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Prologue

 


Saturday, shortly before midnight, December
15

 


“Okay, folks out there in radio land, that
was Calliope’s Doom with their new song, ‘Cursed Bones.’ Their
newest tune, following closely on the heels of their first big,
success—Entrails of Love. This is Black Vulture with the best of
death and dying, torture and blood. The most alternative of
alternative rock for those of you who have nothing better to do on
a Saturday night. Make that Sunday morning now here at KRDN, 933 on
your FM radio dial. Just a few minutes after midnight. And for
those of you crazy enough to stick with me until 4 a.m. (or should
I say, those of you, without anything more interesting to do), I’ll
be playing a host of your favorite songs from some of the best
alternative bands in the country.

For example, there’s a new CD I just got in
from one of my favorite new bands—Ochre Fugue. As you know, Ochre
Fugue recently played locally to a packed crowd at the Blue Poppy
in downtown Reardon. That was a gig, wasn’t it? Obviously, they
have lots of fans here in our little berg. I was lucky enough to
get to interview Jake Millet with the band. I know, I know; you’re
all jealous. Well, eat my liver. Getting to interview bands is one
of the perks—one of the very few—of my job here at KRDN. Believe
me, I don’t work here for the pay (hope the station manager isn’t
listening).

Ah, shoot! Gotta do a commercial now. This
one is for—hmm, let’s see—Avery’s Auto Repair on South Jackson. Let
me try to read this with some energy: ‘Hey, guys (and ladies),
Avery’s will fix your wheels for a fair price’—and let’s face
it—most of us don’t have new cars so we probably need a fix-up more
often than not, right? But, ‘the Avery brothers have been in
Reardon for—ever. Simple, honest, repair work. They don’t have a
fancy location or building, but they do good work. So, check ‘em
out.’ And I’d add to that--especially you students. I mean,
Christmas break’s coming up in a week or two and if you’re planning
on driving home to visit Mommy and Poppy you’d better be sure your
wheels will make the trip. And you’d better be sure you arrive
wearing clean clothes too; parents like that that sort of thing. So
I hear.

Okay, now, as I said before, I’m going to be
playing a track from Ochre Fugue’s new CD. In just a minute. What
are you waiting for, right? I first heard this group in the Big
Easy, several years ago. I was makin’ the rounds of the clubs and
ran across this band at a vampire underground party. What a sound
they have. Dark. Scary. Like blood, you know, from the coffin.
Makes you cringe all over. The bass player has a great get-up. I’d
describe ‘em in more appropriate language if it weren’t for the FCC
breathin’ down my neck. You know what I’d like to say, though,
don’t you? All two of you. Don’t expect there’s too many fans
listening in after midnight on a Saturday—unless you’re a real
loser. Like me. Still working on your graduate degree after six
years. Right?

Anyway, I got the Ochre Fugue disc prepped
for you. Let’s see, which track should I play? Oh, wait. Just heard
a car pull up outside the studio. Looks like I’ve got a visitor.
Well, what do you know! That hardly ever happens this far out in
the boonies—especially this late. Well, that’ll be su—per! I get
bored all alone out here at the studio all night long—deejaying and
doing all my own tech work. If any of you guys ever want to drop in
and visit—great. Just come on by—if you can find it. Okay, here he
comes in the door now. Hey, maybe it’s a she—better yet! My lucky
night!

Oh, hi! Come on in! I’m Theodore
Ballard—Black Vulture to my fans. You a fan of alternative rock?
What the? Hey, that’s a gun! What do you need a gun for? Why’re you
pointin’ it at me? Wha--? No! No!”

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Earlier that week--Tuesday, December 11

 


Wisps of thin white hair on a small otherwise
bald head were all that was visible, peeking out from under the
gold satin spread on the large mahogany four poster bed. The old
man tipped his head up slowly and squinted in the darkened
room.

“Daniel,” he whispered to the young man just
entering the quiet bed chamber.

Daniel Bridgewater was not tall. He was clean
cut and neatly dressed. His round face was unremarkable except when
a warm generous smile lit up his soft blue eyes.

“Father,” replied the young man, hurrying
closer to the bed and grabbing the old man’s hands in his. “You’re
awake.”

“They don’t let me sleep,” said the old man,
“They’re either giving me a shot or taking my blood pressure.” He
slowly patted the young man’s hands, gnarled veins showing
prominently on his hands and arms.

“I’ll speak to Katherine,” said the young
man. “You need your sleep.”

“Forget it,” answered his father, “Sleep is a
waste of time and I have lots to do.”

“Right,” said Daniel, laughing gently. “I
thought we agreed you were going to let me take care of things and
you were going to rest.”

“Well?” replied his father, “If you’re taking
care of things, do I get a report?”

“I just came from the office and this morning
I was at the plant,” said Daniel. “You’ll be happy to know that
Fredericks is ahead of schedule on the new broadloom design.”

“Good. What about the state government
special order?” The old man squeezed his son’s hands.

“Almost finished.” Daniel closed his palms
protectively around his father’s clasped hands. The intensity was
there, he noted, but the strength was lacking.

“Hmm,” his father snorted, “Maybe there is
hope for you yet managing this company.”

“Glad to hear you have so much faith in me,”
said Daniel, smiling warmly. He sat up straight and reached for an
empty glass on the night stand. Immediately he rang a small silver
bell that sat near the glass. Almost at once a middle aged woman in
a nurse’s uniform complete with an old-fashioned nurse’s hat
entered the room.

“You needed me, Mr. Bridgewater?” she asked,
remaining standing at the door.

“Yes, Katherine,” said Daniel, standing,
glass in hand, and walking over and handing the glass to her,
“Would you please bring my father a fresh glass of water?”

“Yes, sir,” she responded and turned and
exited.

“I don’t need any more water. I need
Scotch.”

“Scotch? Sounds like you’ve taken a turn for
the better.”

“And I’d be better still if you’d let me have
the Scotch.”

The nurse returned with a glass of water and
handed it to Daniel, then exited the room.

“Let’s try this first, okay?” he said,
bringing the glass to the bed. Sitting on the side of the bed, he
held the glass up to his father’s mouth. The old man grabbed the
rim with trembling hands and gulped noisily as Daniel slowly poured
the liquid into his mouth. His father’s mouth was dry, his lips
cracked. Daniel could tell from just looking at him that his
father’s health had not improved in the week he’d been in bed. His
talk was bravado. He was having difficulty moving and his hands
were shaking. Although his words were the same powerful, autocratic
demands that Charles Bridgewater was known for; his voice was
different--weak, shaky.

“Father, I wish you’d try to relax,” said
Daniel, replacing the glass on the night stand, the liquid inside
only partially drunk. He placed his hand on his father’s shoulder
and gently eased him back down in the bed. “I’ve been managing
Bridgewater Carpets for—what?—two years now. I think I know what to
do without you in the office every day. And besides, I practically
followed you around every day for years before that. If you can’t
trust me to run things, who can you?”

“Daniel,” said his father, pulling the young
man’s shoulder down closer to his ear. “I’m not just concerned
about the company. I’m concerned about you.” Daniel could smell a
rancid odor in his breath.

“Father,” said Daniel, stiffly, removing the
hand from his shoulder, “I thought we agreed that I can run my own
life.”

“You can’t!” replied Charles Bridgewater,
making a sort of gagging noise, seeming to choke as he tried to
express his anger. “You’re over thirty. You have no private life
because you spend all your time running my company. Lord knows, I’m
grateful to have you—particularly now. I don’t know what I’d do
without you. But, you need to be married, you need to be producing
heirs. Good God, the Bridgewaters are one of, if not the most,
socially prominent families in this entire area. At the rate you’re
going, the entire family will die out with you. I was hoping
you—“

“Father, one thing at a time,” said Daniel,
squeezing his father’s hand tightly and exhaling loudly. “My main
concern right now is you—in you getting better. My second concern
is the company. Marriage is way, way down the road.”

“It should be right on your path. You should
stumble over it,” replied Charles, squeezing his son’s two hands
with his, a twinkle in his eye.

“You were obviously quite the ladies’ man in
your day, Father,” said Daniel, shaking his head and chuckling.
“Unfortunately, I didn’t inherit any of your charm.”

“Hell,” said Charles, scowling, “you’re
charming enough. You’re rich, Daniel. That’s all that those young
women care about. Now, listen. When Harold gets here, I want you to
talk to him about this woman he knows in Alton. I forget her name.
She has a daughter about your age and the family is very well known
in---“

“Father, no!”

“You’d deny your dying father his last
wish?”

“You’re not dying,” replied Daniel.

“I am if I say I am.” Charles Bridgewater
flung himself backwards dramatically—two inches or so onto the
pillow.

“For God’s sake, father,” said Daniel. “You
are the most exasperating person.”

“That’s why I’ve been so successful. I know
what I want and I go after it. How do you think I got your
mother?”

“I never heard this story. You chased after
mother?” Daniel stood and paced toward the bay window.

“No, not chased. I just conducted a non-stop
full-scale blitz until I totally wore her down and she had to agree
to marry me.”

“Sounds very romantic.” Daniel wandered
around to the other side of the bed and stood looking down at his
aging father. The thin strands of grey criss-crossing his father’s
otherwise bald pate did not make Charles Bridgewater look very
romantic.

“Believe me, it was.” The old man grabbed
Daniel’s hands.

“You don’t have a romantic bone in your
body.” Daniel smiled wide, his eyes twinkling, and stifled a
laugh.

“Maybe not any more. But I did. I did. When
she was alive…” The old man leaned back on his large pillow, his
small head almost vanishing in the white puffs either side of his
head. His eyes drifted upward and he seemed to escape to a
different world.

“Father…”

Suddenly, the old man’s eyes blinked open, as
he glanced up at Daniel, seeming somewhat surprised to see his son
in the room. He shook himself as if to gather his strength. Then,
speaking with a direct and pointed effort, he pointed a wobbly
index finger in his son’s face.

“Daniel, you get the name of this girl from
Harold. Set up a date. You propose. You marry. Step by step. Think
of it just like taking over a small company. Shouldn’t take too
long. Harold can help with the details of the wedding.”

“Thanks, but no thanks, Father. I can do my
own romancing and I don’t care to consider my love life like a
business take-over.” He shook his head in amazement that such a
sick old man could find the strength to play Yentl.

“Obviously you need help or you’d be married
by now. And besides, you’re all I have left now…”

“Father, you know that’s not true. You
have….”

“Quiet. I told you never to talk about….
Never ever.” He stared at Daniel, a grim set to his mouth.
Suddenly, he waved his hand. “Give me more water.” With that, the
old man started choking uncontrollably, reaching his arm up,
gesturing for water. Daniel ran around to the other side of the bed
and grabbed the glass on the night stand. He quickly dripped a
steady stream of droplets into the old man’s mouth. He felt like a
mother bird feeding a chick—a bird that was all mouth and no body.
His father was the most stubborn person he knew—the most
determined, but the most stubborn. Well, he thought, I’m his son.
After a few swallows, the choking subsided. The old man laid back
on his pillow, exhausted. Daniel looked at him and shook his
head.

“What I want, Father, is for you to get well,
and I’m not going to even consider thinking about anything
else—except the company of course—until you’re up and about and
your old self again.” He put his hand on the old man’s head and
traced the thin top hair with his finger. “It’s almost Christmas.
You love Christmas. You should see the office. Bernice has it
decorated beautifully. And over at the plant too. Everyone is
concerned about you. They want you well.”

“Don’t count on it.” The old man closed his
eyes. Daniel waited a minute to see if it was a ploy or if he was
being dismissed. After a few moments, he realized that his father
was through with their discussion. He hadn’t been able to browbeat
him into submission with the strength of his personality—not
anymore. Now he was just a sick old man. Daniel was right and he
knew it. His father needed to concentrate on getting better—not on
managing the business or on his son’s personal life. But, Lord, it
would be hard for him to give up doing what he’d done for so many
years.

Daniel quietly pulled the covers on the bed
up under his father’s chin again. When he was certain that his
father was resting comfortably, he tiptoed out of the bedroom.
There he immediately saw Katherine, the nurse, sitting on a nearby
chair, reading a magazine. She jumped up when Daniel entered.

“Mr. Bridgewater,” she said, “Dr. Knowles
would like to speak with you for a moment. He just stepped out but
he’ll be right back. I’m going back to sit with your father….”

At that moment, a tall middle aged man came
down the long hallway of the old mansion. He carried a stethoscope
in one hand and a medical bag in the other.

“Mr. Bridgewater,” he said to Daniel. The
nurse nodded to the two men and slipped into the bedroom.

“Doctor Knowles, I’m glad you were able to
stay. I’d like to find out how you think my father is doing. He
certainly seemed in better spirits today.”

“Mr. Bridgewater,” said the doctor. “I’ll
grant you that. His spirits are remarkable, considering.”

“Considering what?”

“Considering that he has very little time
left.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Present time--Sunday Morning, December 16

 


Pamela Barnes stretched her legs under the
warm covers. Her comfy down bedspread was so toasty. She just
wanted to enjoy sleeping late and not having to leap out of bed at
6 a.m. and get ready for class. Sunday, the perfect day. Even
better, she felt her husband’s arm slip around her waist and his
rough, whisker-covered cheek rub against the back of her neck.
Definitely better.

Suddenly, she heard a series of little yelps
and small footsteps pummeling her back and a tiny tongue licking
her nose. As she carefully opened one eye, she saw what she knew
was happening. Her energetic poodle was not enjoying everyone
sleeping late on the weekend and was anxious to get up. Therefore,
the entire household had to get up with him.

“Candide!” she scolded, shooing him away from
her face. “Down! You know you’re not supposed to get on our
bed.”

“He won’t get down until you get up,” added
her husband Rocky, pulling his pillow over his head and rolling
over.

“Me? Why should I get up?” squeaked Pamela,
turning on her mate and nudging him in the side. “He’s just as much
your dog.”

“Thanks a lot, Candide,” said the large husky
man to the small dog. “If men knew how much dogs would get in the
way of their sex lives, they’d never own them.” He sat up, leaning
back on his palms.

“It seems to me that you manage to find
plenty of times when Candide is sleeping to…” She pushed her
husband back on the bed, bent over to his ear and whispered
something. Candide jumped on Rocky’s stomach and proceeded to jump
up and down. The little white dog accompanied his antics with
additional barking.

“All right, all right,” said Rocky, sitting
back up, picking the small white dog up in his massive hands and
placing him gently on the floor beside the bed. “You made your
case, buddy. We’re getting up.” He flung back the covers and swung
his large feet to the ground. Standing, he grabbed a pair of worn
jeans from the back of a chair and stepped into them. “You getting
up?” he asked, turning to his wife.

“Could I stay here?” she ventured, leaning
back on the headboard. “I promise to keep your place warm for
you.”

“Thanks.” He scowled at her and trudged
around the bed, stopping to bend and kiss her forehead. “Now that
I’m up, I guess I’ll make pancakes.”

“Umm,” she replied, closing her eyes and
smiling. “Sounds heavenly. Here Candide, come to Mommy.” She
reached out a hand over the edge of the bed and gestured for the
little dog to come to her.

“Pam,” said her husband, “you know he won’t
stay here if he sees me heading for the kitchen.”

Before Rocky had disappeared from the
bedroom, Pamela called out to him. “Do you know what time Angie got
in last night? Did you hear her? I must have fallen asleep.”

He stopped at the doorway, turned and said,
“Late. I was in bed, but I heard her come in around 1 a.m.”

“That’s good.”

“Good? That’s later than I think she should
get home. Don’t you think?”

“Rocky, she’s in college. If she’d gone away
to school, she’d probably be staying out all night.”

“Not if I had anything to say about it.” He
headed off around the corner, followed by Candide, and into the
kitchen where Pamela soon heard doors and drawers slamming open and
shut, and pots and pans crashing. Being a father of a girl, she
thought, was obviously much harder on Rocky than it was on her.
Their only child, Angela, was now a sophomore in college and lived
at home while she studied at the local college, Grace University,
where both Pamela and Rocky taught. As their child, Angela received
reduced tuition which helped greatly with expenses. Small town
college teachers did not make huge salaries.

“She’s a good girl,” Pamela shouted at him
from the bedroom. All she heard in return were mumbles and grunts.
Time to get out of bed, she said to herself, whether I want to or
not. She reluctantly shoved back the covers and plopped her feet
over the edge and into her waiting slippers. Grabbing her robe from
her nearby armchair, she wrapped it around herself as she headed
for the kitchen to provide assistance. She realized that it would
probably only be moral support because her kitchen skills were
nominal at best. Rocky was the kitchen guru in the family. In fact,
he was probably the best chef in the neighborhood having perfected
his craft throughout his twenty years as an Army cook.

“Hey,” she said, smiling at him as she
entered their spotless, gleaming kitchen—the only room in the house
that could claim that honor. Rocky was proud of his work—and his
workplace. The rest of the house was her domain and as long as she
didn’t trip over any clutter, it was clean enough for her. “Can I
help?”

“Unlikely,” he snorted.

“You’re mad at me?” she asked, pouting
sweetly. “I’m sorry about Candide waking us up.”

“Nah, I’m just remembering about Angie
getting in so late. I’m not sure I like this business of her
growing up.”

“No father does.”

“Or that hoodlum she’s dating….”

“Rocky, that hoodlum is my graduate
assistant, Kent. He’s a very conscientious young man.”

“Yeah, I know,” responded her husband. “But
he looks like a weirdo. What’s with his hair anyway?”

“I don’t know. It’s how lots of them wear it.
Some kind of strange gel.”

“It’s purple.”

“Well, there’s that too.” She shrugged.

During this conversation, Rocky had set out
the ingredients for his special homemade pancakes. He now had the
thin batter prepared and the griddle heated and sizzling. Candide
was waiting patiently and quietly by his feet, in anticipation of
receiving some sort of edible treat.

“Here,” he called to his wife, “you can flip
these when they’re ready.” He motioned her to the stove and handed
her a spatula.

“Rocky, I don’t know,” she replied, pulling
her hand back hesitantly. “I’m not very good at frying things. You
know what happened the last time.”

“Yeah, Mom, you almost burned the house
down,” interjected their daughter Angela, who had appeared at the
kitchen doorway, wrapped in a small bedspread, her long auburn
hair, hanging in her face, her eyes barely open. She yawned.

“Sorry, Angie,” said Pamela, turning towards
her daughter. “Did we wake you?”

“No, I smelled Dad’s pancakes,” replied Angie
and scooted her bedspread-clad body towards the stove where she
reached her hand out and grabbed the spatula from her father. “I
can flip, Dad. Better eye-hand coordination than Mom.” She yawned
again and leaned against the counter. Candide scrunched up close to
his young mistress, hiding within the folds of her bedspread, his
face skyward towards the griddle.

“Did you have a nice time last night?” asked
Pamela, sitting down on a kitchen stool.

“Yeah, fine,” responded Angela, focusing on
the griddle.

“What time did you get in?” asked Rocky,
stirring the mixture, and adding cinnamon and nutmeg.

“After midnight,” answered Angela. “Oh, and
Mom, a weird thing happened.” Rocky paused scooping cupfuls of the
mixture onto the griddle.

“Weird?” asked Rocky, “Weird how?” He peered
at his daughter with a worried frown.

“On the radio,” said Angela. “Kent and I were
at Pookie’s after the movie. We were just sitting there having
slushies and listening to KRDN—this show that plays alternative
music on Saturday night. The deejay was talking and introducing
songs and stuff and somebody came into the studio and this whoever
it was evidently had a gun and we heard a gunshot and then
nothing.” She carefully flipped pancakes as she spoke.

“What?” bellowed her father. He had now
proceeded to whipping up home made syrup and frying bacon.

“You heard a gunshot?” asked Pamela.

“Yeah, that’s what it sounded like,” said
Angela. “We weren’t sure. After we heard the shot, there was no
more talking. Then it sounded like the mike was turned off and that
was it. We didn’t know what to think.”

“Oh my God,” said Pamela, leaning her elbows
on the counter. “You must have been shocked.”

“You’re sure it was a gunshot? Maybe it was
part of the music? I mean, some of that music is very strange.”
Rocky questioned her, as he stirred his special syrup on the burner
next to the griddle.

“No, Dad, believe me. It was a gunshot.
Besides, the deejay said the person who came into the studio had a
gun. I think the person came into the studio with a gun and shot
the deejay.” Angela was bleery-eyed but still clear-headed enough
to report the facts.

“Oh my God,” repeated Pamela. “This was a
local station?”

“Yeah,” answered her daughter, “KRDN, FM 933.
I always listen to that show late on Saturday because it has music
they don’t play on any other station. Kent too.” She flipped a
little brown circle on the skillet.

“So,” said Rocky, continuing to stir his
syrup and staring at his daughter, “you heard this shot and then
just nothing. Dead air?”

“And maybe a dead deejay,” responded Angela.
She looked at her parents and shrugged.

“Surely,” said Pamela, standing and getting
plates and silverware from the cupboards, “someone must have
reported this.”

“We did,” said Angela. “Kent called the
station first and all he got was a recording. Then, he called the
local police and reported to them that we had heard a shooting on
KRDN and the time. Evidently, we weren’t the first. They’d already
received a few other calls with the same report.”

“So,” continued Rocky, nodding, “I suppose
they must have sent an officer to the studio to check on this
deejay to see if he was hurt or if it was a prank or what?” He
finished stirring the syrup and turned off the burner under the
bacon.

“I guess,” answered Angela, flipping the
pancakes onto the waiting plates.

“Good thing you didn’t call your mother or
she’d have gone over there and solved the case with a whisk of her
magic spectrograph before dawn. Just like the one she solved last
year.” He directed his last comment and a pointed glare in Pamela’s
direction.

Pamela ignored her husband’s sarcasm. Her
penchant for getting involved in things she had no business getting
involved in—such as murder investigations--had caused one of the
few rifts in their otherwise happy marriage. As Rocky topped each
plate with copious amounts of his syrup, she continued “You know,
maybe the station is reporting on it by now. It’s…” she looked at
the kitchen clock, “nine o’clock. Maybe by now, they know what
happened and will be reporting it—at least at KRDN. You said 933
FM?” Angela nodded as Pamela disappeared into the bedroom and
quickly returned with a small transistor radio. She set the dial,
turned the switch, and placed the radio in the center of the
kitchen table. The family slurped up their pancakes and bacon as
they listened intently to the local broadcast.

“…so, the police don’t have a clue to the
identity of the killer…” the announcer was saying.

“Oh my God,” Pamela interjected.

Angela sucked in her breath and Rocky
froze.

“But from the several calls received by the
station last night and by replaying recordings of last night’s
program, the police believe that the murder took place shortly
after midnight—at KRDN—out on Highway 27. As I’ve been reporting,
KRDN disc jockey, Theodore Ballard, known as The Black Vulture,
host of our late Saturday night alternative rock program was shot
and killed last night while he was on air. An unknown person
entered the studio and shot him and then disappeared. Several
listeners reported hearing the event as it occurred and immediately
called the police. When the police arrived at the studio, they
found Ballard’s body on the floor beside his microphone—shot in the
head. Our station manager Roger Gallagher will be updating our
listeners as he receives information from the police. In the mean
time, KRDN will continue broadcasting its regular programming from
our mobile unit until the police allow us back into the
studio.”

With that, Pamela switched off the radio and
the three of them looked at each other with total surprise.

“Somebody just walked into a radio station
and shot this guy?” pondered Rocky, shaking his head.

“Yeah,” said Angela, “KRDN is really
isolated, Dad. It’s way out on the outskirts of town.”

“And he was all alone?” asked Pamela.

“Evidently,” responded his daughter.

“Wait a minute,” said Rocky, holding up his
hand, “His name is Theodore Ballard—Ted Ballard?”

“Yeah,” said Angela, “he really knows alt
music. Kent says he’s the best around here. Nobody knows goth like
The Black Vulture.”

“I know this guy,” said Rocky, his fork
slowing on its way to his mouth.

“How?” asked Pamela, her face a canvas of
concern.

“He’s one of our doctoral students—in the
English department. I think Trudi’s his advisor.”

“Trudi Muldoon?” asked his wife.

“Yes,” Rocky replied. “I didn’t really know
him, but I’ve seen him in her office—and of course he taught
freshman comp—just like a lot of us. God, it makes me feel like I
know him. He probably walked by my office door every day and I
never even said ‘hello.’ God, how horrible.” He set his fork down
on his plate.

“Horrible,” seemed the perfect cue for the
telephone to ring—which it did.

“Hello,” answered Rocky, as he reached over
and grabbed the receiver from the wall phone in the small kitchen.
“Yeah, hi. We were just talking about you. Yeah, we just heard. My
God, awful. They’re questioning you? Why? Awful. Yeah. Yeah.” Rocky
listened patiently to the voice on the phone as Pamela waited
impatiently and attempted to determine the gist of the conversation
from her end. Angela seemed lost in her pancakes. When Rocky hung
up, he looked stung.

“That was Trudi,” he said to the two women.
“She’s at the office. The police are there going through Ted’s
office. They’ve questioned her a bit, but they’re planning on
re-questioning her when they finish in Ted’s office. They told her
to stay there and not go anywhere. She wants me to come down there
and wait with her.”

“I don’t mind if you go, Rocky,” said Pamela,
clutching her husband’s arm tightly. “If that will help her, go. I
know you and Trudi are friends.”

“That’s not all,” he added, looking pointedly
at Pamela, “she wants you to come down too.”

“Me?”

“Yeah,” he said, “because of all your
experience working with the police.” He said this last part between
clenched teeth. “You’re the murder expert in the family, you
know.”



 



Chapter 4

 


Previous week--Tuesday, December 11

 


Daniel Bridgewater sat in his office on the
second floor at the Bridgewater Carpet Company’s office building.
He was at his large marble-topped desk but he was turned away,
facing out a large bay window that overlooked the Bridgewater
manufacturing plant across from the office parking lot and the
circular entrance drive which surrounded it, the beautiful
Bridgewater fountain still busily pumping water even though the
December temperatures were hovering in the 40’s. It was good that
the weather never really got cold enough this far south to freeze
the water, thought Daniel. His father Charles had built the
fountain for his mother years ago in memory of their honeymoon, and
it was one of Daniel’s favorite parts of the office compound—an
otherwise bland and stuffy structure.

He clutched his coffee cup and held it to his
lips even though he had finished the brew inside hours ago. He was
trying to make sense of conflicting signals. His father had seemed
so much better this morning—more talkative, more cheerful. Yet,
when he had spoken to his father’s personal physician, Dr. Knowles,
the prognosis seemed even bleaker than they had previously thought.
Charles Bridgewater, 76, founder and head of Bridgewater Carpets,
was suffering from congestive heart failure. Had been for quite a
while. He’d been on numerous different medications which had seemed
to be working—at least they had to Daniel. His father was in the
office daily, and although Daniel had officially taken over the
reins of the company several years ago, Charles still kept his hand
in the pot and that was fine with Daniel. He enjoyed his father’s
company and their regular sparring. Daniel was still learning the
in’s and out’s of the carpet business—he probably would still be
learning for years—the carpet manufacturing business was a world
unto itself—at least in the United States. Most of it was centered
in Dalton, Georgia, but several large companies—such as
Bridgewater--had set up shop in neighboring states and were
actually successful.

How could his father seem so much better when
Dr. Knowles seemed to think he was getting worse? And that was
exactly what Knowles had said to Daniel when he left his father’s
bedroom earlier in the morning. Tests showed that his heart
capacity was declining. When Daniel mentioned this discrepancy to
the doctor, the physician had replied that Charles was probably
struggling to appear normal. Lord, thought Daniel, I don’t want him
to overexert himself just to pretend to me that he’s feeling
better. But what could he do about it? Daniel tipped his desk chair
back and forth as he followed the bursts of water from the
fountain. The three cupids in the center each held curved horns and
the water jets shot from each in beautiful curves. The fountain was
based on a fountain in Italy that Daniel’s mother had fallen in
love with when she and Charles had gone there on their honeymoon.
When Elinore had died 12 years ago in a car accident, the fountain
had taken on even greater meaning. Now, it appeared Charles would
follow his beloved wife in death. At least, according to Knowles,
his father didn’t have much time left. How much time, Knowles
wasn’t willing to say. Daniel knew he should be doing something
constructive, but right now he was frozen with indecision. His
father was dying. He didn’t know how long he had; it might be only
a few weeks—even days. He wasn’t really worried about the business,
because Bridgewater Carpets was doing well—even in the present poor
economy. People still needed carpeting, at least enough people did.
Theirs was a fairly stable business. Daniel had learned the ropes
well and he had a support staff that helped him run the place so
that he could concentrate on catering to his father at this
difficult time. No one would miss him if he spent much or even all
of his time at home by his father’s bedside.

No, the business wasn’t his main worry now.
That wasn’t what was causing Daniel to gnaw on the edge of his
coffee cup and stare morosely out at the fountain in the circle.
No. I probably should just go back and sit by his bedside, he
thought. Forget anything else. Just let well enough alone. Why stir
up a hornet’s nest? He turned his desk chair around and placed his
coffee cup back on his desk. He picked up a large maroon and gold
embossed photograph album that was lying on the left side of his
desk. The album was thick and photographs were sticking out from
the crinkled pages inside. Daniel placed the album in front of him
and opened the cover. He slowly turned to the first page.

A buzz sounded from the intercom to his
right.

“Yes, Bernice?”

“Mr. Bridgewater, Mr. Vickers is here to see
you.”

“Fine. Send him in.” Drumming his fingers on
the first page of the album, Daniel closed the cover and placed the
large book to his left.

“Daniel,” said a gray-haired man entering,
“Bernice told me about Charles.” He grabbed Daniel’s hand in half
shake and half embrace. Daniel motioned for him to be seated in one
of the two green leather chairs situated in front of his desk.

“I don’t understand it, Harold,” said Daniel
to the man, “he seemed better to me this morning. Yet, Knowles said
his heart is getting worse.”

“If I know your father, Daniel,” replied
Vickers, “he’ll fight to the end. He’d never want anyone to think
he was hurting.” Vickers leaned back in his chair and unbuttoned
his suit coat. The lawyer looked at home and well he should as he
had served the position of family and company attorney since
Charles had founded the business.

“You think that’s it?”

“I think he’s a fighter. I think he’ll hold
on as long as he can.”

“I wish I knew how long that was,” said
Daniel, forming a tent of his fingers and leaning his chin on
them.

“Just enjoy being with him—and let him enjoy
you for as long as you’ve got,” said Vickers, gesturing and sighing
audibly. Vickers’ grey hair was worn slicked back. He looked
elegant, but his manner was down to earth.

“That’s not enough.”

“What more can you do?

“You know.”

“God, you aren’t contemplating that fool idea
again, are you?” Vickers’ chiseled features reddened.

Daniel scowled at the man; he picked up the
album and flipped through the first five or six pages, stopping at
a page and focusing his attention on a small photograph on the left
page.

“This is the last picture we have of
him.”

“So?”

“So, I want to find him.”

“Why now?”

“Because…” Daniel stared at the small
photograph, seemingly lost in thought.

“Because your father is dying?” Vickers
asked. When Daniel failed to respond, Vickers stood and grabbed the
album from his hands, closing it at the same time.

“We went through this years ago, Daniel. You
wanted to find him and I explained to you that your father did not
want him found. David doesn’t want to be found. You’re the only one
who seems to care where he is. Why would you bring this up
now?”

“Because Father has a right to see David
before he dies.” Daniel rose and slammed his palms on his desk.
Vickers strode around the office, speaking as if he were addressing
a jury.

“Right? What right? He doesn’t care; he’s not
interested. You’re the only one who’s ever been at all concerned
about what happened to David. David has shown no interest in
contacting you. Maybe he’s not even alive. Have you ever thought of
that?”

“Yes, which makes it even more important that
I find him. They call it closure, Harold. My father needs to know
and he needs to know soon.” Daniel remained standing at the desk,
staring at the attorney.

“I think you’re totally misreading what will
and what will not make your father’s death easier for him.”

“I’m his son. I ought to know.” Vickers
crossed to Daniel and put his hands of the young man’s shoulders.
“Yes, but I’m his lawyer; I’ve known him longer than you have.
Charles Bridgewater is not sentimental—with the exception, of
course, for Elinore. That I never did figure out. As far as
business goes, he’s as ruthless as they come. He will die
peacefully because he knows he’s leaving the company in good
hands—your hands. That’s all you need to worry about. Take care of
the company and you’ll make your father’s last days happy. Don’t
try to pull some crazy stunt that will just lead to heartbreak for
him—and probably for you.” He walked back to the green leather
chair in front of Daniel’s desk and sat.

“It’s not a crazy stunt. Listen, Harold. I’m
determined to do this whether you like it or not,” said Daniel,
walking around his desk and sitting on the edge, where he spoke to
Vickers in close face-to-face contact. “Knowles says Father doesn’t
have long. I’d leave now and go out on my own to track him down,
but I really feel I need to stay here and be close to Dad. I know
you know people who can help me with this—who can investigate this
discreetly. I’d appreciate you putting me in contact with one of
them. Will you? Or will I have to go track down some fly-by-night
PI on my own from the Yellow Pages?” He leaned over Vickers and
stared until Vickers literally blinked.

“Okay, okay, Daniel,” replied Vickers,
breaking eye contact and forcing Daniel to stand and return to his
desk chair. “If you are determined to pursue this little project,
I’ll find you someone responsible and reliable.” He rubbed his
palms together, shaking his head, “but I think this is extremely
unwise. I want to go on the record.”

“Consider it recorded, Harold,” replied
Daniel, sitting in his desk chair. “Just send me an investigator I
can trust. Now, have you seen Father today?

“I have. I just came from the house.”

“And?”

“I agree with the doctor,” replied Vickers,
crossing his legs and leaning back in the chair. “He seemed in the
worst shape I’ve seen him in ages.” His voice softened and he was
noticeably pained to say this last item.

“That bad?” Daniel slumped in his chair as he
fixed his eyes on the man across from him.

“Yes. I think he’s presenting you his best
face.”

“I don’t want that.”

“Consider it one of the obligations of
parenthood.” Vickers set his jaw. Daniel was like a son.

Daniel bent over his desk, head in hands.
“What can I do to get him to relax?”

“Daniel, I think if he relaxes, he’s gone.
Let him have this—this desire to impress you. It’s keeping him
alive. Oh, and a plan to get you married off to Margaret Millwood’s
daughter.” He crossed his arms and gave Daniel a sideways
smirk.

Daniel looked over his shoulder. “Oh, no, not
that again.” Then, looking directly at Vickers and then sideways at
the album, he said, “Forget that. Just get me that investigator and
quick.”

Vickers started to say something, then
nodded, and exited without a word. Daniel remained seated, head in
hands. He reached into his suit jacket pocket and brought out his
iPhone. Quickly he tapped in a number.

“Hi, Sweet, how are you?” He listened for the
answer which caused him to smile warmly. “He seemed better to me,
but the doctor said he’s worse. Knowles says he doesn’t have much
time left…. I don’t know….Father? He was very talkative … giving
orders…running my life—just like normal. He’s planning to marry me
off to some society woman’s daughter he knows. No? I thought you’d
laugh at that.”

While he listened in response to his call,
Daniel leaned back in his chair and put his feet on his desk. He
rocked the chair back and forth rhythmically as he responded with
frequent “um’s” and “yes’s.” The intensity of the recent discussion
with the lawyer had morphed into a gentle, chat.

“Vickers was just here. He thinks Father is
doing worse. I’m afraid I believe him. I have to believe what the
doctor says. Anyway, I’m having Vickers get me an investigator—to
find David. I know. It’s probably a hopeless cause, but I need to
find him before Father dies.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Present --Sunday afternoon, December 16

 


Silverton Hall was one of the tallest
buildings on the Grace University campus, five stories. Rocky’s
office was on the top floor. Just two buildings away from Pamela’s
Blake Hall, home of the Psychology Department, Silverton housed the
much larger English and Foreign Language Departments. As Pamela
followed her husband in the side entrance, she found herself
huffing to keep up with her mate.

“Slow down, Rocky,” she panted.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, not missing a
beat as he peered over his shoulder at her. “I thought you’d been
working out at your gym. Weren’t you bragging the other day about
the number of reps you could do or something?” He rounded the
corner and entered the stairwell. The old building echoed. It was
obviously quite deserted on a Sunday afternoon.

“I am. I can,” she replied, following him as
he easily took two steps at a time. “Jeez, Rocky! It’s not a
contest.”

“Okay, okay,” he answered, sighing and
slowing noticeably as he backtracked and took her elbow in mock
concern. “Do you need help, Grandma?” Pamela snatched her arm from
him, annoyed. It was evident how Rocky stayed in shape even while
eating his own marvelous cooking. If she had to trudge up and down
five flights of stairs every day, she’d be in great form too.

“Isn’t there an elevator in Silverton?” she
asked, snarling and looking at him sideways.

“Sure,” he responded, “at the other end of
the building. I never use it.”

“So I can tell.” She traipsed ever slower as
they finally rounded the last landing before the final floor. She
could see the hallway and the office doors ahead. She had been to
Rocky’s office only a few times—as he had to hers. Their home was
neutral ground, but she was well aware of much of what went on in
the English Department as they enjoyed sharing tales of woe (and
triumph) about their own academic areas.

The couple walked about halfway down the main
hallway and then turned down a long barren side hallway with a sign
indicating “Faculty Offices, 520-530.” Rocky’s office was directly
across the hall from Trudi Muldoon’s. Trudi was an Associate
Professor and technically outranked Rocky, but the two were about
the same age and had similar outlooks on life, so they frequently
found themselves standing outside their office doors chatting.

When Pamela and Rocky arrived at Trudi’s
office, they could tell she was inside because her door was open
and light spilled out into the hall. Rocky walked to the doorway
and peeked inside. Pam remained behind him.

Trudi Muldoon sat at her desk in the corner
of the windowless room. Pamela noticed that Trudi had not decorated
her office with much of anything except many bookshelves. There
were several wooden chairs with arm rests stationed in front of
Trudi’s desk. When she saw the couple in the door, Trudi
immediately stood.

“Rocky, Pam, come in,” she said, coming from
behind her desk and ushering them in. Trudi was a tall woman,
flat-chested with a plain but friendly face. Her buck teeth were
her most obvious feature along with a mop of flyaway brown hair.
Her slightly oversized flowered dress did not coordinate at all
well with her Oxford loafers.

Rocky and Pamela entered, removed their
winter jackets, and sat in the chairs in front of the desk. Trudi
returned to the desk. “I wish I had something to offer you to
drink. This all happened so fast and I’ve been sitting here waiting
for them to finish and come back. Oh my God, I’m just a wreck.”

“Where are they now?” asked Rocky, “The
Police?”

“I guess down in Ted’s office. It’s on the
fourth floor,” she said.

“Trudi,” began Pamela, “why did you get
dragged down here anyway?”

“Didn’t Rocky tell you?” said Trudi, “Ted was
my doctoral advisee. I was his supervisor too. Actually, I was here
working on a project when they showed up. Dr. Marbury told them I’d
probably be here. They asked me just a few questions—I guess to
make sure I knew Ted and then they went off to examine his office.
They told me to stay here and they’d be back to ask me more
questions.”

“How long have you been waiting?” asked
Pamela.

“I don’t know, maybe an hour or more,”
replied the woman behind the desk. She drew her hands to her chin
and leaned her elbows on the desk. “Pam, I know you went through
this last year—when you found Charlotte in your lab. Rocky told me
all about it. I figured you’d understand what I’m feeling. I didn’t
find Ted or see his body—like you did. But Ted’s my student—so we
were quite close. Doctoral students become so tied to us. Like
children. I just can’t believe this has happened.” She put her
hands to her head and rubbed her temples as if doing so would
relieve her distress.

“Do you want me to go down there and see
what’s happening?” asked Rocky.

“No,” Trudi responded. “Just wait with me,
will you?”

“Of course, we will,” responded Pamela, as
she reached over the desk and grabbed Trudi’s hand, the one she had
just lowered from her face.

“Trudi,” began Rocky, “do you have any
knowledge that you think will help the police find Ted’s killer? I
mean, did he have any enemies?”

“Enemies?” asked Trudi, her eyes widening,
her buck teeth protruding.

“Surely, this wasn’t just a random killing,”
added Pamela, “I understand someone actually shot him while he was
on the radio.”

“You’ve heard about it, then?” asked Trudi.
She grabbed a tissue from a box on her desk and patted her
eyes.

“Actually,” said Rocky, “our daughter and her
boyfriend were listening to KRDN at the time it happened. They
didn’t know if it was real or a hoax. Our daughter told us about it
this morning and then we turned on the radio and KRDN was reporting
about the shooting on their news report.”

“Oh, my God,” said Trudi, “It’s just awful. I
can’t imagine why anyone would do this. I just can’t imagine.” She
poked the tissue around the corner of each eye.

“So, he didn’t have any enemies?” asked
Pamela.

“Pam, what enemies would he have? He was just
a doctoral student in English. Really, he was kind of a loner—kind
of kept to himself. But, a pleasant enough fellow. He was on
assistantship.” One of Trudi’s large front teeth bit down over her
lower lip.

“A teaching assistantship?” asked Pamela.

“That’s about the only kind we have in
English,” Trudi replied. “He taught several sections of Freshman
Comp—just like you Rocky.”

“Maybe an irate student did this. Maybe it
was some student he failed,” suggested Pamela.

“Maybe,” said Trudi, nodding, her tousled
hair flopping back and forth, “He spent most of his time working on
his dissertation. He was ABD.”

“All but dissertation. So, he was about done
then,” said Rocky.

“Well,” said Trudi, hesitating. “I wish that
were true.” Her two large front teeth took turns gnawing on her
lip.

“What do you mean?” asked Pamela.

“Oh, Pam, Rocky,” replied the tall woman, “I
wish I could say he was close to finishing but he was struggling. I
had high hopes for him originally. He breezed through his Master’s
thesis with me. He’s a good writer and researcher. But somehow, he
got started on this dissertation and it just wasn’t working
out…”

“How so?” asked Rocky.

“He was doing an analytical study of the
musicality in the poetry of Edgar Allen Poe—a very clever idea. It
was a nice interdisciplinary effort. He had two committee members
from the Music Department in addition to me and Dr. Allen and Dr.
Hitchcock from our Department. Then, all of a sudden, a few months
ago, he decided to trash this study that was—for all intents and
purposes—finished, and start completely over with a creative
dissertation.”

“And by ‘creative’ you mean…” said Rocky.

“I mean he intended to write his own creative
work,” she replied, “a gothic novel in the style of Poe. Or more
rightly, in the style of this modern ‘goth’ trend that seems to be
everywhere—in the literature, music, dress—everywhere in modern
culture.” She sighed and shook her head.

“Did you approve of this change?” asked
Pamela.

“Of course not,” replied Trudi. “I told him
it was foolish but he was insistent. He even produced several
drafts. I went over the first draft and immediately sent it back to
him with major criticisms. I told him—begged him--to return to his
previous research topic. I warned him that he was jeopardizing his
assistantship by making such a huge change in his dissertation so
late in the process. Did he consider his committee? Did he realize
that his assistantship couldn’t continue forever? Did he realize
that starting from scratch would mean adding months if not years to
his completion time? I made all these arguments, believe me.”

“And still he insisted on writing this
creative project,” said Rocky, with a hint of disdain.

“Yes,” she replied, “and it seemed to take
over his life. He started to change the way he dressed, his hair,
everything. I mean, before, he was just a normal looking graduate
student--if such an animal exists—jeans, sneakers, t-shirt. Then he
started this goth novel thing, and he began to morph into his
characters I guess. Heavy boots, long black pants and shirts. He
wore this long black trench coat everywhere. And weird, scary
designs all over it—like dragons and bats. His hair was a mess; he
never combed it and—oh my god—eye liner. I know I’ve seen some
males do that, but, believe me when a male you know all of a sudden
shows up wearing it—it’s a shock.”

“I know,” said Pamela, “my graduate assistant
dresses somewhat in that style. But he’s incredibly conscientious.
It doesn’t seem to affect his work ethic.”

Rocky gave his wife a sideways glance.

“The ultimate question, though, I guess,”
said Rocky, “is what was the likelihood that he would have finished
this creative work and earned his dissertation?”

“I’ll let you decide,” replied Trudi, opening
a drawer in her desk, removing a folder, and selecting a small
stapled typed manuscript from inside. “Here.” She handed the
article to Rocky. Pamela leaned close to her husband and looked
over his shoulder as he read a paragraph from the paper aloud:

 


“Swirling,

Whirling

The bloody vortex pulls me down

Down to the eternal abyss

Overhead

The black vultures of death circle

Watching

Waiting

To pick the flesh from my dissipated body

Only my soul remains

And that you have killed

With your loveless eyes”

 


Rocky put the paper on Trudi’s desk and shook
his head.

“Is that good poetry?” asked Pamela.

“Not by my standards,” answered Trudi, “and
unfortunately not by the standards of members of his committee. I
tried to tell him that. He said he’d improve it. He did do some
rewrites. But, Rocky, Pam, nothing really improved. This is about
the best of it. And it’s generally awful. Just garbage. Six years.
Six years of this young man’s life and all he had to show for it
was this.”

“You couldn’t talk him into going back to the
other project?” asked Pamela.

“I tried, Pam, but he was adamant. I had
about reached the end of my ideas. I was going to have to tell him
that I couldn’t approve his new dissertation proposal and that we
were going to drop his assistantship—and he knew it.”

“No more funding,” said Pamela.

“Right,” said Trudi, “and once that happened,
all he’d have to live on, as far as I know, would be that deejay
job which is only four hours on Saturday. He couldn’t make much
money from that.”

“So, in a way, his murder solves the problem
of funding,” said Rocky, looking at both women.

“What would he have done without his
assistantship?” asked Pamela. “Did he have family that would
support him?”

“As far as I know, there was no one. He was a
loner. He never spoke about a family. He was very closed mouthed
about his private life. I guess though, that the police will find
out about that. Won’t they?”

At that moment, a large man wearing a grey
overcoat appeared in the door, followed by a uniformed police
officer.

“The police will find out about what?” he
asked the threesome sitting in the small office.

“Oh, Detective,” said Trudi, standing, “we
were just wondering about Ted’s family. I don’t know if he had any
relatives. This is my colleague Rocky Barnes and his wife—Pamela.
This is the detective in charge of the investigation of Ted’s
murder. Detective Shoop.”

“Dr. Barnes and I have met,” said the tall
man, entering a few steps into the office, eyeing Pamela with a
frown, “We spent quite a bit of time together following the death
of Charlotte Clark in the Psychology Department last year. Didn’t
we? I’m delighted to finally meet your husband, Doctor.” He turned
to Rocky and shook his hand. “You have my sympathies, Mr. Barnes,”
he whispered as he bent towards Rocky.




 



Chapter 6

 


Previous week--Tuesday afternoon, December
11

 


Daniel Bridgewater sat in a back booth at
Sam’s Diner, a small eatery on the highway near the entrance to his
carpet factory. His coffee cup was half-full and he was gazing at
the photo that he had removed earlier from the album in his office.
He hardly noticed when one of the waitresses popped up beside him,
coffee pot in hand.

“Refill, Mr. Bridgewater?”

“Sure, warm ‘er up,” he replied, smiling at
the young woman whose name tag proclaimed her as “Amy.” “Then have
a seat.”

“No can do, Mr. B,” replied the waitress, her
pony tail flipping jauntily as she spoke. “Some of us have to work
for a living.”

Daniel peeked around the corner of the booth.
He was the only customer in the small restaurant. A cashier sat at
the entrance, totally engrossed in filing her nails. “Doesn’t look
all that busy to me,” he said, smiling as he grabbed her wrist and
gently tried to pull her into the booth.

“Just a minute,” whispered Amy, and as
quickly as she had appeared, she disappeared. Within another
second, she had returned and slid into the booth across from
Daniel. “Had to get rid of the coffee pot. Okay, I’m seated. What’s
up?”

“I just like to see your beautiful face,” he
said, taking her hands and pulling her across the booth where he
planted a quick kiss on her lips.

“Dan,” said Amy, “please, someone may be
watching.” She pulled away and slid far back into the bench of her
side of the booth.

“So what?”

“If you remember, all this secrecy was your
idea,” replied Amy, brushing some crumbs off of her otherwise
spotless chiffon apron. Her eyes danced with a lively energy. “I’m
not ashamed of you.”

“And I’m not ashamed of you!” he exclaimed.
“I’m trying to figure out how to handle everything that’s going
on.” He bent over the table and spoke confidentially. “A lot is
going on, you know.”

“I know. I heard what you said on the phone.”
Amy crossed her arms and glared at Daniel. “You really are in a
pickle, aren’t you? What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the photo
that Daniel was fingering.

“It’s David,” he replied, turning the picture
around and holding it up for Amy to see. “High school
graduation.”

“It’s him?” she asked, taking the picture
from Daniel.

He nodded. “Yeah, he graduated from Dexter
Military Academy. Blue and gold were their colors. Father sent him
there hoping it would improve his behavior and his attitude—but it
just made him more resentful.”

“I probably wouldn’t be able to tell….” She
examined the photograph carefully.

“I know,” Daniel said, cutting her off.

“What’s with the photo?” she asked, handing
it back to Daniel. “Did you show it to your father?”

“No,” said Daniel. “I wanted to, but, Amy, he
just wasn’t open to the idea. And what’s worse…” Daniel sighed and
shook his head.

“What’s worse?” she asked, her tiny mouth
opening into a perfect “o,”

“As I said, he’s worse,” replied Daniel.
“God, Amy, he seemed better. He was talking up a storm, arguing,
being his old obstreperous self. Then I talked with his physician
and he says Father is worse. He says he has only a few months—maybe
only a few weeks.” Daniel stared at her and let his words sink
in.

“No,” she said, her brow wrinkled in concern.
“I just don’t understand how he can he seem better if he’s really
getting worse.”

“The doctor says…hell….Vickers says it’s
because he’s rallying for me. For my benefit. He would do that.” He
continued to slowly shake his head.

“So…so…what are you going to do? How does
this affect your plans regarding David?” she asked in a careful,
slow voice.

“I think it makes it even more important that
I proceed with my plan—and right away.” He lifted his coffee cup to
his mouth and peeked at her over the rim.

“And us?”

“I can’t tell him now. I told you about his
plans for me and the neighborhood society belle, didn’t I?”

“Yes, and I don’t like it at all.” She pushed
her nose in the air and stuck out her chin, arms crossed.

“Oh, Sweet,” he said, cajoling and grabbing
her hand, which she removed from his grasp. “I have absolutely no
interest in any other woman….” He let go of her when a man appeared
at their table.

“Amy, I hope you’re not bothering Mr.
Bridgewater,” said the large bearded man, wearing all
white—trousers, shoes, shirt, apron, and puffed chef’s cap. “Maybe,
he’d like a piece of pie with his coffee.”

“Sam,” said Daniel, greeting the cook and
diner owner. “Amy’s actually keeping me company. She’s helping to
get me motivated to get back to the plant and work on the
payroll.”

“Payroll!” spouted the large chef, “Ach!
Worst part of owning a business!”

“Don’t I know it!” answered Daniel, laughing
with Sam.

“I’ll bring you some pie, Mr. Bridgewater,”
said Sam, “We have some nice peach and cherry. Would you like ice
cream? On the house, Mr. Bridgewater. It’s an honor to have you
eating here.”

“Best food in the county, Sam,” said Daniel,
beaming at the chef, “and best service too!” he added, smiling at
Amy. “But actually, coffee is just fine. I’m not very hungry
today.”

“Amy, you work on him,” said her employer,
“Nobody can resist our pie. You know it.”

“I will, Sam,” answered Amy, smiling at the
chef, who was heading back to the kitchen.

“And don’t pester Mr. Bridgewater, Amy,” he
yelled at her as he departed, “Let him eat in peace.”

Amy and Daniel laughed and smiled as they
watched Sam exit. Then they turned back to each other and returned
to their earlier conversation.

“You were saying about…other women?” asked
Amy, eyebrow raised.

“I was saying there are no other women for
me,” he whispered and pulled her close to him across the table.

“Okay, okay,” replied Amy, a reddish color
flushing across her cheeks, “don’t get all mushy on me here at
work.” She patted his cheeks with her hands and he pouted out his
lips in a routine that had obviously occurred before. “So, what’s
your next step, Mr. Bridgewater?” she asked grabbing her order book
from her pocket along with her short pencil.

“My next step is to find David,” he replied,
placing the small photo in the middle of the table and placing his
index finger on it like an arrow. “Wherever he is.”

“You really think that will please your
Father?”

“I don’t know if it will please him, but I have to do it and I have
to find him before Father dies.”

“And, if what you tell me is true, that could
be sooner rather than later,” she whispered gently.

“Yes. Listen, I know this means delaying
dealing with our situation—with Father. I hate leaving you in limbo
like this. Oh, God, I wish Father weren’t so difficult. In so many
ways, he’s a wonderful man. Truly. You’d love him, I think if you
got to know him and he got to know you in a gradual, normal way.
But to thrust this situation on him when he’s ill and when the
situation with David is up in the air—I’m afraid it would push him
over the edge. I’m afraid it would kill him.”

“Believe me, Dan, I understand. I don’t want
to be responsible for anything happening to your Father. I’m
patient. After all, I waited—how long?—for you.”

“You did, didn’t you? And I’m worth it,
aren’t I? It will work out, Sweet. Just let me find David
first.”

“How are you going to find him? Where do you
start?”

“Vickers is going to help me. He’s got an
investigator.”

“Like a private investigator?” she asked,
eyes widening in excitement.

“Right. Just like a crime show. Surely, his
trail can’t be that cold. Surely, if someone who knows what they’re
doing starts looking, they can track David down.”

“Where do you think he could be?”

“Who knows? Maybe overseas. Maybe in New
York. I mean he was always interested in the arts. I guess he might
go to an arts center.”

“Maybe,” Amy said. She looked at Daniel. Her
mind and heart were full of conflicting emotions. She was excited
about the prospect of hunting down David. She was a very curious
person and was always up for a challenge. She wanted to know where
David was for Daniel’s sake more than for his father’s. Daniel
seemed to really need to know his whereabouts. But she was worried
too. She was worried about Daniel’s father. Of course he was old
and old people died, but Daniel felt responsibility for his father
and if he did anything—or revealed anything—to his father that
upset him and precipitated his death, Daniel would probably never
forgive himself. She couldn’t have that happen. Some things could
be kept secret from Daniel’s father. But finding David and
revealing his location to Daniel’s father—or even bringing him to
Daniel’s father—that was a dangerous step. After all, David left
under very unpleasant circumstances and had made no attempts to
contact Daniel or Charles over the years. Trying to find him might
not be the positive move that Daniel assumed it would be. It might
backfire in ways that Daniel might not be able to anticipate at the
moment. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much she could do about any of
it, except support Daniel—and she would. And wait—and she would.
But not forever.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


Present time--Sunday evening, December 16

 


“Local disc jockey murdered on air. Our top
story on Channel Three News Tonight—your earliest and best news of
everything happening in Reardon.”

“Rocky!” yelled Pamela into the kitchen as
she stood in the couple’s living room staring at the photograph
that filled the television screen. “Rocky! Come here! They’re
talking about that disc jockey!”

Rocky’s head popped out the kitchen door. He
held a large wooden spoon in one hand and a dish towel in the
other.

The television screen cut to a close-up of a
young anchor woman.

“Local disc jockey Theodore Ballard of radio
station KRDN was shot and killed on air early this morning—shortly
after midnight, according to local authorities.”

Rocky moved into the living room, closer to
his wife as they both stared at the screen, which now showed an
outside shot of the small radio station, standing alone in a field
of grass, its call letters on a sign almost larger than the station
itself.

“Ballard was working alone at the KRDN studio
on Highway 27, south of Reardon, when an unknown assailant entered
the studio and shot him in the head,” continued the anchor in
voice-over mode. The screen changed to a poor quality shot of
Ballard, obviously cropped from a group picture. “Ballard’s body
was discovered this morning around 12:30 a.m. when station manager
Roger Gallagher and local police entered the unlocked studio.”

“That photograph is probably pretty old,”
said Rocky, “he doesn’t look very goth there.”

“No,” said Pamela, “no eye liner or weird
hair.” In truth, Pamela was amazed with how totally ordinary
Theodore Ballard looked. A bland, sort of round face. No
particularly striking features. Certainly, he wasn’t ugly—just not
very memorable.

The anchor then cut to a field reporter
standing outside the radio station who reported on police efforts
to solve the baffling crime, then conducted a quick interview with
the aforesaid station manager Roger Gallagher.

“Mr. Gallagher, you found Ballard’s
body?”

“Yes, I was asleep. The police called me
shortly after midnight and asked me to meet them at the station.
When I got here, the studio was unlocked. When we went inside, we
found Ted lying on the floor beside the mike.”

“Mr. Gallagher, do you have any idea who
might have done this?

“None, but it’s very scary. I always thought,
we always thought our dj’s were perfectly safe working here
alone—at night. We’re obviously going to have to rethink our policy
now.” The camera panned to Gallagher’s distraught face.

The story ended with a plea to viewers to
call the Reardon police if they had any information that might lead
to the apprehension of the killer or killers of Theodore
Ballard.

When the story was over, Rocky flipped off
the TV and headed back to the kitchen, followed by his wife. As he
worked preparing their Sunday evening meal, she assisted by setting
the table.

“So,” she said to him, “after everything
we’ve learned today from Trudi, and from that TV report, do you
have any thoughts?”

“What about?” he said, turning to her as he
continued to stir a mixture on the stove. “You mean, am I trying to
ferret out the killer? I leave that to you, my dear.”

“I’m thinking,” she mused, as she distributed
silverware around their dining room table, “of the likelihood of
this being some random killing? You know, someone just going crazy
and stopping by the radio station and shooting the first person
they see. When Charlotte was killed last year, everyone thought
that was what happened at first. They couldn’t imagine anyone
intentionally killing her. Now this killing, to me seems even less
like a random shooting. What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” he answered, “I’m not really
thinking about it—other than it’s awful.” He reached in the
cupboard and brought out several bottles of spices.

“It seems quite premeditated to me,” she
said, stopping at the table and staring out the dining room window.
The leaves outside were swirling and the wind was whipping up. This
was about as much winter as they got this far south. She often
wished they would just once in a while get a little bit of snow. It
would make December seem truly Christmas-y.

“How so?”

“If a madman goes crazy, he’s more likely to
go someplace where there’s lots of people. This killer went to an
out of the way radio station where only one person was working late
on a Saturday night. For all he knew, nobody would be there.”

“Not true,” answered her husband, reaching
into the oven and peeking at his peach cobbler that had been
bubbling and sending out a heavenly aroma now for at least an hour.
“If the killer followed the station’s programming schedule, he
would know exactly what time people would be there.”

“Which would mean premeditation, right?” she
asked, continuing to place plates and glasses at the three spots
around the table.

“I suppose,” responded Rocky, now plating
items in serving bowls. “Can you get Angie? I’ve about got this all
ready.”

“I’m here,” announced their sleepy daughter,
stretching her arms and yawning as she sauntered down the hallway,
followed by Candide.

“Homework?” asked her mother, placing salt
and pepper shakers in the center of the table.

“Done. One two-page essay for English.
Twenty-four boring problems for Math, and a fill-in-the blank
conversation about railroad stations for French: ‘Est-ce que le
train pour Rouen départ a dix heures?’ Doesn’t that all sound
exciting?” asked Angie, wearing jeans and a neatly pressed t-shirt
and her newest pair of sneakers. Her hair was combed and clean.

“Your timing is perfect,” said Rocky,
bringing the serving dishes to the dining room. “Dinner is served.
Have a seat.” He placed the dishes on the table. There was a
glistening pork roast with a raisin sauce, broccoli almondine,
mashed potatoes with garlic, and, of course, the cobbler for
dessert. Yes, thought Pamela, she could not skip the gym
tomorrow.
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