to fifteen thousand. But that’s still a lot of money.”

“The son...” Horgan consulted his notes. “...Jack Eaves, submitted a claim for twenty-five thousand.”

“I wouldn’t know about that for sure. I’ve only heard rumors.”

Horgan smiled. “I know. I’ve seen the claim.”

Daniels spoke up. “That makes this a major theft, so we need to make certain it’s completely resolved.”

“It’s resolved. The necklace was returned.”

Horgan frowned. “Who returned it?”

“As I said, one of our cleaners. We call him Ox.”

Daniels opened his notebook and checked his previous notes. “Right. Is Ox a nickname?”

“I guess so.”

“What’s his legal name?”

“I don’t know. I was introduced to him as Ox when he began working here, and I’ve never heard him called anything else. I assume his birth name would be in our employment records.”

“Would you check your records?”

“No. I don’t have access to them.”

“Who does?”

“They’re in our administrator’s office in a locked cabinet. She has the key.”

“Where do I find her?”

“You’re in luck. She’s in this afternoon. She’s the admin for four retirement residences, so she only comes here to Riverbluff two afternoons a week.” She stood. “I’ll take you to her office.”

He held up his hand. “No rush for the name. While we’re here, we need to hear how the necklace was returned.”

She sat back down. “There’s not much to tell. I was making rounds and Ox interrupted me to say he had the necklace. He handed it to me, and that was the end of it. When I got back to the office, I called you.” She looked at Daniel.

He nodded. “Did he say where he found it?”

“No. I asked, but he couldn’t say. He’s not very verbal. It’s hard to talk to him.”

“Is he retarded?” Horgan asked.

She sighed. “He is developmentally delayed. He has low cognitive ability.”

“You mean a low IQ.”

“IQ is a fraught concept.”

Horgan raised an eyebrow. “A fraught concept?” His tone was amused.

Helen was not. “Nobody agrees about the exact definition of IQ. We’re not sure what the tests measure, so that makes it less meaningful than people think.”

“It measures how smart you are.”

There was annoyance in her shrug. “Or it measures you understanding of traditional Western culture. Or it measures your reading skill. Or it measures your attention span. Or some other skill. Or some combination of skills.”

“How do you get all that?”

“If you don’t understand Western culture, you don’t do well on IQ tests. Or if you can’t read well, you don’t do well. Or if you can’t focus your attention, you don’t do well. Or if you were deprived of nutrition when you were an infant you don’t do well. Realistically, the only thing we can be sure IQ tests measure is how well some people do when they take IQ tests.”

“You mean smart people.”

Helen bristled, but before she could respond, Daniel interrupted. “Let’s get back on topic, okay? We need to talk to this Ox. Is he around?”

She nodded. “I expect so. He’s always around. We can go find him.”

“Let’s stop by the administrator’s office first and find out who he really is.”

She stood again. “Follow me.”

* * *
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The detectives followed Helen into the administrator’s office. 

Nancy Gilbert was sitting at her desk, working on a spreadsheet. She looked up when the three entered.

Helen gestured to the detectives behind her. “Detective Daniels needs to know Ox’s legal name.”

Nancy frowned. “Why?”

Horgan frowned back. “Because he’s a person of interest in the theft of Irene Eaves’ necklace.”

“You think he stole it?”

“We think he knows more about its disappearance than anyone else in this facility.”

Nancy couldn’t argue with this. She sighed. Ox’s real name was somewhere in her memory, but she couldn’t quite recall it. She managed four institutions, and turnover is high, so that adds up to more names than she could remember off the top of her head. She thought it was Henry something. Or was it Harold something? No, Henry. But for the life of her she couldn’t recall his last name. She’d documented him personally, the day he’d started work, two years ago, but she’d handed the forms to the social worker who’d brought him in, and the social worker had filled them out. Nancy had barely looked at them before filing them. She’d never used Ox’s real name. He was happy answering to Ox on the rare occasions she spoke to him. His paychecks were issued by the accountant and automatically deposited into his bank account, in accordance with the form the social worker had filled out.

Finding his file would take a few minutes. The employment files were organized alphabetically by employees’ last name, and she didn’t know Ox’s last name, so she’d have to look through all of them. Nancy hated doing unnecessary work. Even a little job that would take only a couple of minutes was onerous. She’d rather spend a quarter hour arguing that a job was unnecessary than sit down and spend a few minutes doing it. 

“You really need to know his name?”

Horgan set his jaw. “Yes, we do. We can’t use an alias in a police report.”

She doubted that was true. She suspected that a lot of police reports were littered with aliases. But both detectives looked adamant.

She sighed again. “Okay.” She rose and crossed her office to unlock the HR drawer in her file cabinet. She was going to have to leaf through all the files and pull the ones with names she didn’t recognize.

It took three minutes to find the file labeled, Hendrick Coffman. Opening it, she saw that he was listed as a cleaner. His salary was the minimum wage required by law, but a note said that eighty-five percent of his salary was deducted to pay for his room and board, which meant his paychecks totaled less than three hundred dollars a month. That was a good deal for Riverbluff Inc. because the room was an unused storage space in the basement and board was the cafeteria meals that were served to the residents. The marginal cost of keeping Ox in the residence was almost nothing, yet they saved eighty-five percent of his salary.

The contract was legal because the social worker had been Ox’s temporary guardian, and she’d signed off on it, but Nancy didn’t want the police to see the details because it felt a little shady to her, and she didn’t want them to spoil such a profitable arrangement. She spelled the name for the detectives and returned the file to the locked drawer without offering to show it to them.

They didn’t ask to see the file. Apparently, they understood that would require a warrant.

Horgan asked if Coffman was working today.

He was. Ox was always in the home, and he was pretty much always working, even though he was paid for only forty hours a week. When you live at your place of employment, you don’t really get time off. That’s just the way it is. But Nancy wasn’t going to explain that to the police.

Helen, listening quietly, realized for the first time that Ox had been working at Riverbluff for more than two years, and she’d never once noticed him taking a day off. She even remembered him being around when she’d had to take shifts on Christmas day. But Ox’s schedule was Nancy’s business, not hers. As director of nurses, she was responsible only for the nursing staff, which included the aides and volunteers as well as the registered nurses. The cleaners and other support staff were the administrator’s responsibility.

When the detectives indicated they were satisfied, Helen led them out of Nancy’s office.

Horgan told her once again that they needed to speak with Ox.

Daniels had interviewed Ox last time and she doubted he had found that useful, but it seemed Horgan wanted to give it a shot, too. She didn’t bother trying to explain how difficult it was to communicate with anyone who had exceptionally low verbal skills like Ox. He’d find out for himself soon enough.

* * *
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Nancy let Daniels and Horgan use her office to interview Ox. They didn’t begin questioning him until she’d left, and they’d closed the door.

Now, Daniels assessed the young man more carefully than when he’d spoken to him earlier. He looked to be about twenty years old and, true to his nickname, was as big as an ox. Daniels hoped he wasn’t violent because it would take a whole SWAT team to subdue him if it came to that.

He opened his notebook. “What is your name?”

“Ox.” The big man’s diction was imprecise. Daniels understood what he said, but it wasn’t easy. It helped that he already knew the answer.

“What is your full legal name?”

The man mumbled something.

“Did you say Hendrick Coffman?” Even knowing Ox’s name didn’t help Daniels pick the syllables out from Ox’s mumbles. He glanced at Horgan, wondering if Horgan understood Ox any better than he did.

Horgan looked impassive. His expression didn’t telegraph anything to Daniels.

Ox nodded. “Yeah.” That was clear enough.

“Can you spell that?”

Ox shook his head. “No.”

“No?”

Ox shook his head again. “Don’t spell.”

Daniels had to get him to repeat that three times before he could decipher the two words. He had a premonition that this was going to be a long interview. “I understand that you returned Irene Eaves’ necklace to her.”

Ox stared at Daniel passively.

The two detectives waited for an answer.

Ox kept staring.

Finally, Horgan decided to take over the interview. “We asked you a question.”

Puzzlement creased Ox’s face. “No.”

“No, you didn’t return Irene Eaves’ necklace to her?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, what? Did you return Irene Eaves’ necklace to her or not?”

“No.”

“Are you saying you didn’t return her necklace to her?”

“Yeah.”

“Who did return her necklace?”

“Me.”

“You just said you didn’t.”

Ox sat silently.

Horgan stared. “Didn’t you?”

Daniels was unsure what Ox had said because he’d lost track of the thread of Horgan’s questions. Ox, though, seemed to be following some logic of his own and answered without hesitation. “No.” That struck Daniels as odd because, in his experience, when suspects were confused, they hesitated a lot.

Horgan’s face was reddening. “What are you telling us?”

“Answering questions.” It took several repetitions of those two words before Horgan and Daniels understood.

Horgan’s face turned a more vivid shade of red. “No, you’re not being responsive. You have to tell us the truth.”

Ox didn’t respond.

After a minute, Horgan asked, “Are you going to tell us the truth?”

“I do.”

“If you answer both yes and no to the same question, then one of those answers is a lie.”

Ox stared at Horgan impassively.

Horgan waited for him to answer.

Daniels thought about what Horgan had said and suddenly realized that Ox wasn’t going to answer because Horgan hadn’t asked a question. He’d made a statement, and it seemed that Ox didn’t feel any need to respond to statements. Once Daniels realized that, he thought he could make more progress than Horgan, so he began his own interrogation. “Tell us about when you returned the necklace.”

A direct order worked better than an implied question. Ox frowned. “I found it. I gave it to Nurse Helen.”

It took Daniels a few tries to sort out what Ox was telling him. Then he asked, “Where did you find it?”

“In the seeds.”

More discussion to clarify what Ox said, which prompted the obvious next question: “What seeds?”

“The seeds in the garden.”

That entire discussion took several minutes because the detectives had to ask Ox to repeat his words several times before they could follow what he was saying.

Horgan rejoined the conversation; if this Alice-in-Wonderland exchange of nonsense and non-sequiturs could be called a conversation. “Is there a bag of seeds in the garden?”

“No.”

Horgan’s face still glowed with his frustration. “You just said you found the necklace in the seeds in the garden, and now you’re saying there are no seeds in the garden. I told you not to lie to us.”

Ox stared at Horgan for a minute.

Horgan looked triumphant. Daniels knew what Horgan was thinking. He thought he’d found an inconsistency in Ox’s story and caught him in a lie. Daniels wasn’t so sure about that. “Where are the seeds in the garden?”

“Bird feeder.”

So. No bag. At least, not in the garden. “You’re telling us that you found the necklace in the bird feeder.”

No response.

Daniels rephrased his query, so it was unambiguously a question. “Did you find the necklace in the bird feeder?”

“Yes.”

“Why did you look in the bird feeder?”

“The necklace was there.”

“How did you know the necklace was in the bird feeder?”

“I thought about it.”

Horgan snorted. “You thought about it.”

Ox stared at him.

“You knew it was there.”

Ox continued to stare.

“You knew it was there because you put it there.”

Ox kept staring.

“You took the necklace and hid it in the bird feeder. Admit it.”

Ox replied, “No.”

“Why did you take it?”

“No reason.”

“But you do admit you took it.”

No answer.

“Didn’t you?”

“No.”

“Now you’re lying to us again.”

Ox stared impassively.

“That’s it. You keep lying to us, we’re going to have to take you to the station and get a full statement on record.”

Ox continued to stare.

The two detectives waited a full minute, but Ox had no more to say. Horgan stood up. “Stand up and turn around.”

Ox and Daniels both stood up. Ox turned around.

Daniels wasn’t surprised. Horgan preferred to interview suspects at the station because he liked the suspects to feel intimidated. Daniels hoped this wouldn’t go sideways on them. Ox was a big man. But Horgan had made a decision, and Daniels had to back his partner. Police work is like improv. You and your partner are working together to build a story on the fly. To succeed, you can’t contradict your partner, but always have to agree with him and build on what he’s done. The difference is that in improv, you want surprise plot twists, so you say Yes, but... In police work, there’s no but following the yes. You don’t need any surprises. You want a solid logical flow, so you have to follow your partner’s lead in the same direction.

Daniels tensed, ready to grab Ox if he resisted.

Horgan pulled a pair of cuffs out of a pouch on his belt. “Put your hands behind your back.”

Ox obeyed, and Horgan slapped the cuffs on his wrists.

Daniels breathed a sigh of relief. At least they weren’t going to get into a brawl with the big man in the nurse’s office.

* * *
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A new picture. The police station. A gray scribble. In the middle of the scribble, my hands are locked to a table. Gray steel top. Gray steel legs bolted to the floor. All gray.

The cops leave. I’m alone in this scribble.

At the corner of two lines, a red light glows. I add a camera to my scribble. That’s not gray. Some lines reflect in a big mirror. Part of the scribble is behind the mirror.

The two cops are in that part of the scribble. I can’t see them. I just know they’re there. Otherwise, the scribble wouldn’t be right. They’re talking about me. I don’t know what they’re saying.

As time passes, I add lines to the scribble. One line at a time. Cops have to do things. Everything has a place in my scribble. The longer I wait, the more lines I add. Lines get straighter. Neater. Not such a scribble now.

There’s no clock in this part of the picture. How long have I been adding lines to the scribble? An hour? At least. Two? Maybe.

Now I can put one of the cops back in my part of the scribble. Only one cop. The bad one. His breath smells like coffee. I add cups of coffee to the scribble behind the mirror.

Bad Cop asks me a question. I don’t understand. I can’t answer, so I don’t try. In the home, there were questions. In this room, they are more. He asks more questions. I see the cop trying to make a picture of his own. His questions are places for him to draw lines in his picture. He’s trying to make a picture of me in jail. I’m not going to give him any lines for his picture. I say nothing. I listen to his questions. His questions have other questions underneath them. Those other questions are accusations. I don’t understand what he’s really asking. I don’t answer any questions. Not a single one.

He gets angry. Real angry. His face gets red. He leans close. He breathes coffee breath in my face. He sprays spit on me. Coffee spit. Brown in my picture. He shouts. He bangs the desk.

The red light shines on the camera.

I don’t say a single word. I wait. Maybe he’ll stop shouting questions. I draw more lines in the picture in my head. Many more lines.

Finally, I manage to connect enough lines to make a maze. The maze has a way out, but I can’t see it. The path is lost in the scribble. I need someone to show me the way. Someone who knows the maze. Someone who can take me out. A guide.

Finally, I speak. One word. One single word. It’s a word I’ve never said before, but it’s the right word. I know it is. It fits into my picture.

Bad Cop looks at me. What?

I say the word again. I try to say it better. Clearer.

He still doesn’t understand. It’s terrible not to understand. I know. Often, I don’t understand. I try one more time. I try real hard to say it clear.

His face gets redder. As red as the red light on the camera.

He understands my word. 

I say it again. Lawyer. Lawyers talk good. I need someone who can talk good. Gooder than me. Lawyer.

He says something else. He’s telling me I don’t want a lawyer.

That’s how I know I do. Bad Cop is trying to put me deeper in his maze. Farther from the exit. He doesn’t want a lawyer to guide me out. I say it again. And again. Every time he says something else to me. I say it. Lawyer. I’m getting good at saying it loudly and clearly. I can hear that in my own ears.

He gives up and leaves.

I wait for another long time. While I wait, I add a lawyer to the picture. He’s outside the scribble now, but soon, he’ll be inside. He’ll be in the scribble with me. He’ll understand the cops’ questions. He’ll have the right answers. That will be good.

* * *
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Horgan glanced up at the tally light on the camera. It was no longer glowing red, so the camera and microphone were turned off. The suspect had asked for a lawyer, so there was no official reason to continue recording. 

There was a more important reason to suspend recording for a while. The detective might want to use some special tactics to get the suspect to revoke his request for a lawyer and give up his right to remain silent. Tactics that no one wanted to be part of the official record. The police could tell as many lies about evidence and witnesses as they wanted. The Supreme Court had ruled that was legal. But making false promises, like telling the suspect that he’d be released if he confessed, was a bit trickier. Sometimes courts ruled that confessions obtained with false promises were admissible and sometimes not, so it was better not to have a record of any promises made before a confession was extracted.

And, of course, if the detective went a little further and threatened violence, or further yet and physically assaulted a suspect, no one wanted a recording floating around.

Horgan had no intention of engaging in any such tactics, whether the session was recorded or not. A suspect had to have a certain level of intelligence to understand the lies, believe the false promises, or fear the officer. Ox didn’t appear to have even that minimal level of intellectual capacity. Trying to interrogate him had proven to be a frustrating waste of time, and Horgan was already frustrated enough.

He stared at the suspect’s vacant face. “You don’t have a clue, do you? You’re too stupid to know what’s going on here. The only reason you said you wanted a lawyer was because you heard people on TV say it when they get arrested. I bet you don’t even know what a lawyer is.”

Ox didn’t look up. He just stared at his hands cuffed to the table.

Horgan sighed. “These stupid little cases are a waste of my time and talent. That’s what you are, you know. A waste of my time. When I put you away, I’ll add one more win to my solve rate, but it won’t be enough to matter. Nobody cares how many of these little thefts I solve. I need a major bust. I almost had one a few months ago. I was about to bring down some heavy hitters. It would have been a bust that would have made my career. I had a plan. I had everything in place. And just as I was about to do it, I got double-crossed and it all went south on me. It was a real shit show. I got the mess cleaned up so it wouldn’t blow back on me, but I was right back at square one. Now I have to find some other case that will put my career on the map, and you, my retarded friend, aren’t it. You’re just a damned waste of time.”

He looked at Ox, but Ox wasn’t reacting at all. “You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you? Not a word. I’ll get some satisfaction when I put you away for a few years because you won’t be stealing any more jewelry on my watch. By the time you’re back on the streets, I’ll be promoted out of robbery, and you’ll be some other poor schmuck’s problem. So sleep on that, buddy.”

Horgan left. He had better things to do that babysit this guy.

* * *
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Marie Shore was annoyed when she got the call from her boss. He knew she had a murder case looming on her calendar. Not officially a murder—her client was charged with negligent homicide—but the ADA made no secret that she intended to upgrade the charge to second-degree murder any day now. That heaped a measure of annoyance on top of Marie’s worries about defending her client. The trial was scheduled to begin in eight weeks. It was late in the game for the prosecutor to upgrade the charge. But Marie knew why she was delaying. She was giving herself as much time as possible to build her case. That meant they didn’t have as strong a case for murder as they’d like. That could be good for Marie, but she was deeply concerned anyway. She’d never before defended a client charged with murder. She wasn’t confident she could negotiate a decent plea deal. She’d have to consult with Darrell and Cynthia, the other two public defenders she hung around with, and she hated to do that. No lawyer ever got a promotion by admitting ignorance to her colleagues, even if they were her friends. Word of her shortcomings would spread through the office like magic, no matter how earnestly her friends swore they’d never tell a soul.

To add to her annoyance, this new client would do nothing to enhance her reputation. “He stole a necklace from a senile old lady in a nursing home? That’s it? Just a necklace?”

Ephron, on the other end of the phone, sounded offended. “It was a valuable piece of property. It was insured for twenty-five thousand. That makes the theft a felony.”

“Twenty-five thousand dollars? In a nursing home? Was it in a safe?”

“No. It was just laying out in the open in her room.”

“Who let a senile old woman in a nursing home have a twenty-five-thousand-dollar necklace in her room?”

“I told you everything I know. I was lucky the police told me that much. You can talk to your client and get the whole story.”

“I don’t want another client. My plate is already overflowing.”

“There’s always room for another client. This should be a simple case. Meet your client. Get his story. Negotiate his release. Two quick meetings. Two hours tops. Including travel time.”

“I don’t have two hours.”

“Anyone can squeeze in two hours.”

“This is the last straw, Ephron. This is the one that will break this camel’s back. I’m stretched that thin.”

“Nah. This case is as light as a feather. Two hours tops. Your client’s name is Hendrick Coffman.” He spelled it, and Marie wrote it down.

“You say he’s in custody now?”

“He refuses to be interrogated until he consults a lawyer.”

“Smart man.”

Ephron laughed. “That’s not what the cops say.”

Marie wondered what was so funny.

Twenty minutes later, she was escorted into the interview room in the police station.

A big man—huge, really—was waiting, his wrists cuffed to a ring in the steel table. He looked like a prisoner. His head was shaved, and he was dressed in a white institutional uniform, much like prisoners wear. But his uniform was bright white, not the dull beige of the standard jail uniform.

It wasn’t until she sat across from him and began trying to talk to him about the theft that she found out why her boss laughed when she’d commented about him being smart.

* * *
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Is a stranger in the room now. A woman. Young. Pretty. Doesn’t look like a cop. She says lawyer. I don’t understand. Then I do. I told the cops, lawyer. She is it. She is a lawyer. My lawyer. I put her in the picture in my head.

She is Marie. Lawyer Marie.

She asks my name.

Ox.

She has papers. She looks at them. Am I Hendrick Coffman?

Yes. Ox.

Should she call me Ox?

That’s me.

Do I know what I’m charged with?

I don’t understand charged.

Do I know why the police arrested me?

I don’t know. I didn’t stole nothing.

She tells me the police say I stole a necklace.

I didn’t stole nothing.

What happened to the necklace?

Nothing happened to the necklace. Old Lady Irene has the necklace.

What happened when it was missing?

I have the pictures in my head. Clear as anything. I try to tell the pictures, but I don’t have the right words. Words are different than pictures. Words are not clear.

She looks confused.

She asks more questions. 

I’m confused. I try to give her the right words. My words don’t work.

Did you ever go to school?

Yes. I remember school.

For how long?

Grade one and half of grade two. That’s what my mother told me. Grade one and half of grade two. I remember the other kids. I have bad pictures of them in my head. I don’t try to say all that picture. Just grade one and two.

Can I read?

No.

Can I do arithmetic?

No. I remember numbers on papers in school. They didn’t mean anything. Sometimes there were pictures. Those were easy. I don’t know if the pictures were arithmetic. If I have a picture of two hundred and fifteen things in my head, and another picture of a hundred and five, I can put them together and have a picture of three hundred and twenty things. Is that arithmetic, too? Or is arithmetic only the numbers written on paper? I don’t know. I don’t ask. Too hard to find the words.

Do I understand why I’m in the police station?

No. The cops didn’t do right. I didn’t stoled the necklace. I didn’t stoled nothing. Old Lady Irene has her necklace. I gave it to Nurse Helen. Nothing was stole.

She looks at her papers again. But I had the necklace for a while, right?

Yes. I gave it to Nurse Helen. I don’t understand why she asks. I already said I gave it to Nurse Helen. I couldn’t give it to Nurse Helen if I didn’t have it. That’s a real simple picture. I have something; I give it to someone; I don’t have it anymore; someone else has it. That’s giving something to someone. Doesn’t a lawyer understand that? Lawyers are smart. Aren’t they?

She asks if I understand that the necklace was stolen when I had it after I took it from Irene and before I gave it to the nurse.

I don’t understand that. I was just carrying it from the seeds to Nurse Helen. That’s not a steal. That’s a carry.

The lawyer says I don’t have to worry. I have to wait. She gets up and knocks on the door. The detective opens it, and she leaves.

My hands are still locked to the table.

* * *
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Marie frowned at Detective Horgan. “You said he wasn’t smart. You didn’t tell me he was mentally incompetent.” She was annoyed. Her interview had taken over an hour because she’d had to discuss almost every question with the man before she could figure out what he was likely trying to say. She didn’t have that much time to waste.

Horgan shook his head. “He’s a retard, all right. But he knew enough to steal the necklace, and he knew enough to give it back when we came around to investigate. In my book, that indicates a guilty state of mind. He understood he’d committed a crime.”

Marie cringed at the word, retard. That word said nothing about her client’s mental state but told her an awful lot about Detective Horgan’s. Not that she was surprised. He was an old-school Neanderthal. Daniels was younger and smarter, but Horgan was pulling seniority here and keeping Daniels in the background. Pity. She’d much rather have this conversation with the smarter of the two detectives. “Have you spoken to the DA’s office?”

“Not yet. We’re still investigating.”

“They’re never going to prosecute this case no matter what you find. The victim has suffered no loss because she has her necklace back. You have no evidence that my client—” She was reluctant to refer to him as Ox because that hardly sounded respectful. “—stole anything. It seems clear that he found the necklace on the premises and returned it promptly. He’s a cleaner in the old age home. I expect the residents misplace things all the time, and he finds them. On top of all that, he’s mentally challenged. He only completed first grade; he can’t read; he can’t do basic arithmetic; he can’t carry on a coherent conversation. He’s incapable of forming a criminal intention. I doubt he even understood that the necklace had any monetary value. Most likely, he came to understand its importance only when a detective came to the old age home to investigate its disappearance.”

“He lied to me constantly during interrogation. He kept contradicting himself. He might be a dummy, but he’s a bad seed, and this city will be safer if he’s off the streets. You’ve seen how big he is. A man that big with a brain that small is as dangerous as a runaway freight train.”

Marie sighed. That was the heart of Horgan’s problem. He was prejudiced against developmentally delayed people in general and was afraid of Ox specifically. “If you don’t drop your charges against my client and release him now, I’m going to phone the DA’s office, explain the situation, and file a writ of habeas corpus. Wasting some judge’s time will annoy him, but I guarantee he will issue an order compel my client’s immediate release.” The immediate part was a bit of a bluff. It would take a day to process the writ, but Marie trusted that Horgan wouldn’t know that. What he would know is that having a prisoner released by judicial order never helped a cop’s career. It carried the implication of an improper arrest.

Horgan glared at her. “I’ll release him into your custody, but I’m not dropping the charges. I’m still conducting my investigation.”

“Oh, no. You’re not releasing him into my custody. You can take him back to where you found him.” She glanced at her copy of the arrest report. “Take him back to the Riverbluff Long Term Care Facility.”

Horgan looked triumphant. “We’re not a taxi service. If I have to release him, I’m escorting him only as far as the sidewalk. After that, he’s on his own.”

“Does he have funds for a taxi?”

“He didn’t even have a wallet. He had no personal effects at all. Nothing but the clothes he’s wearing. Processing his release means I’ll be unlocking the cuffs and kicking him to the curb, and that’s it. That’s the end of my involvement. Whatever happens after that is not my concern.”

“You can’t do that. He’s not mentally competent.”

“Not my problem. He’s your client. You’re making me release him, so he’s your problem. If you don’t take him, I’m going to hold him in protective custody for his own safety. Like you said, he wouldn’t be safe if I released him anywhere but into your custody.”

“What about the administrator at Riverbluff Long Term Care? You can release him into their custody.”

“You think anyone from there is going to drive all the way downtown from Grantville to pick up the retard? I wouldn’t bet my paycheck on it. I’ll release him into your custody, and you can release him to the good folks at Riverbluff. That’s my offer. Take it or leave him locked up here with me for the indefinite future.”

“Come on, Horgan. Be reasonable. I’ve got work to do.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to interview a witness about the Fawkes murder before I go back to the office.”

“Sucks to be you. Take him along. He’ll be great company. Not much of a conversationalist, but I’m sure you’ll find him simpatico.” Horgan laughed. “Maybe he’ll turn out to be a terrific interrogator when he’s sitting on your side of the table. At least, you know he won’t be repeating anything he hears. At least not in a way that anyone will comprehend. He’s the perfect silent partner to keep confidential information confidential.”

“And you’ll be dropping all charges against him? Or do I have to call the DA’s office about that?”

Horgan shrugged. “I’ll drop the charges for now if you want, but I’m not dropping the investigation. And when I get more evidence, I’ll be arresting the big ox again. You can depend on that.”

She could depend on Horgan to act like a Neanderthal. No question about that. “Bring my client out here, and we’ll be on our way.” She cursed her soft heart. She’d done her job. She should let the police figure out what to do with him. But she hated to see Ox stay in jail when he couldn’t understand why he was there.

He gave her a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am. I’m here to serve and protect.”

She sighed again. This was all Ephron’s fault. He could have assigned this mickey mouse case to anyone. Why did he have to pick on her?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 2
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Marie told Ox to stay in the car. She’d be back in about an hour.

Ox looked at the house. It looked like every other house on this street. The yard was an expanse of weeds littered with junk. The paint was peeling. The shingles on the roof were curling. Half the windows were too dirty to see through, and the other half were boarded over with badly weathered plywood.

He opened the passenger door. “I come.”

He might have spoken more grammatically than that for all Marie knew. His diction was so poor she couldn’t tell if she’d caught every word he said or not. But his utterance was short, and she got his point. In truth, she wouldn’t mind having an ox at her side when she interviewed her witness. Her investigator, Alton Cox, had conducted a background check on Axcroft, and then followed that up with a phone call, but had found little information about him. That surprised her. Alton was a good detective with access to a lot of resources. He seldom came up short. If Alton couldn’t find anything, Axcroft must keep an unusually low profile. But from what Alton had said, Axcroft wasn’t hostile. He’d told Alton he was willing to cooperate. But he might have changed his attitude in the forty-eight hours since the investigator had spoken to him on the phone. Or there might be others inside who would feel less welcoming toward a stranger in their home.

Sometimes nefarious business was conducted in houses that looked like this.

She had qualms about letting a client—a developmentally-delayed client, no less—put himself in harm’s way, but she had deeper qualms about getting raped, tortured, and killed if she entered alone, and things went bad. Even so, she had to warn him. “You should stay here. It might be dangerous to come with me.”

“I come.”

She shrugged. No sense wasting time arguing about it. He was twice her size. She was powerless to stop him from doing what he wanted. Besides, for some reason she couldn’t explain, he carried an aura of trustworthiness about him. She couldn’t deny feeling a touch of relief when he followed her down the cracked and buckling concrete walkway to the front door.

When she knocked, he waited a step behind and a step off to the side. Ox might be mentally slow, but he was in the perfect position to intervene if someone tried to attack her.

After a minute, the door opened an inch, and an eye peered out from the dark crack. “What?” The voice sounded feminine but rough and ragged as though degraded by years of smoking. It could have belonged to a teenage boy. Marie couldn’t see enough of the owner to tell.

“I’m here to see Jeremy Axcroft. I have an appointment.”

The door slammed shut. Then the voice inside screeched, “Jer! Someone at the door! Get out here!”

A deeper voice answered at a lower volume. It was followed by a brief conversation. Marie couldn’t make out the words, but both parties sounded irritated with the other.

Finally, the door opened again, this time wide enough to reveal a man in his early thirties. His hair was unkempt, and he looked like he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days. A dirty white tee-shirt stretched across his chest, not because he was particularly muscular, but because the tee shirt was too small for his wiry frame. Sloppy jeans hung low on his hips and bunched around his bare feet. “You that lawyer? Kyle’s lawyer?”

“Yes. I’m Marie Shore. I’m defending Kyle Peterson.”

“Who’s Snow White?” The man jerked his head toward Ox, his white uniform practically sparkling in the sunlight.

“He’s my associate. He’s just here to keep me company. I’ll be the only one asking questions.”

The man inspected Ox from his spotless white tennis shoes to his shaved head, his neck craning to look up at Ox’s face. “The guy on the phone didn’t say anything about an associate.”

“That’s because it’s not important. Can we come in?”

“Yeah.” The man—obviously, this was Jeremy, though he hadn’t introduced himself—turned and walked away, leaving the door open.

Marie followed him, and Ox followed Marie, closing the door softly behind him.

The inside of the house looked a little better than the outside. Marie expected to find filth, but it was passably clean. It appeared that someone—Marie presumed the woman, not Jeremy—had some standards.

Jeremy settled himself into an overstuffed easy chair. Its green faux leather upholstery was scarred but not cut through anywhere Marie could see. He left a tattered forest green sofa for Marie and Ox’s comfort. The furniture had seen better days. Although it was old and overused, it didn’t appear dirty. Marie didn’t mind sitting on the sofa.

Ox remained standing. For someone who was developmentally delayed, Marie was mildly surprised to see him looking alert and attentive. He scanned the room, keeping an eye on the front door and the passage to the kitchen as though anticipating possible danger. He gave the impression that, like a competent bodyguard, he was ready to meet any threat.

Marie appreciated that more than she expected. She didn’t feel safe in this house. She addressed Jeremy. “When you spoke to our investigator, Mr. Cox, the day before yesterday, you told him you were talking to Kyle on the evening of the eighth of June. That’s the day that Donnie Fawkes was killed.”

“Yeah.”

“I’d like you to tell me about what happened when you talked to Kyle.”

Jeremy shrugged. “Nothing happened. He came over here. We drank a couple of beers and talked. That’s all.”

“Did he mention the killing?”

“He said Donnie was dead. Stabbed. He was upset. He was tight with Donnie.”

“Did he say how Donnie was stabbed?”

“In the stomach. There was a lot of blood.”

That wasn’t what she wanted to know. “I mean, did Kyle say who stabbed Donnie?”

“No. He didn’t know. Donnie was already stabbed when Kyle found him.”

“Where did Kyle find him?”

“Out in Ramona. Donnie had a place out there. An old house and a bit of property. But it doesn’t have any water. The well dried up years ago. Donnie had a big tank and had to get water trucked in every couple of months. The place wasn’t worth much because of that. He was hoping to get hooked up to municipal water someday, but there were no plans for that. It was too far away from downtown. The nearest connection was a couple miles away.”

“Have you been there?”

“No. Ramona is out in the country. An hour’s drive. Donnie wasn’t tight with me like he was with Kyle. But Kyle told me about Donnie’s problems with the water. It was a big deal. He talked about it all the time.”

“Kyle talked about it?”

“Donnie. Kyle just told me what Donnie said.”

So far, Jeremy wasn’t telling Marie anything new. This was the same story Kyle had told her, corroborating what was in the police reports. He’d found the body and called the police. According to the coroner, Kyle’s nine-one-one call was placed two hours after the
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