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Five years ago this month I saw the article in the paper. I was looking through newspaper archives for an obituary of an old friend that I had been in the Army with and heard he had died in 2005. I was hoping to get the names of a relative so I could send my condolences and maybe get some information on his death.
The article said that Joannie McCall, also known as Cousin Joannie to her friends, had died in her parent’s greenhouse of asphyxiation on June 15, 2005. No foul play was discovered and no further details were available. I looked for more archived news articles about the girl in the Columbus, Ohio area but found none. I googled “Cousin Joannie” and got two hits. Bingo, an article about the incident in the Columbus Dispatch giving her age as 15 and living at 9290 Hickory Tree Road, in the northwest side of Columbus.
This kind of stuff is right up my alley. I write free lance crime stories for a number of true crime magazines and have written two books on true crime. I went to Ohio State, played football for four years and earned a degree in journalism. After school, I didn’t have a job so I went into the Army, became a ranger and served four years in some not so nice places around the world. When I left the service, I returned home to Columbus and bought a house four miles from where I grew up. I’ve stayed single; have two cars, no pets, several guns and one girlfriend
I am named Jersey Walcott, I don’t know where that first name came from and never thought to ask my parents before they died. So I just go with it. Maybe they lived on the Jersey shore at one time, maybe they came from New Jersey, or maybe my dad wore a football jersey when I was born.
It was early afternoon when I got the address on Cousin Joannie so I figured I’d head out there and sniff around. I called Maggie, the girlfriend, to see if she wanted to take a ride. She has a great job at a legal defense firm as an assistant to the big shot and never takes time off unless it’s to help me. She’s like my second brain on stuff like this. We needed a ruse since discussing someone’s dead daughter is never pleasant. My second brain suggested we say we are interested in a greenhouse and heard they had one, so maybe we could look at it. The parents, Jane and George McCall, were in their forties, fit and easy to talk to. I gave them the ruse and wandered out behind the house, the greenhouse was about three hundred feet away, surrounded by several trees and bordered by beds of lilies and azaleas. Maggie tried the door but it wouldn’t budge, I gave it a try, nothing. I walked around the back and found a shovel and I was able to pry the door open. When we looked in we thought we had found the lost jungle of the Amazon. Obviously, this was not a working greenhouse and is understandable since the incident here five years ago. Maggie and I worked our way inside moving away vines, overgrown flowers that have gone to seed and their offspring that have gone to seed. The ants were out of control as were the nest of wasps up in the corner. This greenhouse was about twenty by forty feet with several broken panes in the roof which added to the ventilation and also let in rain and moisture which help to spread the growing. We had seen enough and returned to the front door to thank the McCalls. They invited us in to cool off for a minute. They offered us seats and a cool drink; we declined the drinks but took seats.
Mrs. McCall asked us about our greenhouse plans and quickly apologized for the state of their greenhouse. She informed us that their daughter had a bad accident in the greenhouse about ten years ago. Maggie and I acted surprised and carefully inquired about what had happened. Mrs. McCall looked at her husband and then studied her shoes. I’ve learned through my extensive experience in interviewing, anybody who looks at their shoes has more to say but doesn’t want to say it. I took that as a clue that it was time to go, so I said to Maggie, “Hey, if we are going to make the party we should be going.” My second brain got the hint and we stood up and moved toward the door, thanked them for their kindness and exited.
When Maggie and I got into the car, we both said at the same time, “There is more to this story.” We both agreed and headed home to think about a plan. Heading home meant going to Maggie’s apartment and deciding about dinner. I voted for Chinese and she didn’t vote so I won. I ordered General Tso Chicken and Maggie wanted Crispy Prawns with Walnuts. After stuffing ourselves and still having some left over for another meal we snuggled on the sofa with legal pads and brainstormed.
parents know more
greenhouse is a mess
not many questions asked, police, newspapers
check with neighbors
check with police and /or hospitals
autopsy
Not much, but plenty to get us started. We snuggled some more and both admitted we were tired so I wandered home. I spent the next couple of days finishing an article for “True Crime” about a freeway dopehead that finds his victims at local rest stops. He drives a semi tractor and parks at the stops along I-70 to find young girls traveling alone.
I had been talking to Maggie on the phone about our next step, she thought we should talk to the neighbors, I thought we should go to police department and check for any records. My second brain won this time. On Saturday morning we stopped at our favorite breakfast diner. I ordered eggs over easy, hash browns crispy, toast and beacon. Maggie ordered oatmeal and orange juice. I normally don’t eat breakfast during the week so this is always a nice treat. Maggie looked good and refreshed; she was wearing jeans, running shoes and an OSU sweatshirt. She had been at Ohio State when I was there but with forty thousand students, our paths never crossed. I was into football and she was into dating, go figure. We met in district court in Columbus, I was a witness for a case that I was writing an article for and she was dating the assistance prosecutor. We talked in the hallway, then we went to lunch, she never looked back. I was happy, two brains are better than one.
The neighborhood around the McCall’s was rural. The houses on both sides were about three hundred feet apart, there was nobody behind them, just a large field. There were several houses across the street but none close by. We stopped at the house just south of McCall’s and knocked on the door, dogs barked inside then the door opened. I introduced ourselves and asked if we could ask some questions about Cousin Joannie from five years ago. Mrs. Jensen quieted the two dogs and let us in. The homes around here were mostly story and a half cape cods, some with dormers added, some with garages some without. The Jensen house was very plain, no add-ons, no garage. The inside was very neat and clean, nicely appointed nothing new but nothing worn out either. Maggie asked if Mr. Jensen was here, only to find out he died about five years ago, so much for the second brain.
I decided to go for the jugular and asked her what she knew about Cousin Joannie’s accident. Mrs. Jensen gulped, I gulped, and I looked at Maggie and saw her gulp. Mrs. Jensen said, “Do you really think it was an accident?” Now I have a problem; I came here to ask some questions not to answer them. Well I said, “I assume it was an accident but I’m trying to find out more.” Maggie asked if she knew the McCalls very well. She said, “Well no but they were neighbors so they were friendly,” I asked how old her boys were. She said they were twenty-three and twenty-five. That would make them eight and ten years older than Jeannie. She said, “The older one had gone away to college to play division II basketball and lives near Pittsburg doing some computer thing. The younger one works at a gas station and lives at home in a room in the basement. Tears came to her eyes as she told us that he took five years to graduate from high school and was somewhat slow. I gulped and looked toward Maggie and she shrugged her shoulders. As brain number two kicked in she asked if he ever was seen by a specialist, therapist, or psychologist. She said, “The school worked with him on occasion, basically to get him qualified to graduate so they wouldn’t have to deal with him anymore.” “Was he difficult?” Maggie asked. “What do you mean?” Mrs. Jensen asked. “Well, did he scare people, or treat others badly, was he kind to pets and other people, did he get along with the family and neighbors?” Mrs. Jensen said, “He was frustrated by his slowness and got mad at others easily, especially when they teased him.”
I gave Maggie the high sign, that would be a nod toward the door. We thanked Mrs. Jensen for her help and she asked that we keep her in the loop about Cousin Joannie. She said it was such a tragic accident….
When we got in the car Maggie gave me the stink eye. I said, “What?” Maggie said, “We put undue pressure on that woman and made her feel very uncomfortable and in turn I felt uncomfortable.” Maggie I said, “We are dealing with a death and these kinds of questions are not outside the realm of the issue, besides you have to admit we might be onto something.” She said, “We are not on to anything, they are a nice family, supportive parents, that happen to have a child that is not quite up to snuff.” “Well you have to admit,” I said, “a child that is frustrated and gets mad easily might need more looking into, okay.”
“Okay,” she said, “but lets be gentle about it.”
I can understand where Maggie was coming from, knowing a little of her background. There was no support in her family, she was constantly told she was not up to doing things. Her mother told her she would never get a date for the prom so it would be dumb to look at dresses to wear, when in fact she was one of the prom queens. Her date was a tall kid, the MVP of the basketball team and an A student, he was very well liked and they made a beautiful couple. When it came time to apply to college she was told she would never get in and she should get a job a JC Pennys. She did get in under the early admission policy and the rest is pretty much history. As a result she is sensitive about the family unit, so I must tread lightly.
I thought we should get the autopsy report or a police report or a hospital report or some kind of report. Maggie thought we should go to Columbus Memorial Hospital and see what we could find out. I agreed. When we got there we went to the record’s division. Maggie went up to the window and asked the clerk if we could get an autopsy report on….she was interrupted by a curt response, “Who are you?” I’m Maggie Sloan and I would…..again she was stopped, “We don’t give this stuff out to just anybody.” Maggie looked at me helplessly. I stepped up to the window and in my most adult voice said, “Hi ma’am agent Jersey Walcott and we are investigating a case.” I showed her my creds and she nodded and smiled and gave us a small form to fill out, it only asked for what we wanted not who we were.
About ten minutes later she gave us three sheets of paper and told us to have a nice day.
Back in the car I was getting the stink eye again. I said, “What?”
“What did you show her that was impressive enough for her to jump through that hoop?” I showed her my crime club book card and a badge that said “AGENT” on it that I got at a novelty store. She was nonplussed so I gave her the stink eye.
We decided food was in order so we stopped at ChiChi Italianos. It’s a great concept but not sure it will fly. I ordered linguini tacos and Maggie ordered a triple pasta burrito. Maggie was looking at the hospital papers and frowning. “See anything important?” I queried.
“There’s not a thing here that’s worth anything,” she said, “maybe you can see something.” She handed the papers to me and I first saw the emergency room report. Joannie had arrived at the ER not breathing and was pronounced dead in a matter of a few minutes. Her parents followed her into the ER and were given the bad news by a doctor on duty. I’m sure they expected the worst, but the finality of death is always a shock. The autopsy report detailed the condition of the body. It said that the body was a healthy girl of about ten years old, dressed in jeans and a tee shirt. It also said there appeared to be red irritations on her wrists, ankles and neck. These were unexplained. They also mentioned a bruise on the right temple that was not life threatening but might have caused dizziness or confusion. The parents would not authorize a full body autopsy as they did not think it would prove anything. I relayed my thoughts to Maggie as she worked on her fried ice cream. We agreed that maybe there wasn’t anything to this.
I dropped her off at her apartment, she had wanted me to come up for coffee or a drink or possible snuggling but I begged off and said I’d talk to her tomorrow.
I awoke the next morning, Sunday, slightly groggy and a little confused. Little girls just don’t just stop breathing and fall on the floor or fall on the floor and then stop breathing, something wasn’t right. I went to the kitchen for some breakfast. When I opened the refrigerator I saw two beers, a bottle of salsa, and a mushy apple, pretty sad. I made instant coffee and put cold water on corn flakes, ugh. I had some writing projects to work on so I went to my office/dining room and looked over an article that had been referred to me because of my advanced interviewing skills. It’s about a twin who whacks his brother with a cleaver because he’s better looking. I had already interviewed his high school teachers and parents. He is serving time at Marion Correctional Facility about sixty miles north of Columbus. I really need to go there and talk to him but my heart was not in it right now. This chore has been nagging at me for awhile, like a dead skunk hanging in a tree. I worked the article a little, putting in my discussions I have had with parents and teachers. Although everybody said that he was as normal as could be, normal is not doing in your twin brother.
I had a thought that was nagging at me. So I called brain number two and she answered on the fifth ring just before I was about to hang up. “Maggie,” I said, “Do you remember the report stating that Joannie had abrasions on her wrists and ankles?” “What do you think about them?” There was a long pause. I asked, “Could they be from something she was wearing like a blouse or shirt, and socks that bothered her skin. Maggie replied, “No I don’t think so, if they had annoyed her that much, she would have changed them.” I’ve seen that with my nieces, if they are wearing something uncomfortable they not wear it very long and get a different outfit.” I asked what she was doing and she replied, “I’m cleaning my apartment, I started vacuuming, then I cleaned the refrigerator now I’m working on the cupboards.” I asked if she wanted to go and get something to eat. Her reply was, “Well, I’m not dressed.” I had a vision of her cleaning and vacuuming in the nude, it was a good vision. I said, “I’ll be right over don’t get dressed quite yet.” She called me an ogre. I have on old jeans and a dirty tee shirt from cleaning. I’ll take a shower and be ready in thirty minutes. “Sounds good,” I said, “I’ll see you then.”
We went to an Applebee’s around the corner from her apartment and sat at the bar. I’ve found that the best service comes from bartenders. Maggie looked great, she has that wholesome look to her, short sandy blond hair and light features. She’s thin and athletic looking. Not too perky but upbeat most of the time. We ordered burgers and onion rings to split, I ordered a draft beer and she had a coke. I told her about going to the prison in the next few days to finish a piece I’m working on and would she like to go along. She said she can’t this coming week there were several cases pending in the office and she would be very busy. I expressed the concerns I had with the girl’s wrists and ankles and also still thinking about the younger neighbor boy next door. I told her I was going to stop and get a police report while I was out and I’d let her know what I found out.
I called the prison the next morning and got the visiting times. I got there about 1:30, went to the visitor center and filled out the form they handed me. The clerk said it would take 15 to 20 minutes, I took a seat.
While sitting I thought about my life and where it was going. I decided it was not going anywhere. I lived comfortably. Had a nice girl, enjoyed the work I did but felt I something was lacking, what was it? During the years of doing crime writing I had honed my investigative skills and knew the ins and outs of getting information even with a fake badge. Where would this stuff take me, I wondered.
My name was called and I was led into another room with dividers and glass between the prisoners and the visitors. I sat down at window number four, He was seated across from me. I introduced myself and asked if I could ask some questions about his crime. He said, “Sure but the answers wouldn’t change, the facts are the facts.” We had discussions about the scene in the kitchen, I inquired about how he felt about it now and what he thought at the time. He was easy to talk to, articulate and friendly. Basically, he didn’t know why he hit his twin with the meat cleaver, did admitted doing it. They were in the kitchen making food to eat, the next thing he remembers, his brother was on the floor bleeding and he was standing there looking at him. He got into his car and drove to the police station. He was taken into custody and put into an interview room. Police and crime scene techs were dispatched to the scene. His attorney tried for a mental insanity plea but that didn’t fly as the twin admitted to the crime, he just didn’t know why. He received a twenty year sentence for manslaughter. Go figure.
It was too late to get to the police station but I did stop and get a Starbucks and a roll, never to late for that. I got home and wrote up my notes in a more organized fashion so that when I was ready to use them I would understand them.
I still had a nagging thought, nagging like a headache in the rear of your brain that needs to come forward. What was it that bothered me? Was it my relationship with Maggie? Was it Cousin Joannie? Was it the twin killing? Or maybe it was all of them. Time will tell as these kinds of issues have a life of their own. They breathe, they move as in flux, they have life and give life to other issues. These issues then take on their own life, they breathe they fester and they sometimes get in the way, but they are there like a nagging headache just waiting to blossom.
The next morning I called the neighbor, Anna Jenson, and asked her where the gas station was that Carl worked. She told me it was the BP at Fourth and North Avenue. She asked why I wanted it and I told her I had some questions I needed to clear up with her son. This didn’t seem to bother her that I wanted to question her son. I got the impression that she was confident that her son knew nothing and wasn’t involved at all. She may be right but I’m not sure yet. In fact, I’m far from convinced of his innocence.
Five years ago Carl Jensen would have been eighteen years old. Could an eighteen year old do something evil to another kid. I don’t know but I’m sure anything is possible. If he didn’t do something did he witness something? Questions, questions.
Being an expert interviewer and writer of true crime; I have an extensive database of crimes cross referenced by gender, race, and age and just about everything else. I explored crime deaths by teenagers and saw that there were fifty-five nation wide and four in Ohio in two thousand nine. I checked each case and found that three were teens against other teens and one was a teen against an adult.
I needed some Maggie input so called her at work and had to leave a message. She called back about fifteen minutes later. I told her I missed her and wanted to take her to lunch, she was excited. I put on slacks, a dress shirt and loafers and was out the door in ten minutes. Oh yes, I shaved too and brushed my teeth.
I maintained a golf and social membership at Columbus Country Club mostly for business purposes. I played golf my entire life from the age of ten. My dad would take me with him on Saturday afternoons; I would make like I was caddying for him and as soon as we were away from the building he would let me hit golf balls as long as I didn’t slow anybody up. My game became pretty honed over the next few years and in the tenth grade I made the high school team. In college I didn’t play much, just too busy and almost never while in the Army. When I returned to Ohio from the service I played several times a week with childhood friends, we had a good time betting small amounts and drinking beer after rounds. It was a fun time.
When I started my writing company doing the crime story gig I thought I could justify a club membership. I could, I made good money from my true crime articles and my two books were still selling so I was still getting checks from my publisher. When I had nothing; I went there a couple of times a week looking for a game. Afterward we would sit on the patio and have single malt scotches and cigars. What a life. Maggie and I enjoyed the social activities at the country club; we went to New Years Eve parties, Fourth of July parties, cooks outs and dances. My friends there were always asking me when we were going to tie the knot; I would just shrug my shoulders and say, “Sometime.” This was one of those things that was a dull ache in the back of my head; I needed to resolve it sometime, but when? When I got to Maggie’s building I parked next door and went in to get her. She was waiting in the lobby talking to a couple of other workers. Maggie said,”Hey, Jersey, Jane and Louie want to go to lunch with us. What did you have in mind?” Well I had in mind the brunch at the country club and I didn’t want to feed two other people I didn’t know. So I said, “Just something quick as I had an errand to run so maybe another time.” They took that in stride and took off on their own. I noticed I was getting the stink eye.
When we got in my car she said, “That was a little awkward.” I replied,” No not at all, I wanted to have to brunch at the club with you here we are on our way there, by ourselves. Her face lit up like a 200 watt bulb was turned on. She said, “Great I always like going there with you, I wondered why you were dressed up.” “I’m not dressed up, just nice slacks, a dress shirt and loafers.” “Anyway I think you look nice.” She said.
As we walked through the grill room to get a table we were both greeted by my friends and others that Maggie had met, I could tell that she was very comfortable here. That was good, who wouldn’t want their girlfriend received nicely by their friends. When we got our food and drinks, I brought her up to date on what I had found out, specifically about the demographics on teen crimes resulting in death. Maggie didn’t think much about the statistics and certainly didn’t think they applied to Cousin Joannie. I had to agree with her, there really wasn’t much here. We have no crime, no indication of an accident and no reason to think Carl Jensen was the least bit involved. My second brain was working hard on this, and she said, “Suppose he was just there and saw something or heard her make a noise or remembered a sound. Maybe he knows something.” I agreed with all this. So I said,”I guess I will talk to him in the next couple of days.” Maggie had finished her meal and was going to get us coffee, how nice she was.
During our ride back to her office we made small talk about the golf club and then her projects at work and my current writing projects for the five magazines I write for. She thanked me for lunch, we kissed and hugged decided we would talk later. The knot in the back of my head was easing.
The next morning I found the BP station where Carl worked. I located the owner and asked if I could talk to Carl about some personal things. Sure he said, “Carl has worked hard since he had arrived at seven that morning.” Without asking, his boss informed me that Carl was a good employee, always on time, stayed late if needed and like working with his hands on the cars we repaired. When he said, “working with his hands my spine shivered.” He called Carl and we went into the office. I introduced myself and asked how he was doing and if he liked the job here. He said he enjoyed the work and he got along well with his boss. I let him know I was writing an article on Joannie McCall and wondered what he knew.
He went on to tell me how Joannie was playing with squirt guns around their houses. The church was having a fun fair that coming weekend and her mother had bought squirt guns as prizes for the kids, she gave Joannie hers early because it was hot and steamy outside. I was in the driveway checking oil in the car. She ran by and squirted me, laughed and ran away. I went in the house and sat in the kitchen and had a glass of cold water, after about thirty minutes, Mrs. McCall called and asked my mother if Joannie was there, she said no and hadn’t seen her. I went back outside to look around; I saw the door to the greenhouse ajar which was unusual unless someone was inside. I walked over to it, as I got to within a few feet of it I heard some rustling inside. When I looked inside Joannie was on the floor. I was scared so I ran to get my mother and we returned to the greenhouse. When my mother looked inside she immediately said, “Run to Joannie’s house and have her mother call 911.” The rest is kind of a blur. The ambulance arrived and took her away. We learned later that night that Joannie was dead. She was dead when she got to the hospital, she was dead when she got into the ambulance in fact she was dead when she was in the greenhouse.
I have to admit that Carl was very forthright and very believable. The knot in the back of my head eased a little. I thanked Carl for his help and started out of the office. I turned and said, “Carl were you involved in this in any way?” “Oh no, Mr. Walcott I sure wasn’t, we were friends, we were neighbors, went to church together, how could I have done anything to hurt Joannie.” I believed him.
I headed home and picked up some lunch on the way at a deli I liked. Corned beef on rye with Russian dressing, one of my favorites. I called Maggie and asked if she would like to come over for dinner, I could get some steaks and make a salad. She liked that idea, she also asked if Jane and Louie could join us, I said sure after stiffing them on the lunch thing the other day. I said, I’d be happy to pick her up since I needed to pick up the steaks anyway and she wouldn’t have to drive over to my place by herself. With that set up, I settled in at my office/dining room to work on the “twin killing the twin article.” I finished it around five o’clock and sent it to the magazine. If they liked it and agreed to use it, they would sent me five hundred dollars.
I suddenly had a thought. It’s a good thing when I have these because many times the thought leads to something either productive or something profitable. Well this one was for profit. Since I was looking into the Cousin Joannie affair I thought I could work this into an article for one of the rags I write for, I mean one of the magazines I write for. I would have to write up short synopses of the case and submit it for acceptance. Then if they liked the concept, they give me the go ahead along with a hundred dollars to show they are sincere. Ok so I’ll work on that since I’m already gathering information on the case.
The words of Louie Armstrong came to mind:
I see skies of blue and clouds of white.
The bright blessed day the dark sacred night.
And I think to myself what a wonderful world.
I stopped at the market around the corner where I buy most of my food stuffs and beverages. I picked four nice steaks and asked Joe to set me up with ingredients for a nice salad for four people. I grabbed some beer and thought I’d make my killer margaritas. A writer of crime probably shouldn’t use that term. I was pretty sure I had the makings for the margaritas but just case I got a fifth of Sousa Premium tequila and a couple of cans of frozen limeade.
I got to Maggie’s right at six and called her from the lobby, she came down. She was carrying a grocery bag, I asked, “What do you have in the bag b……babe.” She reminded me of my shopping habits, told me I was a minimalist when it came to buying food for my house so she had some munchies for before dinner. Good idea, what are they. “I put together some mini shrimp tacos and some meatballs in sauce.” How thoughtful of her, I knew two brains were better than one.
We got back to my house and went inside, Maggie is always has this fear that my place will look like the fraternity house in the movie, “Animal House.” Quite the contrary, I am very neat and tidy, there are no dirty dishes in my oven. She is always surprised when she comes over that everything is so neat, she likes that about me. Of course I never cook anything anyway. Jane and Louis arrived and we went out back to the patio. I said, “margaritas anybody?” Everyone said, “Yes”. I slipped inside and put together my killer concoction, tequila, lime juice, and chartreuse mixed in a blender with some ice. I poured four glasses and returned to the patio. Maggie had set out the appetizers and the drinks were welcomed with uplifted hands. We made small talk about what was happening in the world and what was new in our jobs. Since I was the only one without a real job they were curious about what I was currently doing with my writing projects. I related to them that I generally get crimes to write about from the magazines I’m aligned with, it’s usually a crime that might have some interest to its readers. Generally it’s not a Bill shoots Bob, end of story thing. It’s more like, The CEO shoots beautiful secretary during board meeting. I mentioned that I liked the work; it was interesting, always something different. There were times that I uncovered a crime that I thought had value so I would spin the idea to the magazines to see if they were interested.
Maggie, Jane and Louie all worked for the same legal defense company. They did a lot of pro bono work, some trial work and some counseling. They all seemed to like the work, Louie was a lawyer and Maggie and Jane were paralegals. I started the grill and refilled the drinks.
Louie said to me, “Maggie says you’re looking at a cold case.” “Yes we are but not sure the there is anything to it, we are just kind of poking around to see what’s out there on it.” Louie said, “If I can help in any way with forms or requests for documents don’t hesitate to ask.” I thanked him and we put the steaks on the grill, Maggie came along side and asked, “Is everything okay here?” “Sure I replied, would you mind putting together the salad?”
We had a terrific dinner, the steaks were medium rare and the salad was excellent. After we were completely sated, we enjoyed the rest of the evening under a beautiful starlit sky. Around ten Jane and Louie said their goodbyes and thanked us for a terrific evening. Maggie and I cleaned up in the kitchen, we both agreed that it was a very nice get together with her friends from work; I had enjoyed getting to know them. I asked if she would like to have a sleepover, she smiled and said she’d love too. This didn’t happen often but enough that she kept extra clothes and necessities at my house. How thoughtful, I liked the second brain, it was always in gear.
We awoke about six-fifteen and I got some coffee brewing. When I returned to the bedroom Maggie was about to take a shower, I stripped and got in with her to conserve water. I washed her back and she washed mine along with some other parts.
On the way to her apartment she asked what my plan was for the day and I replied,”I think I’ll go to the police station and see what they have on Joannie McCall’s death. I dropped her off and stopped to get a Starbucks and a sweet roll on my way to the police station. I had gotten to know the clerk in records so didn’t think I would have any trouble getting any forms I was looking for. When I got to the records division, I signed in and went to the counter. Wendy and I talked for a few minutes and she asked me what I needed. I gave her the name Joannie McCall, death in 2005. She hit some computer keys and shrugged her shoulders and said. “Nothing shows up.” I asked, “How could that be?” She let me know that there was no crime reported, no investigation done, and there was never any follow-up to the death. “Let me get this straight, you have record of this death; there was no investigation by the police, no questioning of any friends or neighbors and nobody looking over the scene or getting a report on the body. None of these types of things were done. I find that odd.” “Well Jersey,” she said, “If someone hits a tree at fifty miles an hour and dies; we wouldn’t have a report on that either because there’s no crime.” “Okay, okay you got me there.” I said. I thanked her for her help and left. The knot tightened in the back of my head.
I needed to give this some rest, I was getting no where. I still thought in my own mind that I was on the something, but the information was not getting me to the conclusion I wanted, was I trying to force the facts to fit the scene, the crime, or the accident. I didn’t know the answers yet, I needed to give it a rest.
I had a two o’clock golf game scheduled, so I drove over to the club and had lunch in the grill room. Donny, one of my golf buddies, came in and sat down. He said, “Jersey what’s up?” I replied, “Oh, nothing new, pretty much the same thing.” Sandy came over and took our lunch order, bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich and a coke for me and Donny ordered a hamburger, well done and a draft beer. Donny was a smart guy, sold and leased commercial real estate, I think he did pretty well at it, he was well liked and aggressive but not pushy. He came to Columbus about ten years ago from Chicago, looking for a less competitive market. Columbus is right in the center of Ohio with a population of seven-hundred and fifty thousand. It’s a fairly modern city with an active downtown young professional air to it. And of course, it is home to Ohio State University. The downtown area was clean and has the Sicoto River running through it, on its way to the Ohio River. Donny returned to the table kind of upbeat and a little jerky. I asked, “What’s shaken there my friend?” He related the conversation just he just had with Fred Conner across the room, it appears that Fred’s company needs some more space and is interested in leasing a complete floor in one of the office buildings Donny’s company manages. This has hyped Donny up and has caused him to think ahead about the nice commission he would make. I don’t blame him, I’m just glad I’m not in that type of business. Sandy brought our food and drinks and we settled down to eat. I knew it would not be silent for very long, after one bite, Donny asked what kind of cases I had been writing about. I briefly related what I had learned about Cousin Joannie but mentioned that I had no retainer for the story. This simply means I hadn’t been forwarded any money to do this for any magazines. I also gave him some details on the twin brother killing. I looked at Donny and he was deep in thought, real deep. I said, “Hello, is anybody home?” He looked at me and I could tell the wheels were turning and the brain was engaged. “What, Donny, what is it?” “I think it’s deja-vu.” He said. Oh; the twin killing, I’m sure it’s not the first time a twin killed his brother. “No-no,” Donny said, “the girl in the greenhouse death.” I remember thinking that I was going to give this Joannie thing a rest and let the dust settle a little bit, so much for that thought.
We got our golf shoes on and wandered out to the first tee, we were joined by two guys I had seen at club but had never met. After introductions were over, we hit our drives and walked down the first fairway. My head wasn’t in the game, but I shot eighty four to preserve my ten handicap. I asked Donny if he wanted to sit on the patio for a drink and a smoke but he declined saying he had to get to the office to do some paperwork for his upcoming deal.
I joined several others sitting outside. We discussed Ohio State chances for a national title; they seemed to know that the year after I left Ohio State they won the national championship. Jim Tressell was the head coach when I was there and I still had contact with him through the local football alumni “O” club. In fact, two years ago he recognized me at the annual football banquet as a player that had no real set of skills but was adaptive enough so that I could play several positions. As a result, I got a lot of playing time at multiple positions throughout my career.
I called Maggie on the way back to my house. They had ordered in food at work and she had just gotten home. She was going to call her mother and get to bed early. We had a long day today at work and it was going to be a long day tomorrow. I said I’d call her tomorrow, she said good night, I said good night.
When I got home, I opened my mail and watched the late news. I received two inquiries to write stories for “Crime Watchers” a monthly magazine in and around Nashville. I made some notes in a book I keep for jobs I’ve been offered and set the book and mail aside. What was gnawing at me? Something I had thought of and quickly forgotten, I didn’t forget it because it was still there rattling around in the back of the grey matter, like a square peg trying to get through a round hole. I couldn’t discern if it was something I read or something I heard. Maybe I was overly tired, maybe I needed a good nights sleep.
I went to bed, slept for an hour. Woke up, got a glass of water and looked out the back window. I found myself still restless and jittery, I felt like a hamster on a treadmill, running fast but not going anywhere. I got back in bed and counted backward from a hundred, woke up a six fifteen. I was slightly rested, so I got up, made some coffee and sat in my office/dining room. I reviewed the notes I had been making on the “Cousin Joannie” case. The categories I had were:
parents
neighbor
neighbor’s son
marks on body
greenhouse
Greenhouse stuck out in my mind, like a sore thumb. Why? What was it that perked my interest? Bam, Donny had said Daja-vu about a greenhouse, it hit me like a two hundred pound tackle from the blind side. What did he mean by that? Did he know something, had he heard something or had he read something? I needed to know and I needed to know now.
I called Donny’s office only to be told he wasn’t in till later today. Ugh, I thought, “Could I leave him a voicemail then?” I left him a message that I had a question from the other day and wanted to talk more about it. I left my phone numbers and hung up.
I googled “greenhouse+death” and got a hundred and four hits. Starting out with death of plants in greenhouse. I scrolled down the list and saw greenhouse death unexplained. I opened this up; it showed an article from the Hilliard newspaper. Hilliard was a small city northwest of Columbus along the I-270 beltway. The article went on to say a fifteen year old girl was found dead in a greenhouse in August of 2005. There were no indications of foul play; her family was not home at the time of the death. Yikes, what does this mean….
It told me that when the king is in checkmate
The game has just begun
Donny called back, he said in his usually upbeat casual tone, “Hey man what’s up?” I mentioned that he had said something about a greenhouse death. Did he know any more? “No”, he said, “I just kind of remember an article in a paper some years back about it and thought it was sort of strange.” I said, “Strange is an understatement, it appears there is more than one.” Donny said, “Wow that’s quite a coincidence.”
Well I don’t believe in coincidences, I believe in cause and effect. Take this for an example. If two quarterbacks stood in opposite end zones and were asked to each throw the football so they collide in mid air, people would say it’s just a coincidence that they would hit. Well, not really. They hit because these are two people that are experienced is throwing footballs at moving targets. This would be a formidable task but not improbable, but in fact very probable. The other analogy I like to use is the one where a young child is playing on a new bike in front of a beautiful house. The father comes in his new car after a long days work and greets his child. The boy says, “Dad we sure are lucky to have all this nice stuff.” It’s no coincidence that they have it all; in fact, there is a very good reason. The father replies, “Yes, son we are lucky, and the harder I work the luckier we get.” Again, it’s not a coincidence that they are rich, it is cause and effect. The father works hard at his job and the effect of this is a nice income.
I called Maggie to see about going out to dinner, “She said she would probably be working till six, so rather than go out she could cook something for us.” I replied, “That sounds good to me, I’ll pick up a bottle of wine and see you around seven.” I went to my office/dining room and tried to think what I need to do next for “Cousin Joannie.” I couldn’t think of anything, I was blank. Maybe brain number two would lead me in some direction. I did know that I had two deaths that were similar, how similar I didn’t know. Was there a serial greenhouse killer in the Columbus area? Was one a homicide and one an accident? I can’t know without more facts. Where can I get facts?
I arrived at Maggie’s and I busied myself with getting the wine bottle open and finding some glasses to put it in. I asked, “What’s cooking, it smells terrific?” She said,” I have chicken cacciatore cooking and I thought I would serve some linguini on the side.” Now Maggie is a terrific cook, she does it with such little effort. I asked her once where she learned to cook so well and she replied, “My mother said that anyone can cook if they can read.” Well let me tell you something, that’s is a bunch of bunk. I’ve have several very nice cookbooks and I can read them. The problem is that I don’t have a good relationship with my oven, or mixer, or saucepans. Maggie asked me to do the noodles while she set the table and I said sure, no problem. Do the noodles, what did that mean? I found the noodle package on the counter and read the directions. Boil water, put in noodles, drain noodles, not to bad. Maggie came in to the kitchen after fixing the table. “How are the noodles coming?” She asked, I replied, “Almost done, would you check them?” She pulled a couple of strands out of the water, let them cool and put them in her mouth. “Perfect,” she said and handed me the strainer. I breathed a sign of relief.
The meal was wonderful and the wine was pretty good too. We talked about things in general. I had this thought that I’d like to take Maggie on a nice vacation once things settled down a little bit. I wasn’t real busy, I could probably go for a week anytime, it wouldn’t matter much to me. Anyway, that was a discussion we needed to have sometime in the future. I told her how impressed I was with her kitchen skills, and how at ease she was at putting a meal together. I thought she might make someone a nice wife….We filled our plates and sat on her apartment patio six floors up. It was beautiful setting, overlooking the parks along the Sicoto River. We finished eating and I helped clean up the dishes. It felt good to have a real meal, as a bachelor I probably didn’t eat right. I grabbed quick things to eat while I was out and ate them in my car on the run. I glad we got together for dinner several times a week it was good for me and it was good for us. Maggie made some coffee; I made mine into Irish coffee, she declined and took it straight. The stars were starting to show, it seemed like they were about ten feet away. What a beautiful night.
I decided to broach the subject about a vacation. I said, “I was thinking that we both need a vacation.” She replied, “I agree, I need some time away from a lot of things. I hope she wasn’t referring to me, yikes. “I thought maybe we could go on a cruise or to an island resort sometime this fall.” There was silence in the air, I thought oh no not good. I asked, ”What do you think?” I held my breath for what seemed like forever. She said, “I think a cruise would be wonderful, that way we could see several islands, when do you want to go?” I said, “Maybe the first week in November, how would that be.” “Terrific,” she replied. The stars just became brighter, I felt I could touch them.
The next morning, as I sat in my office/dining room, looking notes I had made for an upcoming article in Crime Stories I thought about how the two projects I was working on were different. The stories I get to write about have a victim or several victims and an arrest, trial, and incarceration. The Cousin Joannie incident has only a victim, I have to come up with the rest. Maybe this is beyond me. I’m really only a writer, I take facts and put them together to read as a story. Why am I doing this? It must be curiosity. It brings to mind the saying, Curiosity killed the cat, but satisfaction brought it back.
I decided I needed to drive over to Hilliard and look over the second greenhouse scene. I called Maggie, brain number two, to see if she wanted to go. She said, “Sure, but she couldn’t leave till four o’clock.” I picked her up at her office at four and we headed to the address I had gotten off the internet. The houses on the street were low slung ranch homes built in the sixties, some with garages some without. There seemed to be hundreds of them in this development. I found the house and parked in the driveway, no garage. We knocked on the front door of Larry and Donna Burnside’s home. She answered. I told her I was writing an article about two greenhouse incidences in the last five years and would she be able to shed any light on occurrence of her daughter’s death in the greenhouse. She relayed the information and it was much the same as Joannie’s. I asked if we could look at her greenhouse and she said, “Sure, I’ll go out with you.” We looked around in her greenhouse and it was beautiful. There wasn’t a weed in sight, the flowers were impressive as were the ivies and some other groundcovers. At the back was a small desk with an intercom on it maybe connected to the house. I saw a clip board that held orders for florists and individuals. Next to the clipboard was small box with seed packets, mostly empty. I asked about these, she said, “I keep all the seed envelopes so I know when and where I bought them.” I leafed through them, I saw annuals, perennials, wild flowers and others. Ivies come in flats that you transplant and she had the tag from the ivies stuck in with the envelopes.
On our way back to the car, it was like it fell out of the sky. I asked, “Do you know Carl Jensen?” She thought for a moment, then said, “Yes, I do, he was here a few times fixing my car.” I asked, “How did that come about.” She told me that her daughter knew him in school and had said he could fix cars. So I had her ask him to come over sometime to try to fix my car, It was leaking oil. He came over one day to look at it. And then, came back a few days later with what he needed and took care of the problem. I asked, “Where was your daughter while this car fixing was going on?” She said, “She was right there with him, holding tools and handing him things.” I asked if she ever saw him again? She replied, “Yes he came over a time or two after he fixed my car. He and my daughter just sat in the driveway and talked and giggled. She said, “They seemed to get along well.” She then said, “It was about two weeks after his last visit that my daughter, Julie, was found dead in the greenhouse.” I asked, “How did she die?” She said, “She suffocated, that’s what the doctors said, it was like no oxygen was getting to her brain. “Was she healthy?” I inquired. She said, “She had some allergies to pollen and other organics. Sometimes she had to leave the greenhouse if she was in there too long.” I thanked her and Maggie and I walked to the car. When in the car Maggie said, “Interesting that Carl Jensen was at both places, what’s the deal with that?” I didn’t know but my suspicions about him just ratcheted up a few notches. I was also concerned about the allergy angle; I guess I needed to find out if Jeannie had allergies.
Maggie suggested we go to her apartment and eat leftover chicken from the other night. I said, “Sounds good to me, maybe there is a good movie on the television.”
The chicken wasn’t as good as the other night, I guess that why it was left over. Fortunately, I had grabbed bottle of wine on the way to her place. That made the meal eatable. I mentioned my concern about a couple of things. First, I thought that it was odd that Carl Jensen was at both sites. Secondly, I was concerned about the allergy issue in the other death.
Maggie agreed with my concerns and said, “I think that Carl needs to have another question and answer session.” I agreed and replied, “Yes, that will be my next mission to solving this dilemma.”
We were silent for a few minutes and I wondered what was rattling around in that beautiful head of Maggie’s. So I asked, “What else is happening?” She was quiet for a minute or two, then said. “When do you think I should start working on my tan?” Wow was I ever caught off my guard. “Tan?” I said. “Like sun tan? “Yes” she said, “Like sun tan.” It took a few moments for my brain to engage, but I then realized she was thinking about our upcoming vacation. I was excited that she had been putting some positive thought into it, that was a good sign. I said, “Let me get some cruise information together in the next week or so and we can get an idea of destinations and times? I didn’t want her to be concerned about the cost as this was pretty much my idea and I intended to pay for the trip. If she wanted to pay for a side trip or other necessities I might let her but I doubted it. So I said, “You know this is my treat to you, I intend to pay for the trip. If you want to justify it then it’s my way of saying ‘thank you’ for the help and support you have given me as I chase down clues.”
She took that like an adult and replied, “I kind of enjoy seeking out answers, and it gives us more time to spend together, which I really enjoy.” “Glad to hear that,” I replied, “Because that is part of my goal, solve a crime and spend time with you.” We had moved to the couch with the wine bottle and the remote control. We snuggled into a corner of the couch, actually I think we were sitting on one cushion. Not bad I thought, actually very nice. We found a movie we both liked. We had seen it before that’s how we knew we liked it. After fifteen minutes, Maggie fell asleep. After thirty minutes, I fell asleep. I woke up at eleven thirty and I nudged Maggie, she burped and stretched and said, “I need to go to bed. Good night, thanks for coming over.” I guess that was that, I let myself out and drove home.
I woke up the next morning after the sun was up. Showered, shaved and put on some fresh jeans and shirt from the closet. I had a good accumulation of dirty laundry in the bottom of my closet. I don’t do laundry so I gathered up everything and carried it to my car. At Sammy Wong’s Dry Cleaning, they do everything, wash and fold, dry clean and iron, repair buttons and other miscellaneous things. A one stop service for bachelors. On the way back home, I got a large coffee at Starbucks and a bagel with cream cheese. At my house, I settled into my office/dining room. I had to get caught up on a couple articles I had taken on, the deadline was getting near. I also wanted to get some cruise information together. I wasn’t sure how to do that, I think a travel agency would be the best place to start.
I was making good progress on my chores when Donny called. “Jersey, my man what’s up dude? He asked. “Not much,” I replied, “Just trying to make a buck or two, you know how that is.” Donny said, “Oh yes I do, but the mind and body has to have a break once in awhile, you want to play golf. I really wanted to, but I said, “I’d love to but I needed to get a handle on a couple of projects I’ve taken on.” He said, “I understand and I know this was on short notice.” I added, “I was thinking that Maggie and I might come over and eat in the grill about seven, maybe see you then.” “Okay then,” he said, “I’ll call this girl I’ve been seeing and we’ll make it a foursome.” “Great,” I said, “That sounds good, see you then.” Well done, Jersey, I thought. I like going to the club, good atmosphere, Maggie liked going there, it was fun for her, I liked going with her, that was fun. In other words, it was good fun all around.
I gave Maggie a call and let her know I had made some dinner plans, hoping she would be receptive to the idea of going to the club. She liked the idea and said she was looking forward to it.
On our way to dinner, she asked me what I did today. I told her how I found a huge pile of dirty clothes and took them to Sammy’s. Stopped at Starbucks for a morning snack, then got back home and worked on a couple articles for a deadline coming up. I told her I had talked to a travel agency and they were sending some brochures for our cruise. I also let her know I passed up an invitation to play golf so I could get some work done and be available for dinner with her. I liked my decision. I said, “Donny and his current girlfriend are going to meet us for dinner, hope that’s okay.” She had met Donny before I’m sure, so she might have an opinion of him. I asked, “Do you remember him?”
She replied, “Oh yes, I remember him, kind of upbeat and hip, is that about right?” I said, “Yes, that’s about right. I think you have him figured out.”
We got to the club and sat outside on the patio, it was a beautiful evening. I was thinking I would have a nice cigar and some scotch before dinner. Out of courteousness, I checked if she would mind the cigar.
She said, “Of course not, if it bothers me I’ll sit somewhere else.”
That’s my girl, I thought. I said I was going inside to get drinks. Would she like a margarita?
Yes said, “That would be great.”
I ordered her drink and a single malt scotch for myself. I asked Matt, the bartender, for the humidor and I selected an Upman robusto cigar and went back to the patio. Donny and Marie arrived and introductions were made. We made small talk about the club, local politics and things in general. I smoked my cigar and we ordered another round of drinks. The waitress came and went several times and finally we ordered food. I liked Donny, he was always upbeat and on top of things going on around town. We finished dinner and signed our bills, on the way to the parking lot Donny yelled over to me.
“Hey Jersey lets play golf this weekend, I’ll call you.”
I said, “Sounds good, give me a call.”
The next day, after lunch, I stopped at the BP station to see Carl. I didn’t want to interfere with his work schedule, so I just inquired when his work day was done
Carl said, “I’ll be done around five thirty or six.”
“Good,” I said, “I’ll be back at five thirty.” I ran a few errands and checked on my laundry, it wasn’t all done yet so I figured I’d go back when it was all ready.
When I got to the station at five thirty, Carl’s boss said he left a few minutes ago. I asked, “Did he say where he was going?”
He replied, “No he didn’t, but he did seem very nervous and jumpy, is something wrong?”
“Oh no, “I said, “Just checking up on few details with Carl. Say how long has he worked here for you?”
He said, “About two years.”
I asked, “Has he ever seemed frustrated or mad? Does he get along well with customers?”
His boss replied, “Generally he does, but I do remember once he was less than nice with a young boy that had stopped to put air in his tires. The boy couldn’t get the nozzle to work and Carl was helping him. Carl got mad at the kid because he wasn’t putting the nozzle on right. He jerked it out of his hand and yelled at the kid to let him have it, he would do it. I didn’t think much about it, but then several months later a young girl came in to get an oil change. I took the information from the girl and she said she would wait in the office for her car. Carl had pulled the car into the bay and the girl came out of the office and went over to him. She was asking how long it was going to take, what kind of oil he was using, does he do many oil changes, what did he do with the used oil, and so on. I think Carl was overwhelmed by the questions and he told her in a not so very nice voice to leave him alone so he could finish her car.”
My innocent suspicions that I had about him earlier now have been altered by what Carl’s boss had said. I guess I needed to digest this new information about Carl. I hadn’t expected what I had heard about Carl and now I felt this was only the tip of the iceberg. I really need to question him now and I didn’t want to do it at his house while his mother was around. I wondered if she maybe knew more about his personality than she was letting on.
I called Maggie on my cell and let her know what I had been of to. She seemed pleased with my progress, although I didn’t know why. It just complicated the whole matter. It was late now, but I asked if she had eaten. She had, they ordered Chinese at the office and ate at their desks. I thought, wow, what a place to work, meals included.
She said, “Why don’t you stop over when I get home, I found a bottle of pinot noir in the back of the cupboard.”
Pinot noir was not my favorite, a little too sweet and dry for my very manly tastes. But if she liked it and I could drink it sitting with her, then I was all for it.
I arrived at Maggie’s about seven and she greeted me with a big hug and an even bigger kiss.
She said, “Settle in I’ll get a glass of wine for you, what did you have for dinner?”
I said, “I missed dinner so guess I’m just drinking.”
“Lucky you,” she remarked, “I brought home my Chinese leftovers, feel like having some Hunan Beef?”
“That would be great; you’re so good to me”
We sat at her little table on the patio, six floors up. We enjoyed the view and each others company. She talked about some of the cases they were working on in her office. One was welfare fraud, one was child abuse and one was an insanity plea for a client. If nothing else, they do get a myriad of law work and it looks like they get their share of unsavory types to defend. I guess that’s what keeps the “Legal Defense Team” in business. I admired people who do this kind of work, I guess the deviants of the world need legal services too, it enables them to have due process. Sometimes my idea of due process includes a little vigilante justice. I can’t really talk about my feelings about due process in front of a lot of people, it’s a touchy subject and I’m sure Maggie would take exception to it.
I explained to her my attempt to talk to Carl Jensen today and the comments his boss had related to me. I wasn’t sure of my next step but I was thinking I would talk some more to his mother and maybe wait for him to come home from work. Here I go again, a hamster on a treadmill.
Maggie said that she was getting excited about the cruise and had talked to a couple of people at her office about some destinations. It seems like St. Thomas is popular along with Turks and Caicos, the Caymans and St. Johns. I noticed Cuba wasn’t mentioned.
I finished the Hunan Beef and got up and cleaned my plate off. I asked. “Would you like more wine?” She nodded yes, as I caught her with a big sip in her mouth. I poured both of us another glass and sat down next to her. She was thinking of something, I could tell because she wasn’t talking.
She finally said, “When do you think you will talk to the mother and Carl? Probably the sooner the better.”
I agreed because I thought in my mind that Carl could not be dismissed, especially after what I’ve heard about him from his boss. His mother had admitted that Carl had issues in school and never got any help for his mental state. The words, ‘he was good with his hands’ came to mind, it made me shiver when I thought of them. I related all this to Maggie so she would know where I stood and what my thoughts were. She nodded in agreement, as my concerns were put out in the open.
I said, “I think I’ll go over there tomorrow and talk to Mrs. Jensen and then I’ll be there when Carl gets home. I feel like I spooked him at the gas station and he avoided me by leaving before I got there.”
She smiled at me and I melted just a little bit. She said out of the blue, “Why don’t you turn over your notes and stuff to the police. You might have enough for them to get interested in. like they do in that ‘Cold Case’ series that’s on television.”
“I really don’t think there’s enough there yet for the police, but maybe after some more interviews.” I said. “I feel the mother knows a lot more about Carl’s personality then she lets on. And with my sophisticated interviewing techniques maybe I can get her to reveal more information.”
“I think you’re right, you are good at reading people. After all, you have me figured out. You know when I need companionship and when I need to be left alone.” She said, “By the way I have to go to Atlanta for two days with Louis to take a deposition for a case we are putting together.” I gave her my sad grumpy face. “She said, “I’m sure you can keep busy without me for a few days.” My brain suddenly thought golf, Donny and sushi. She kissed me hard on the lips and then said, “Remember, absence makes the heart grow fonder.”
I said, “I didn’t think my heart could grow any fonder.” I inquired, “What kind of case is this that you have to go to Atlanta?
She said, “Three years ago a six month old boy died from lead poisoning after chewing on a toy his mother bought for him at a Wal-Mart store in southern Ohio. When he got sick, he initially got treatment at a local clinic, after three months they said they couldn’t treat him anymore and he needed to go to specialist. They were on welfare and had no insurance. They were able to find an attorney that would take the case hoping for a cash settlement. They sued Wal-Mart and the toy importer. Wal-Mart’s attorneys buried the case in paperwork and stalled the court with delays and continuances. In the meantime the boy died”
“Wow” I said, “I had no idea you guys would take on a wrongful death suit. That’s huge.”
She said, “Well, the family only wanted twenty-five thousand at first to cover medical costs. Now they are suing for a million.”
I inquired, “Could this be part of a class action suit? Are there any other cases like this with the same circumstances?”
“None that we know of, we put out some feelers and made inquiries, but nothing has surfaced yet,” She said. “It’s still early. Wal-Mart quickly removed all the toys and has inspected all similar ones for lead content. So they acted quickly. It’s possible that there are no other cases. Maybe no other kids chewed on the toy, or if they did they didn’t ingest enough lead to make them sick.”
“Yikes,” I said, “It sounds like you have a strong case for helping this family out.”
She said, “I hope so, it’s such a tragedy that very possibly could have been avoided at any step along the way. Anyway, we leave very early in the morning so I need to get some rest. You’re welcome to stay here if you want, but remember there is no need to stay awake, if you get my drift?”
I got the drift alright. I awoke to hear the shower running, my eyes wouldn’t open it was still dark outside. I managed to get them open just in time to see Maggie, wrapped in a towel, coming out of the bathroom. She got underwear out of the dresser and some clothes from the closet and went back into the bathroom. Five minutes later she was back out combing her hair. She put a few things in a suitcase that was already packed and came over to the bed.
She said, “Louis is picking me up in five minutes, then off to the airport and we’ll be in Atlanta in two hours. I love you and I’ll see you in a couple of days. Just lock the door on the way out, bye.”
“I love you too honey; see you when you get back.” I don’t think it was the first time I said it, but I can’t remember the last time. I felt good about it, the knot in the back of my head eased just a little. Remember Louie Armstrong, it’s a wonderful world.
When I finally got home, after stopping at Starbucks for coffee and a cinnamon roll and picking up clothes at Sammy’s, I settled into my office/dining room and worked on an article for Crime Weekly. Crime Weekly, seemed like a misnomer, it really should be Crime Every Minute. What have I gotten myself into, writing about hideous crimes? I was exposing the most graphic methods of killing and torture to the public. I’ve always believed in doing the right thing, was this the right thing. I don’t know. I had these thoughts several months ago, before the Cousin Jeannie crime. Was there a different line of work I could do? Not sure
Donny called around noon and asked about golf. I said, “Sure, anytime, what about two o-clock?” He said, “Man you are so flexible, sure I’ll be there.”
I threw in the towel on the work projects and put on some golfing type clothes. This included a golf shirt and slacks with dark socks not white ones. I drove to the club and since it was noon, I figured I would eat there. I sat at the bar in the grill room. Matt came over and I gave him my order for a club sandwich and a Michelob draft beer. When he brought the beer, he asked if I had talked to Roger Peterson, the general manager, lately. I had talked to Roger a few months ago, maybe six, about a position at the “Club”.
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