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Prologue

 

It was strange, Maureen thought, how experiencing extreme trauma seems to dramatically slow down the progression of time. She realized that it also somehow concurrently fires one’s memory cells, allowing us to recall select details stored in the deeper recesses of our minds.

Maureen reflected about there being a definite ebb and flow to life, punctuated by the celebration of the good times: her grade school puppy love, graduation from college, becoming a well known author, and a stable, joy-filled marriage. She contemplated that she also somehow had endured the bad times, her first failure in school, the death of both of her parents, her recent almost fatal auto accident and now, at this very moment, her impending death.

The Bible states that we will never be certain about the year or the hour of our death—that precious information is held in strict confidence by God alone. But Maureen knew that at most she had no more than a couple of minutes of life remaining. Maureen’s judgment was rarely wrong; and on this occasion she was certain that she was correct.

Maureen retreated backward. The knife’s sharp blade had already cut deeply into her right arm. Blood was gushing out, dampening her light blue dress. Now it was starting to accumulate on the motel’s newly tiled floor beneath her feet. She knew that the human body held about five liters of blood and death occurs quickly after the loss of 40% of that. She wondered how much she had already lost –she was sure it was significant. She instinctively pressed hard against her bleeding arm with her left hand, but it did little to stem the blood’s flow.

As she continued to retreat, her adversary brought the knife over her head seeking to end the dance of death with one final savage blow directed to the center of Maureen’s chest.

Maureen continued to move backward until her back was firmly pressed against the motel’s outer wall. As she was retreating, she momentarily glanced at the large digital clock on the nightstand. It was exactly 6 p.m. Fred had said he would meet her at promptly 8 p.m. Airlines are rarely on time and never, in Maureen’s experience, two hours early. Besides, their agreed upon meeting place was ten miles distant at the local airport. She would not be saved; her heart and mind were uniform in that judgment.

Maureen was limited to one last feeble defensive action which might be somewhat effective against an inept killer; but she knew this was a dedicated killer relentlessly advancing toward her holding the knife. Nevertheless, Maureen employed her last defense—she screamed; she screamed as loud as she could.

In her last seconds of remaining life, Maureen’s mind floated backward to when the nightmare first began. 


 

Chapter 1

 

One month earlier

Outside, the air recently cleansed and cooled with an early morning downpour, was pure and brisk. A flaming scarlet-orange sunrise lit up the sky, illuminating the wet pastureland below with an iridescent glow. Dairy cattle, having just left their nighttime shelter, wandered untroubled across an expansive soft green landscape.

The animals could barely detect the outline of a dark stone fortress in the distance. Not having been programmed with complex emotions, they could only experience a transitory dim uneasiness at the sight of the massive structure that clashed with the placid continuity of nature’s architecture. 

Inside, early morning sunlight filtered through the fortress’s rows of wrought iron barred windows casting deep-striped shadows over an extended utilitarian dining table. In the center of the room, just below ceiling height, hung a massive clock; its lengthy hands behind a sturdy wire cage, were well protected from the barrage of food articles hurled at it over the years. The clock, authorized for purchase by an earlier highly structured warden, displayed not just the time but the day, date and year as well. Both complex and expensive for its period, it symbolically reinforced the hard daily regiment of prison life. Its bells signaled the start of the day’s three eating periods as well as their termination after the expenditure of the allotted half-hour period. As prisoners looked up at the clock, they might calculate the remaining time left on their sentence; but lifers could only view the clock with despair and frustration. Most prisoners perceived this instrument as a macabre act of spite; but a secession of wardens had left the unique clock where it had been placed many years earlier. 

This early morning the massive room’s soggy Florida air was saturated with the heavy scent of fried ham, powered eggs and strong coffee. As usual, emotions were raw and barely held in check; any minor disruption held the potential to fire the violent wrath of another prisoner.

At the far edge of the bruised metal table, two women sat alone. Reality is a function of perception; they both gazed up at the clock with renewed optimism. It was almost over.

“Do you finally understand, Jane?” the blonde whispered, frustration rising in her voice. 

“Yes I guess so—well I’m not sure—but if I have any trouble you said just to follow your lead, right?”

“That’s correct, always follow my lead and you won’t get into any trouble. You must remember that.”

“Are you going to blow Miss Chang away on our way out of here?”

“No! And it’s not Chang, its Chung. Why would you possibly ask that, anyway?”

“It’s simple; I always wanted to see yellow blood. And if you blow her away she’ll give off a lot of yellow blood. Besides, Chang is not nice to me.”

“The Chinese don’t have yellow blood; that’s ridiculous.”

“Are you sure? I think I read about it in a comic book once.”

“No, I won’t be blowing her away; she’s not on duty tomorrow; and, besides, her blood is red just like yours and mine. Nationality has nothing to do with it; everyone’s blood is red. Understand?” 

“No. I thought I was going to see black blood when I killed those two black men but it was just red. I wasn’t very happy about that. I like puppies. I like little puppies more than big ones. When we get out of here, I’m going to pet all the puppies I see.”

A bystander would wonder how any relationship between the two women could have ever formed. The blonde was brilliant; she carried a massive reservoir of knowledge in an array of varied and complex subjects. Her skinny companion possessed at best a low normal I.Q. and rarely displayed intellectual curiosity. But for now the blonde needed a willing associate, one that would react to her every want. From that uneven basis a temporary partnership was compacted.

“My God, Jane you’re mercurial.”

“I don’t know what that means; is it a nice thing to be more curlier?”

“Yes Jane, I paid you a nice compliment; being more curlier is a good thing. Watch it, the Gestapo is about to pass by.”

Jane froze as the guard passed their table. “I don’t like the Gestapo, do you? But I like their pretty uniforms and their shiny badges. Can I buy one when we get out tomorrow?”

“Yes, Jane. Tomorrow you’ll be able to buy anything that you want.”


 

Chapter 2

 

“What do ya think it’s made from, Shirley? My guess it’s soap, what do you think? In fact, I’ll bet its Dial soap; I’m told that brand’s soft and so easy to carve. It makes for realism but somehow you have to remove its delicious scent or it sure ain’t gonna smell like a weapon.”

The larger muscular black woman smiled widely, exposing two prominent well-worn gold teeth. She said, “No I disagree; it’s definitely made of wood—a soft pine, I’d guess, but the black shoe polish has smeared somewhat. Obviously she failed woodworking or an art class—perhaps both.” 

Both women issued a robust laugh at the expense of the small prisoner standing before them. 

The blonde was holding a strange looking revolver pointed directly at the center of the chest of the larger of the two prison guards. A quiet, wide-eyed razor thin woman stood just behind the blonde looking baffled, seemingly not knowing what to do in this complex situation. 

The guards had closely observed the blonde’s behavior over several years and concluded, due to her size and reticent demeanor, that she would never be capable of posing a serious threat to them. 

The larger woman said, “Okay, now, little lady, why don’t you just hand over that poor imitation of a revolver you’re holding and then you can march peacefully back to your cell. But if you continue with your unacceptable behavior you might get poor skinny Jane standing behind you in a host of trouble as well, and neither of us would want that to happen now, would we? If you cooperate, I might not tell my sergeant about this and maybe, just maybe, you can even avoid going into that terrible dark penalty hole for God knows what would be how long. So what do you say, dearie? Now hand me your fake gun and let’s get this nonsense over with!” 

Finally the blonde spoke, “Do you really want my gun?”

“Damn it, bitch, give to me, I’m tired of shitting around with you, and in the future you will always address me as Ma’am! Do you understand me clearly, young lady?”

“Yes, Ma’am, loud and clear. And by the way it’s not shoe polish, its grease. Sorry I’m so messy.” 

The “fake” revolver issued a low puff sound, its subdued noise concealed by the constant screams and loud curses emanating from the over-filled prison cells above. 

The large lady crumbled quietly to the ground without releasing a word of protest or pain.

The smaller guard said, “Shirley, get up! What the hell’s the matter with you? This is no joke.”

The blonde said, “Ma’am, Shirley would love to get up for you but she’s indisposed right now because she’s fucking dead. Now, Ma’am, do as I say and you won’t have to wind up like Shirley down there.”

“Okay, okay, now, take it easy, Ma’am. What do you want me to do?”

Donna smiled, realizing that the guard was now condescendingly addressing her in the same servile way that she had been forced to address her guards for four unbearably long years. 

“To help us escape, stupid; what else? Now go to the mike over there and tell them in no uncertain terms that you want out. If you give them the wrong code, you’ll join Shirley, wherever in hell she’s residing now.”

The skinny brunette tapped her leader on the shoulder. 

 “For Christ’s sake, Jane, now what do you want?”

“I’m still not sure how we’re gonna escape from here; you never told me that part of your plan. At least I don’t think you did.”

“Jane, you just follow right behind me and do what I do; understand?”

Jane nodded. 

The blonde had no idea what the correct code was to open the steel door, but she had closely observed for years, the consistent communication that went on between the outer and inner guards as they exited and entered the passage to each other’s chamber. Outer guards often rotated in their duties; over an extended observation time, she had been able to discern the degree of commitment each put into their shift’s work activities. She knew that the two that currently manned the outer area were the least trained and regimented of the entire guard staff. She depended on that vulnerability in part to make good her escape. For the moment she and her friend were encased in a huge open area, above which were three massive floors of overcrowded cells. None of the few guards assigned to the immediate area in which she was standing were allowed to carry weapons; the threat was too high that an inmate would overpower them and take their weapons away. Instead the system relied on heavy oak clubs, voice control and the physicality of large strong women to maintain the requisite degree of vigilance and discipline.

Two experienced prison guards normally staffed the outer area. Unlike in the inner area, each of the outer guards carried a fully loaded 45-caliber revolver. When prisoners were permitted to enter the outer area, the move was always executed as quickly as possible. 

Whatever the magic word was, the nervous guard communicated it to the outer guard and the heavily reinforced steel door gradually swung open. 

When the two prisoners entered the outer area, one of the outer guards, seeing the blonde’s weapon shouted, “You won’t get away with this; you’re being very foolish!” 

There was not an instant of indecision; the blonde shot her in the stomach immediately. Realizing that the prisoner’s threats were real and sustainable, the other guard fully cooperated in aiding the prisoners’ escape to the main parking area. 

A small beat up faded red sedan was waiting next to the exit door, its tinny radio playing the chirpy tones of Dolly Parton, pleading with the evil Jolene to “Please don’t take him just because you can.” 

 “Damn it, hurry up, get into the back of the car,” the male driver said. “Both of you lay flat down on the floor, one on top of the other. I’ll put a blanket over you. Make sure you don’t move until we get well past the gates.” 

From beneath the blanket, Jane uttered, “Donna said I was more curlier.” 

“Shut the hell up, Jane, and lie perfectly still. Pretend you’re dead, for God’s sake.”

In a short time the car was headed due east on the flat Florida panhandle in the direction of freedom and delayed revenge. The blonde was smiling, internally congratulating herself on the effectiveness of her escape plan. Jane was having pleasant visions of being able to soon hold a small puppy while having a shiny gold badge pinned on her blouse.


 

Chapter 3

 

Lieutenant Fred Harris abruptly woke from a deeply troubled sleep; a bottomless, seemingly unending slumber, flooded with nightmarish dreams of pursuit, capture and ultimate death—his own. As the fog in his eyes gradually cleared, and the stupor still resident in his mind washed away, he repeated the first thing he mechanically did every morning upon rising—he stared angrily and uncertainly at the tiny metal monolith sitting on his dresser. 

It was not even remotely a monolith; he employed that term only in a sardonic context. 

 He recalled many years ago, in his high school creative writing class, he was shown a picture of NASA’s lunar module not too long after its magnificent technical creation. He was allowed thirty seconds of intense concentration to examine and mentally catalog all of its harsh unconventional features before it was taken away. He was then handed a blank paper and given five minutes to fully depict the indescribable thing. That was the entire exercise, just to describe the object, to give it substance and structure via the strength of words. After one minute passed, his mind had already sorted over a thicket of possible descriptions but Fred’s page remained blank, after three still unmarked, after five he received his first and only F in the class. In fact, he was a bright student, and that was the only F he ever received in any of his classes. During the fourth minute, he had put down his singular sarcastic answer to the problem—monolith. He selected that response out of sheer frustration because monolith was the opposite of what the thing looked like to him; and nothing whatsoever had come to mind. Although his instructor smiled broadly when he read Fred’s paper, he immediately scrawled a large bold F on the failed effort, together with the insulting words better luck next time. 

Fred never forgot the sting of that unpleasant experience. And now, many years later, he was looking at a goddamn tiny, squarish, stainless steel contraption containing several crevices of inconceivable purposes, with barely visible wires extending from all parts of its core like a newborn octopus flinging out its tentacles seeking to feel its first grasp and understanding of life. 

Fred remembered that his father once told him about a TV quiz show that took place during the mid 50’s. Celebrity contestants were asked to identify the functions of objects of various sizes, colors, composites, and shapes. The key was that the physical appearances of those objects provided absolutely no hint as to their functionality so it made them virtually impossible to identify. Since the home audience was notified of the object’s purpose on the TV screen, viewers enjoyed, from their vantage position of superior knowledge, watching the mindless verbal meanderings of the “experts” as they unsuccessfully attempted to unearth the right answer. The success rate of the celebrities, his dad said, was no higher than ten percent, which made the show even more appealing to the audience. They loved to see the “experts” fail. 

Fred figured no one would even begin to reach that threshold if they looked at his monolith, trying to sort out its purpose. Hell, he suddenly realized that, in his mind he was calling it his monolith; but the last thing he wanted to do was to claim ownership. For the moment he wanted its ownership rights to remain in limbo until he made a decision what the hell to do with it. He was just its temporary and transitional steward, nothing more. 

The longer Fred stared at the thing the greater his vacillation grew, and Fred hated to be indecisive. Fred’s former boss had often made caustic remarks about Fred’s inability to conclude his cases, to put that declarative period at the end of his sentences. However, Fred felt that in his job ethics were everything; and letting the innocent go free was infinitely more important than apprehending someone who just might be guilty. So Fred never felt any internal uneasiness when he took an exceedingly long time in solving his cases. But when Fred picked out a pair of new socks he didn’t give a damn if they were ten percent cotton and ninety percent wool or vice versa—even color didn’t matter, he just picked the first available socks he found in the sock aisle which matched his size, regardless of the myriad choices open to him. Fred often abandoned deep decision making in other parts of his personal life as well. 

So now, looking at the damn thing, he couldn’t decide what to do with it. He weighed his options—giving it up to the proper agency, destroying it, or having it medically used again. The last alternative made him visibly tremble when he pondered about it. His inability to decide forced him to continue with the unacceptable prolonged decision to do nothing. So for four years it had remained as a haunting presence on his dresser—the goddamn thing.


 

Chapter 4

 

Maureen and Fred were sitting across from each other at their aging maple kitchen table. Scars of past cigarette burns decorated Fred’s edge of the table, a constant reminder of the time when he had been heavily dependent on the weed to get through his initial trying days at the police academy. During both the celebrated and melancholy periods of their time together, the table had become their symbolic place to unite and cope with life’s joys, fears and sorrows. From the countless times they had extended their arms across the table to comfort and encourage each other during their worst and best days, its shiny lacquer had gradually eroded.

The wood beneath had become a magnet for the absorption of spilled food and drink. Fred recalled one time in particular, when the table had served as a material catharsis as they verbally volleyed across the table, based on an uncomfortable encounter they had experienced in the courtroom. He remembered that day so clearly….

That particular morning, as Fred departed for work, Maureen yelled out from the open kitchen window that she had to tell him something important. Fred yelled back, “Whatever it is can wait; tell me this evening.” 

That day Fred was scheduled to testify against an attempted murderer. As the investigating detective, Fred certified that he had found both the suspect’s fingerprints and DNA sample at the scene of the crime. Fred succinctly directed his responses to the jury, clearly laying out an array of facts that he had uncovered as to the suspect’s motive and opportunity. 

As he exited from the witness stand he glanced at the jury; numerous members were nodding positively in his direction. This is locked, he thought; I’ve finally got the bastard.

When the defense called their first witness, an attractive tall redhead in the back of the courtroom slowly rose from her seat and proceeded methodically toward the witness chair. 

Fred was shocked. It was his wife Maureen. Fred thought, what the hell is she doing here?

The defense offered an exhibit supporting Maureen’s extensive background as a successful clinical psychologist. The prosecution issued no challenge.

The defense asked some preliminary questions which served to stress Maureen’s experience in the evaluation of dysfunctional patients. Then Maureen was asked, “Did you conduct a thorough examination of the defendant?”

“Yes –it was a very thorough examination.”

“Did you find any neurological issues associated with the defendant as a result of your examination?”

Maureen offered that the defendant had a physical imbalance condition that she referred to as porphyria. When asked by the defense what porphyria was, she explained that it was a genetic defect which produces a severe mental disorder. She claimed that the defect makes it impossible for the body to metabolize porphyrin in the hemoglobin of the blood. She explained, “As a result porphyrin accumulates in the blood and produces a severe mental dysfunction. The defendant has that medical condition which made it impossible for him to control his actions.”

When it came time for the cross examination, the recently appointed assistant prosecutor pressed the issue forgetting the lawyer’s creed that if you don’t know in advance what the answer will be to your question, then for God’s sake don’t ask it. 

“How can you possibly make that exact a medical prognosis?” he asked.

“Because,” Maureen testified, “Excess porphyrin feeds into the body’s fluids and produces an unmistakable red wine color in the urine. I have in the past diagnosed several cases with the same malady.”

The prosecution attempted to recover. “I understand, but can you give any example of how a person so affected would react abnormally?”

Maureen’s response was swift. “Yes and it deals with the American Revolution.”

Now I have her, the attorney thought. She had gone overboard in her assertion; I will reduce her credibility to shreds. “What on earth do you mean, Mrs. Harris?”

“It deals with King George the 3rd. His behavior was so hostile and inflexible that our colonists felt they could no longer negotiate with England. As a direct result, our nation 

entered the American Revolution. And by the way, his lunacy was without question produced by excessive porphyrin in his system. So you see, had his condition been treated properly, his behavior would have returned to normal; and we would most likely still be a colony of Great Britain.” 

Fred, now sitting in the visitors’ sector of the courthouse, could detect from the soured expression of the jury members as they glanced at him that his battle to put the criminal behind bars was lost.

Fred believed that the heated discussion he had with Maureen that night arguing the case across the kitchen table by pulling each other’s hands back and forth to emphasize their contrasting positions was the final step in erosion of the table’s shiny luster. He hoped that it didn’t symbolize the erosion of the luster of their marriage as well. Somehow their feelings about their contrasting political beliefs had muted over the years; but now stronger clashing values had surfaced. Both feared that their differing orientation toward life might be too much for the marriage to survive. But, somehow, they reached an armed truce on the subject and each gradually gained some respect for the other’s position. Many more arguments of lesser intensity would take place across that table. And as ugly as the table had devolved to over the years, neither could think about parting with it, its symbolism of the endurance of their marriage having long ago replaced its limited residual cosmetic worth.

As Fred’s thoughts about the table had wandered back, he had forced down his morning’s cup of coffee. He was still recovering from that experience as he gobbled down a compensating sugar-saturated blueberry donut, hoping the neutralizing sweetness would return his palate to near normal. Ever since he could remember, Fred had detested the bitter taste of coffee. But since he had met the love of his life seven years ago at a Barney’s coffee shop, he never let on that, in his mind, it was the most putrid liquid ever conceived by man. Not just Barney’s coffee—but any damn coffee produced and served anywhere on earth. 

It doesn’t matter, he mused, even if it took on another form—Cappuccino, Cafe Latte, Café Breva, Café Macchiato— they’re all the same—rotten, foul liquid. 

He wished Juan Valdez had never started to make his living by picking those goddamn brown beans; if he had only picked macadamia nuts or bananas instead, or had become a damn Colombian train conductor, Fred reflected, my life would be so much easier.

He had never revealed to Maureen about his disdain for the liquid because he was still caught in the vortex of a fairy tale, living with a creature of unbelievable beauty and intelligence. Since their meeting over coffee was the start of their bond, he didn’t want anything to alter the ingredients of the magical connective tissue that kept it together. 

Normally their working hours were separate; he usually didn’t have breakfast with Maureen; and as a benefit he didn’t have to drink the bitter brew she lovingly made for him. But this day, both had the day off so he was compelled to drink it in her presence and bury his instinctive reaction under curled up lips. Maybe I should have been an actor rather than a police detective, he thought. 

As he finished the last of his donut, he looked over at Maureen who was glancing at the local paper’s headlines. The concerned expression on her face conveyed it all. She said, “Can you imagine all the corruption and mismanagement going on in this country? And can you even begin to conceive of what this wing nut is doing to this state? Soon we will be functioning like a third world country; most likely we will have to carry our own water in from the streams because they don’t want to have us pay for any social services.” 

Maureen was a liberal, Fred an uncompromising conservative. Their political differences were so extreme that each was forced to purchase separate, same size TVs to watch opposing news broadcasts, with each enveloped in their respective commentator’s political discourse of their liking. Maureen had a PhD in clinical psychology; Fred was a respected lieutenant in the Sarasota police force. Fred’s day to day exposure to the worst elements of society contaminated his window’s view of the world. Maureen had witnessed and personally contributed to significant improvements in the return of several individuals, most haunted over a lifetime by abnormal personalities, to a near normal state. As a result she had a glowing, steady brew of optimism about the human spirit. Whenever she witnessed the slightest functional improvement in one of her patients, her spirits soared. Contrastingly, each new criminal that Fred apprehended made his respect for humanity disintegrate a little bit more. 

Whenever Maureen started reading the headlines, Fred worried that it meant she was getting worked up over some cause that he knew in advance that he would not share. Fred abruptly attempted to shift the subject area to neutral ground. “Maureen this is the day you wanted to see Leslie the Great at the Van Wezel, isn’t it?” 

“Yes, Fred, and I don’t want to be late. You know I’ve loved magic tricks since I was a kid; and in my book Leslie is without equal. Evan a modern-day Houdini would have a hard time competing with him.” 

Maureen was highly perceptive; she discerned immediately that Fred was attempting to take her mind off how the damn conservatives were destroying the country. But for the moment the more important thing in her life was to watch Leslie and see if she and Fred couldn’t be challenged to mentally dismantle some of his elaborate tricks.

It was an early afternoon show, which Fred calculated should be over long before dark. Fred hoped that, after the show, he could go to the station for a couple of hours of necessary work. Maureen reluctantly agreed; she felt that Fred recently was working too many days, as well as too many hours each day.

In Fred’s mind the show was going to be a respite more for Maureen than him. Besides his long hours at work, he spent one evening each week playing poker with his friends. On Monday nights they would all watch the National Football League games at a local bar, or college basketball during what he considered the off-season. The fact was that he had little free time with Maureen. Going with her to attend a show that he knew in advance that he would not enjoy represented only fractional payback.

They had just pulled out of their driveway when they witnessed a brutal hit and run. The accident wasn’t associated with a person but with a small brown floppy-eared terrier that had been struck in his back right leg and violently tossed on to the cement sidewalk from the impact. The driver continued on without attempting to even slow down. 

Fred shouted, “Damn you!” 

Maureen knew immediately what Fred was contemplating, “Fred, you realize we’re already running late, don’t you?”

“I know but I have to help him; you know perfectly well that I really have no choice.” 

Fred knew that any injured animal acted instinctively and that instinct was usually aggression. Fred got on his knees down to the small dog’s level. Fortunately, the dog was fully conscious. It stared at him for a long second trying to determine if he was friend or foe; and having made its decision, it limped up next to him, its tail cautiously wagging. Upon inspection Fred determined that the dog had no tag; and based on its matted hair, Fred assumed he was a stray or the pet of an indifferent owner. 

Fred carefully picked up the dog and gently deposited him on a tattered blanket residing in the back seat of Maureen’s car. He next took a five block out-of-the-way detour to an emergency vet. Fred rushed in saying, “Take care of my dog; here’s my name and phone number, I will pay whatever it takes.” 

The vet asked “What’s his name?”

Fred said, “Who knows?”

* * *

They made it to the show about ten minutes after it started. Maureen was not upset by the delay; that’s just Fred being his normal compassionate self, she reflected. 

Sitting in a front row seat, Maureen was spellbound by Leslie’s tricks; Fred was plainly bored. The next to last event of the show was Leslie’s trademark disappearing woman trick. Or as he billed it in all of his ads, a wondrous transition into the mist. Leslie’s scantily clad assistant was dressed in a bright red bra with matching panties, each piece covered with yellow sequins which seemed to be independently illuminated as they reflected the high intensity stage lights above. In a moment she was securely padlocked into a steel container about the size of a small closet. The contraption, from the limited perspective of the distant audience, seemed to have only a single entry and exit door. Leslie asked if someone from the audience would please come up on stage and help him with the trick. Maureen volunteered a highly reluctant Fred. 

When Fred reached the stage, Leslie asked, “What’s your profession, sir?”

“I’m a police detective.”

“So you’re a detective?”

“Yes, that’s what I said, can I go now?” 

Leslie could see that the random selection he had made from an overflowing audience with numerous potentially more cooperative candidates had been a huge mistake.

“So, if you’re a detective, do you think you can detect how I perform this trick?’

Fred thought for a second, “I see no reason why I couldn’t.”

“Well, sir, I’m going to give you a rare opportunity. I want you to thoroughly examine this box and see if you can find any hidden exit. You are a good detective, are you not?”

“My wife considers me the best; I will check out your apparatus thoroughly; but don’t blame me when the entire world discovers how you do this trick.” Fred’s comment received specks of laughter from the audience.

Fred entered the shadowy box looking for a release lever or handle, any moving piece –nothing. Then, to the audience’s delight, he exited the box, got down on his hands and knees and proceeded to look under the slightly elevated contraption. Fred was amazed that even the bottom of the unit appeared to be securely attached by large metal bolts. He asked Leslie for a stepladder; again the audience reacted with laughter.

Leslie said, “Is your last name, by any chance, Monk? I believe I saw you recently on a TV rerun.”

More laughter rose from the audience. Fred ascended the ladder and observed carefully the configuration of its top. More steel bolts, all securely tightened. He examined the composition of the bolts—no question about their functionality; they were all manufactured from high strength steel, nothing that would break away under slight pressure.

Leslie said, “I’ve only reserved the theater for a total of three hours. At the rate you’re going, we’ll probably extend into the evening’s show time. Will you help me pay the additional auditorium rental bill?” The audience chuckled.

Leslie thought, maybe this guy is the perfect foil; he’s added his own compulsive brand of humor to my show.

Now frustrated, Fred attacked the container with unleashed intensity. He looked at the unit’s every seam, pushed on each part checking for movement and hidden spaces. He re-examined the top to see if there was a hidden release lever. But in the end he found nothing that would allow someone inside to escape. 

He asked Leslie, “Are you going to move the unit before your assistant enters it?” Fred guessed that if Leslie moved the unit next to the stage curtain, the accomplice could somehow escape behind the curtain unnoticed.

Leslie asked, “Do you want me to move it?’

Fred said, “No.”

“Would you arrest me if I did?”

“That’s a very strong possibility,” Fred said smiling.

“Then I don’t think I will.”

Finally Fred returned to the audience where he watched in amazement as Leslie’s assistant disappeared from the box.

Maureen whispered, “How did he do it, Fred?”

“I don’t have the foggiest idea.”

After thunderous applause, Leslie said, “You’ve been a great audience so I will perform one more trick for you before you leave.” Leslie asked for two audience volunteers. Two young women bounded to the stage giggling as they ascended the steps. Leslie told them both to stand in one area of the stage where he proclaimed that his powers were the most concentrated.

“Sure, his powers are the greatest there,” Fred whispered sarcastically. “It’s trap door time.”

Mesmerized by Leslie’s performance, Maureen responded just above a whisper, “Shut the hell up, Fred.”

Then Leslie did something that Fred was totally unprepared for. Leslie closed his eyes, placed his arms out in front of him and pointed toward each of the women. In an instant they both disappeared. There was no camouflaging smoke, no bombardment of flashing lights; nothing to disturb or alter the audience’s clear view of what was happening on the stage.

Suddenly caught up with the same emotion that the audience was exhibiting, Fred said, “I can’t believe it, I saw it but I still can’t believe it.” 

Maureen said, “I knew you would be impressed but you kept bitching about going to the show all week long.”

At that moment the two girls suddenly appeared at the back of the theater and ran down the center aisle toward the stage giggling all the way.

After the show, audience members were invited to greet the Great Leslie in person.

“Let’s go Fred, I want to meet him.”

“I really don’t want to.”

“Then I’ll go by myself.”

Fred didn’t respond as he reluctantly followed behind Maureen to the stage.

Leslie said, “Fred, I seem to remember your picture in the papers a few years back as the person who captured that mass murder, Donna Lang.” 

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Let me shake your hand. My best friend was one of her numerous victims; if I can ever help you in anything at all, let me know.”

“Sure, I’ll keep that in mind,” Fred said insincerely. Fred couldn’t imagine how a magician, even as good as he was, could ever help out in a police lieutenant’s investigation.

Fred could see that Leslie was immediately infatuated with Maureen’s beauty; in a short time the two were engaged in an animated conversation. 

As the two of them were occupied, Fred went into the area behind the stage to view a complex array of magical contraptions. Fred decided to first investigate the Death by Sword prop where Leslie’s assistant had been enclosed in a horizontal box and Leslie proceeded to, one by one, put several swords into pre-drilled slots. From Fred’s distant seat in the auditorium it had appeared that there was no way his assistant could have survived the assault of the swords. Fred started to raise the box’s lid; Leslie yelled, “Please don’t do that, you might get injured. Please—do your own magic tricks at home! ”

Fred wandered over to the area where the two girls had mysteriously disappeared. There was no trap door, just an open stage in full view of the audience.

Before Fred left the stage, he said, “Leslie, I know you won’t tell me, but let me ask you anyway. How in hell did you accomplish the disappearing tricks?”

“Remember, Fred, in magic tricks as in politics, the key is always to divert your audience’s attention into a different direction while you execute the deed.”

“That doesn’t help a hell of a lot,” Fred said.

“Not now perhaps, but who knows, maybe someday that advice will help you.”

The next morning Maureen asked Fred if he had determined how the disappearing acts had been accomplished. 

“Maybe if I had more time, but no not yet—hell, maybe he is magic.”

Maureen laughed and said, “Great damn detective you are.” She kissed him on the cheek. She loved him most when he seemed to be the most vulnerable. Lately that seemed to be happening more and more frequently.


 

Chapter 5

 

That evening, Maureen looked out into the darkening gloom of her front yard from her living room’s large picture window. She religiously avoided looking out that window whenever the sky started to darken. But when a couple of her dinner guests had protested that she should fully open her drapes to allow Florida’s cool evening air to seep into the house, she had reluctantly acquiesced. 

Maureen was a much sought after practicing clinical psychologist; and in that role she couldn’t admit to anyone other than Fred that she, of all people, was troubled by a childhood fear. It was the continuous dread of the deep dark night, and with it her perceived fear of the existence of a ubiquitous swarm of imaginary creatures that might be lurking there. She knew that many people in her profession went into the practice to attempt to deal with their own psychoses and neuroses; she recognized that she was not an exception. This particular murky night there was a powerful northerly wind bringing in a fierce rainstorm. The unrelenting wind gave curious animation and violent movements to the row of front yard palms that Fred had recently had planted. That movement, combined with the dim glow of a distant street light filtering through the palm’s fronds, created a disturbing undulating image which represented in Maureen’s mind, dark, hideous sub-humans with elongated arms and pointed fingers sweeping in unison across her yard. As she turned away, she sensed that the unknown evil residing in her front yard was now oozing under the tiny space between her front door and the heavily polished golden oak floor beneath it. She channeled all her energy, blanked her mind, shivered, and turned away from the imaginary vision, re-directing her full attention toward the brightly lit dining room and the emotional warmth exuded by her evening’s guests. 

Had Maureen observed her yard more clearly, and not let her imagination distort the reality of what was happening just outside, she would have observed a dark figure moving silently and purposely toward the side of her house. And if she possessed her husband’s intuitive powers, she might have also known that the person out in the darkness was in fact pure evil. As a psychologist, she didn’t believe evil really existed. A deity perhaps, but she was even ambivalent about that. Empirical evidence about magical white lights during death experiences was starting to turn around her agnostic beliefs. On the other hand, she knew that selective brain activity induced by dying cells might well be the reason for the illusion of a godly white light. But the existence of a devil—no way. 

Oh, sure she thought, some people were activated by hate, mental distress, indifference to human life and all sorts of anti-social and criminal behavior—but evil? Never! Evil was for those fundamentalists who literally embraced all elements of the Bible, and didn’t understand that all human behavior is formed through successive generations of genetic footprints and personal interactions. In her mind all undesirable tendencies could, over-time, be re-programmed and modulated. At least that was what she thought she believed; and if she really didn’t believe it, she would have to resign from her job out of ethical considerations, as she was a highly ethical person. So damn it—she did believe! 

But, regardless of Maureen’s convictions, evil did lurk just outside of her house, an evil that didn’t just thrive in the night as Maureen might have really believed. And it was just about to enter her house.


 

Chapter 6

 

Fred was well beyond being fashionably late for Maureen’s party. Being tardy in Harris’ case was not uncommon; he had been unsuccessfully trying to solve a string of robberies in his hometown of Sarasota for the past month. As a result he was frequently caught up in an endless deliberation pattern and often was the last officer on his shift to leave the station. Earlier he had received a call from the veterinarian’s technical assistant. She said, “Who Knows is ready for your pickup.” 

Fred said, “‘Who Knows’? What are you talking about?” 

“You know, Who Knows, the stray dog you dropped off yesterday.” 

Fred laughed. Apparently, when the vet had asked the dog’s name, and Fred had replied, “Who knows?” the vet thought that was really his name. Fred asked, “How about boarding him tonight and I’ll pick him up tomorrow.” 

He knew his extended work hours didn’t fit well with his married life; but over the years Maureen seemed to have at least partially adjusted to it. He didn’t want to spend any additional time with his new found dog, that might subtract from his already limited hours with Maureen. He gunned his bright red 94 Miata’s accelerator, far exceeding the residential speed limit in the process. But, hey—he was a cop, what the hell! Anyway the streets were generally deserted this time of the evening because Sarasota was basically a retirement community; and many of its occupants, having dined on “early bird” specials, were now back home, falling asleep in front of their TV’s.

In his mind’s eye, he drove an alien car; some time earlier, his beloved Miata had been destroyed during when someone had attempted to run him down, and had crashed into his car. In retrospect he hated the destruction of his tiny sports car almost more than the unsuccessful attempt on his life. Although the car he now drove was almost exactly like the one he lost, even to the worn ebony paint on the gear shift knob, there always seemed to be something missing—something that he could not describe but something essential to the core feeling of oneness with his machine. Maureen would never feel or share in that feeling; but for Fred, as seemingly insignificant as it was, it was a necessary component of the quality of life that was now absent.

He was still a few miles from his home. As he drove he reflected back on the past four years. It was almost the anniversary of the day he had captured Donna Lang, the brilliant and attractive individual solely responsible for the greatest killing streak in the history of Sarasota. As intelligent as Donna was, her ESP skills had been even greater by comparison. Donna had successfully mentally programmed two innocent individuals to kill several people to cover up the concurrent elimination of her key rivals who worked in the Analysis Unlimited Company, or AU as it had become known. During his investigation, Fred had visited her ominous work place several times—a secret downtown operation populated by extraordinary personnel with superior paranormal capabilities. The operation was funded by the feds for some highly classified operations, which Fred never fully understood. Over the years, Fred had grown to be a close friend of George Schultz, the head of the company, who was one of the guests at his party this evening. George was an egoist of the first order and a man of uncompromising regularity. He was also the guest most likely to be the most distressed at Fred’s tardiness. 

Fred recalled that Donna had employed almost unexcelled ESP abilities to implement her crimes. She had been able to mentally creep into unsuspecting individuals minds and alter their concept of reality. She could then use them as her agents—they never suspected her involvement because she left no mental bread crumbs or external clues to her identity. But she was only able to accomplish this artificially, by the use of a sophisticated paranormal device, created by AU analysts and successfully inserted and integrated into her brain by a company surgeon. She was also the individual who had attempted to run Fred down and had destroyed his beloved Miata in the process. 

When they had finally met in a deserted Sarasota warehouse four years ago, Fred was positive she was going to kill him. But Fred had been saved by a fellow worker of hers, Marv Atwell. He was the individual whose extraordinary psychic talent was primarily responsible for the development of the sophisticated software code contained in the paranormal device that was resident in Donna’s brain at the time. 

In the end Donna was convicted of first degree murder, a life sentence with no possibility for parole. Earlier, the special mechanism had been removed from her brain by the same skilled surgeon who implanted it, seemingly ensuring that she could never again use artificial paranormal assistance. The loss of that very special contraption had reduced Donna to just one of many ordinary Florida prisoners held in a maximum security prison. And the device that had once inhabited Donna’s homicidal brain was the same one that had been gathering dust on Fred’s bedroom dresser for the past four years.

Atwell had made one last appearance in the Sarasota jury room where Donna was being tried. Since much of the evidence remained classified and could not be introduced to the jury, the odds at the time were that Donna would be released because of insufficient proof. However, Atwell, through his uncanny telepathic ability, was successful in swaying each jury member to vote guilty. In the four years that passed, Fred never heard from him again—a non-event which made Fred quite content.

During the past four years, Fred had been offered a promotion to station captain. Fred and Maureen debated long and hard over the one-time opportunity he had been granted; and against his best judgment he had relented, and took the position. But eventually they both decided job satisfaction was more important than a fatter paycheck; and within six months of his promotion he had returned to his old job. The next logical choice in the selection process was that of Fred’s best friend in the department. But in order to accomplish that, all convention protocol had to be bypassed since he had to jump two slots in advancement. Not being able to coax Fred to return, station bosses had settled on the next best, and Jim Hebert was promoted to station captain.

As Fred skidded to an abrupt stop next to the curb facing his house, he could see, through its large picture window, the moving silhouettes of his friends. As he entered his front door; without even looking, he immediately discerned the cold, unforgiving glare of his wife in the adjoining dinning room. At the same time he sensed that she was conflicted in some way that he could not determine. In fact, could he read her mind, he would have known that she longed to get away from the festive party guests, and enter the security of his loving arms to obliterate her fears of the host of potential terrors that she thought resided in the darkness outside. For reasons she could not understand, those terrors seemed to be more real tonight than ever. 

Fred knew that Maureen in many ways remained child-like and highly dependent. The self-assured professional veneer that she displayed at work could easily crumble under the right circumstances. Having recently tragically lost her last parent, she felt that only Fred was qualified to protect her from life’s unknowns. 

Fred saw the smiling face of his boss and best friend, Captain Jim Hebert, as well as those of his long time poker buddies, Bill Cole and John Stevens. Fred still felt the loss of Ernest James, the fourth of the original quartet, who had been murdered during one of Donna’s directed killing rampages. Since then, Dan, the former station’s captain, had smoothly filled in as the fourth player.

Missing from the party was Maureen’s friend Sue Granton, who had declined the invitation because of a severe toothache. Sue lived two doors down the street from them. Until she had helped out a couple of months ago when Maureen’s car broke down, they had never even met. But in the subsequent months the two had become the best of friends.

George Schulz, always the “A” personality type, was the first to speak, “Fred, I was beginning to believe you would never show—it’s just like you, Fred!” Fred knew that the remark was etched with powerful scorn but that was to be expected from Schulz. In spite of his perpetual cynicism, Schulz had become a close friend. Fred’s smiling response was directed to Maureen, not Schultz, when he said, “Oh I’m like that proverbial bad penny, I always turn up again.” Maureen smiled and, as usual, instantly forgave him, even though she had delayed dinner for over an hour waiting for him.

In the corner dining room chair sat Dan, an imposing presence who appeared almost oblivious to Fred’s arrival. He was munching on the last of a batch of a large plate of spiced shrimp; he had already devoured the entire evening’s supply of stuffed green olives. 

Even so, Fred could sense that Dan was eagerly awaiting the long overdue main course. Dan had been a top rated Florida State lineman many years ago, but after his days of glory, his appetite had resulted in noticeable weight gain. Although already extremely overweight when he retired from the force four years ago, he had gained at least another fifty pounds since. Fred feared he was the personification of a perennial heart attack waiting to happen, and his former chief was too good a friend for Fred to want that to happen.

It was a custom at these parties for one of the guests to provide Fred with a word puzzle. Fred was a master at solving them, much to the entertainment of his dinner guests. It was Maureen’s turn to give Fred tonight’s conundrum. She opened the kitchen’s café door, and turning toward the guests she said, “Okay, this time I guarantee that Fred can’t solve this puzzle. There are four players and each player sat down and played for hours. They all played for cash; but at the end of the night none of them lost any cash. So, Fred, who were the men?”

Fred pondered, “That’s a tough one. I’ll have to think about it a bit. ”

Maureen said, “Well you’ll have a few moments to ponder it. ” She returned to the kitchen. In a minute she returned with a large serving plate in hand and announced, “It may be late, it may not be good, but damn it, dinner is finally ready.” She served the steaming hot spaghetti dinner to the chief first, responding to his almost pleading starving expression as a mother cat would instinctively react first to her hungriest kitten. After she had served all the others, she sat down next to Fred who was seated on the opposite side of the kitchen’s café door.

The chief had just taken the first tasty bite of his meatballs when the café kitchen door suddenly flung open. Fred instantaneously felt a cold steel object pressed tightly against the back of his neck. He knew immediately from the coldness and feel of the object it was a revolver; he also knew from the primitive extraordinary perception that he had developed over the years, that it was Donna Lang holding the weapon. He also knew with certainty her next act was to kill him followed immediately by all the others in the room. And there was nothing he could do to stop it. 


 

Chapter 7

 

In a barely understandable high pitched scream, Donna yelled, seemingly at Maureen, “You and your damn know it all types, pretending to be professionals! I took Rorschach tests until they came out of my ears. You’re supposed to be so intelligent, so professional; but you don’t know that all the ink blots are just damn ink blots—nothing more.”

Fred then detected that her next booming remarks were directed to him.

“You son of a bitch, you goddamn son of a bitch, you were the one responsible for my last four years in that hell hole. You bastard! You, your sweet wife, and all of your fucking friends are about to die!” 

Fred was immobilized but Dan wasn’t. In an instant, a plate full of steaming meatballs and spaghetti were flying directly toward Donna’s head. The chief’s aim was true and powerful; in an instant, the hot ingredients of the plate found their mark, virtually exploding in Donna’s face. Almost comically two of the plate’s meatballs had found each of her eye sockets and for an instant she looked like a blind, exaggerated caricature of herself. 

Donna fell violently backwards, the café kitchen door swinging closed, her revolver simultaneously firing wildly into the popcorn ceiling as she fell. Fred yelled, “Get down!” pushing Maureen hard onto the tile floor as he started to sprint to the living room to retrieve his police revolver. In an instant Hebert had already retrieved his weapon, and was now dashing towards the kitchen. As Hebert swung open the café doors, his feet immediately went out from under him. He was propelled forward on the kitchen’s tile floor made unnaturally slick by the remnants of the spilled spaghetti sauce. His right leg struck the kitchen wall, painfully spraining it in the process. 

Donna was gone, the back door wide open. Captain Hebert yelled for someone to call for backup, as he limped into the back yard attempting to follow Donna’s circuitous trail through the subdivision’s backyards. Fred normally would have willingly taken Jim’s place in the pursuit, because Fred was now Jim’s subordinate and Jim’s movement was appreciably hindered by his sprained leg. However, Fred had a much higher priority. 

 He bounded upstairs to his bedroom—with a quick glance he saw that the room was normal, just as he had left it when he left for work this morning, except for one thing-–the top of his dresser was now bare—the monolith was gone! He ran to the phone on his nightstand, called his duty station, directing them to deploy several police cars around his block. He provided the on-duty sergeant a full description of Donna. Although he had not seen her for four years, he assumed her appearance had held basically stable over that time. He was sure she was still the attractive blonde with the long straight hair gracefully falling over her shoulders, as he had last seen her at her trial. Retrieving a revolver from the top of his clothes closet, he bounded downstairs to speak to Schultz.

Fred excitedly asked the question, “Do you know the phone number or the address of the medical doctor on your staff? As I recall his name’s Dr. Anderson?”

“Yes, it’s Anderson; his number’s unlisted, all that personnel info is kept at my office. But, Fred, Anderson’s no longer working at AU, he left my employment about two weeks ago!” He’s now employed as a neurosurgeon in the Fort Myers hospital.” Schultz didn’t understand why Fred needed this information at this critical time, but he recognized Fred’s sense of urgency and deemed it best not to question him.

Exasperated, Fred said, “Well, now we have to go through the damn tedious investigative wickets. Let’s go to your office first to retrieve the information we need.”

“And second?”

“Who the hell knows?” 

Fred wasn’t being caustic; he hated to be put into a situation in which he had to respond rapidly, without adequate time for deep thought. Fred was the big picture type, he rarely saw the trees in the forest; he envied others who not only saw the trees but the sap oozing out of them and the lichen and insects grasping tenaciously at their bark. Fred relied on his intuition for his crime solving, but for him that was often a gradual and highly deliberative process. Had Fred been in the same chair the chief had been in, he would still be considering what would be the optimum object to heave at Donna. But Fred now lacked the luxury of time; so by necessity he was moving forward rapidly, employing the best course of action he could conceive of under time constrained circumstances.

Fred held little hope that in his physically damaged condition that Jim would capture Donna. Besides, he reflected, she’s a brilliant adversary, so she most likely had structured some deliberate and refined escape plan before she even entered my house. She may have lost all of her psychic skills after the monolith was removed from her, but that certainly wouldn’t have diminished any part of her superior intellect. 

Fred retrieved his second revolver from the hall closet and handed it to his former boss, who had still not moved from the corner of the dining room. “Chief, would you please stay here to protect Maureen in case Donna comes back?” 

“Sure, Fred, but I haven’t used a revolver since I left the force.”

“That doesn’t matter; I don’t think I could ask anyone more capable than you to protect the love of my life.” The former chief gradually released one of his rare smiles. 

Fred added, “But once Jim comes back, please tell him that I need to have a patrolman stationed here night and day to protect Maureen until we catch Donna.” Shifting his attention to Maureen he said, “And honey, the chief seems to have been careless with his meal; would you please serve him another one?”

Fred thought it was good that the chief was the one to have thrown his dinner plate at Donna, first because of his amazingly accurate aim and secondly because it contained twice as much food on it than anyone else’s plate had. 

As he and Schultz were about to leave the house, Fred turned and saw that his wife was bringing a new and even larger plate of spaghetti to the chief. 

The chief’s face was beaming. 


 

Chapter 8

 

As he left his house heading toward his Miata, Fred glanced at Schultz. For the first time he realized that an out of shape, pudgy 6’5” man, with most of his fat concentrated in his lower belly, would have a hard, if not impossible, time fitting into Fred’s tiny Miata. 

“Let’s take your car, George,” Fred said. “I’ll drive!”

Schultz wasn’t used to taking commands from anyone; he still retained the same massive ego that Fred had witnessed the first time he entered AU’s doors. But he liked Fred and appreciated the urgency of the circumstances so he reluctantly said, “Okay, but for God’s sake be extra careful; the damn car is brand new without a scratch on it.”

Fred jumped into George’s’ new Cadillac SRX, reaching for the clutch out of habit from his years of driving his five speed manual Miata. Already in the passenger seat, Schultz witnessed Fred’s unfamiliarity with his car and mumbled, “Hell, damn novice.”

 After Fred studied the driving mechanisms of the big car more carefully, he started it, and gunned the engine, spinning the front wheels to the pungent smell of burnt rubber as he flew out of his driveway. 

Schultz yelled, “For Christ’s sake, take it easy.” Fred accelerated even more. eHe exceeded seventy as he entered the busy intersection of Tamiami Trail directly across from the sprawling Ringling Museum grounds. Unfortunately, Fred’s vision was distorted; he hadn’t adjusted the driver’s seat to allow for the difference between a 6’5” man and one that was barely 5’7”. The only clear vision he had was that of the tops of Sarasota’s buildings flying by. As he turned left spinning onto the drive, Fred recognized two Sarasota police cars, sirens screaming, LED blue lights blazing, speeding from the opposite direction. 

Damn it, if they tried, they couldn’t do more to signal their arrival to Donna, Fred thought. But then he realized it didn’t matter, Donna would surely have guessed they would have been called and fully anticipated their arrival shortly after she vacated his house. He was positive that she was long gone.

Then Fred wondered why Donna didn’t get up when she fell into the kitchen, and return to the dining room with her gun blazing. She obviously held the momentary advantage. In retrospect, he thought that after she had invaded a house with a bunch of cops, she would have known that it wouldn’t take long for them to retrieve their weapons and set off after her. But, Fred figured that her first goal had been to retrieve the monolith, and she had already successfully accomplished that. She can always kill me anytime, Fred thought grimly. 

Fred was relieved that Donna no longer had her paranormal aid; because if she did, she would have probed our minds and would have known that our weapons were not in the immediate area, and that she had the perfect opportunity to kill us all. All the more reason I have to get that monolith back quickly, he reasoned. He knew Dr. Anderson would be the key. He said to Schultz, “Call your security guard and make sure he’s waiting for us and lets us enter your company just as soon as we get there. We have to move quickly.” 

Schultz complied, and they arrived at the AU in less than ten minutes. Fred glanced at the big man sitting beside him as he started to leave the car. Schultz was sweating profusely even thought Sarasota’s nighttime temperature had dropped unnaturally low for this time of the year.

“Not used to seeing this baby driven that fast, huh, George?”

Schultz said nothing, but preceded Fred to the building and pounded on the glass front door. Don, the security guard, recognizing Schultz, immediately opened it.

The huge security guard was the same one Fred had worked with when he was in pursuit of the Sarasota mass murderer. His company nickname, “the living tower,” was well deserved. Even Schultz looked small standing next to him. 

Although they had established a good relationship, Fred did not expect the vigorous handshake of the over-sized man as Fred’s hand completely vanished under his. Fred could almost hear his hand bones shatter as the big man suddenly realized his emotion had gotten control of him and his normal self-imposed constraint of his great strength had been forgotten in the heat of the moment. The guard’s face was flushed, “I’m terribly sorry,” he said. 

Fred said, “It’s Okay, Don; I was worried about breaking your hand as well.” Since Fred was almost a foot shorter and carrying at least 200 pounds less weight, the guard responded with a broad smile to Fred’s retort. 

Schultz and Fred walked briskly toward the medical operating room. Fred was thinking that he hadn’t been injured on the job in the four years since he had solved the mass murder case. But now he was experiencing severe pain in his throbbing hand. With the re-arrival of Donna, his streak of bad luck was starting to happen all over again. 

The AU medical operating room was housed in the rear of the Science Division. A single metal door at the back of the Science Division provided its only entry point. As Fred was proceeding, Schultz grabbed Fred by the arm stopping him in his tracks.

“Look, Fred! there’s a light under the door! It’s almost ten o’clock; no one should be here at this time of night!” 


 

Chapter 9

 

After running from Fred’s house, Jim, with his longer leg span, had advanced within twenty feet of his tiny antagonist. He had just proceeded through the open metal gate of the backyard of a neighbor’s home, slamming the gate tightly shut to preclude an easy silent reentry. The gate issued a loud metal clanging sound as it closed. Donna was running as fast as her small frame could propel her, but even with his injured ankle Jim was quickly gaining on her. She was now just a few feet in front of him next to the side of a house in the same yard that Jim had just entered. To her right was a 10 foot cement wall; that same sized wall encircled the entire property. Jim pulled out his weapon. Knowing what Donna was capable of, he had no intent to fire a warning shot; the faster society is rid of this creature the better for all of us, he thought. I’ll worry later about justifying my action to both my superiors and the media.

As he started to fire his weapon, Donna abruptly turned left at the corner of the house moving in the direction of the front of the house. Within a few seconds Jim turned the same corner. The front yard was deep. Jim knew that there was no way she could have made it to the front gate before he had turned the corner. Escape for her was impossible. Donna was trapped somewhere in the yard, but where? The house was typical Floridian, built on a cement slab with no crawl space, but Donna was nowhere to be seen. He quickly glanced around the other side of the house. No one! He went to the front door—locked. Where the hell was she? The wall was much too high for a person of her stature to be able to climb over. He proceeded to the back yard. Again no one there, the back gate was still secure just as he left it. Had she somehow been able to exit from the backyard gate, he would have heard the sound of its closing. He walked as far from the house as he could, staying within the boundary of the yard and looked up at the roof. No one. He knew instinctively that Donna couldn’t have reached the high roof from ground level. He tried the back door—locked. He went to a fiberglass shed in the backyard. It was padlocked. He knocked on the front door. No response. After another ten minutes of useless searching of the small lot, he sat down on the front steps, massaged his aching ankle, and smoked a cigarette. Then he gave up, totally disconcerted and frustrated. 

Fred pulled his revolver out, pushing Schultz to the side while at the same time putting his finger on his lips signaling Schultz to be quiet. 

Schultz started to protest, but remembering the unspeakable mental and physical things Donna had done to him four years ago with her hidden powers, he retreated and moved off to the side of the door saying nothing. He decided it was best to allow Fred to take care of Donna.

Fred bent his knees, crouching as low as he could, attempting to make himself as small a target as possible. He simultaneously opened the Science Division door and burst into the room.

“What the hell!” the person seated at the desk inside the door gasped.

Fred recognized him immediately; it was Dodd, who was the division director in charge of the Science Division as well as the medical unit contained within it. 

Schultz was the first to speak. “Dodd, what the hell are you doing here this late?” he asked.

“Wait a minute,” Fred interrupted, focusing on his reason for being there. “Is Dr. Anderson in his room?” Fred was referring to the medical and operating room housed off to the left in the far back of the division.

“No, I haven’t seen or heard from him for two weeks; the last I saw him was the day he resigned from AU.” 

“So no one’s in the medical unit?” Fred asked, fearful that Donna might be lurking somewhere and effecting some type of unknown control over Dodd.

“No, no one is in there, you can see for yourself,” Dodd responded.

Fred moved to the glossy white door of the medical unit. Schultz and Dodd stayed behind. Fred could hear Schultz asking again why Dodd was in the office this late. 

Dodd replied, “You must remember, boss, it’s the anti-gravity experiment that the company wanted concluded this week.” 

Schultz said, “Sure, I remember. Okay, get back to work.” 

Fred could tell by the big man’s response that Schultz had either forgotten about the project or had not been included in its developmental loop. But Schultz’s ego wouldn’t let Dodd know that, so he had feigned knowledge.

Fred entered the medical unit where he had at one time interviewed Dr. Anderson. The operating table was in the same place it was during Fred’s last visit and the sterile high gloss walls still presented a cold uninviting antiseptic look. It was at that table where Dr. Anderson had first inserted the ESP device into Donna’s brain, and then weeks later removed it. The contents of the room had not materially changed; the only thing new was a large yellow plastic bucket, a sponge mop, a straw broom and an oversized dustpan sitting in the middle of the room. A layer of dust had accumulated on the operating table. Obviously, the place was no longer active as a medical unit. No, thought Fred, Donna has not been here. 

Fred and Schultz left the Science Division and met again with the security guard. Fred issued stern directions, “Don, don’t let anyone in the building tonight. And for God’s sake, make sure if Donna or anyone else attempts to enter, you call me immediately.” He gave Don his personal cell phone number. 

“No problem.”

“Make sure you do it,” Schultz said, unnecessarily reinforcing his authority once again.

“Yes sir,” the big man said.

Fred said, “Okay, now we need the phone number and address for Dr. Anderson.” 

The guard moved to the reception desk, and within seconds Fred heard the low hum of a mainframe computer system starting up. 

Fred was sure that Donna would attempt to get in touch with Dr. Anderson since he was the surgeon who had originally inserted the monolith into her brain. She wouldn’t trust anyone else to do it since it was a unique medical breakthrough requiring a surgeon imbued with special expertise. Fred thought it highly probable that Donna might want to have the operation conducted in the same area that it had been completed in previously, and that was the Science Division’s medical unit. Fortunately, Donna had not yet gotten to AU. Fred was not sure if Donna had attempted to contact Dr. Anderson before she had retrieved the paranormal unit from Fred’s dresser. It was critical that he get in touch with Anderson before Donna did.

Don handed Fred a piece of paper with Anderson’s phone number and address. Fred moved to the reception desk and placed a call to the number provided. The number rang at least ten times; no one picked up; no answering machine responded.

Fred said, “It appears the phone number is still good since I didn’t get a disconnect recording. However, I’m concerned that there was no answer.”

Acting if he were now in charge of the investigation, Schultz said, “Me too—let’s go to his house.” 


 

Chapter 10

 

Fred didn’t fancy taking Schultz with him to Anderson’s place. Schulz would likely be in the way and certainly a major liability if Donna was already there. On the other hand, he was driving Schultz’s car, and Schultz would be left stranded if he left him at the company this late at night. Reluctantly, Fred agreed to have Schultz accompany him.

Fred jumped into the driver’s seat leaving Schultz no choice but to return to being a reluctant passenger again. Schultz commanded, “Fred, adjust the damn seat this time.”

At this time of night Sarasota’s streets were free from their daily commuters; Fred made excellent time getting to the Gulf Gate subdivision where Anderson lived.

A distant street light cast a slight yellowish neon glow on Anderson’s stucco house. The house was dark; a sale sign was posted in the middle of the front lawn. Fred silently walked up to the set of double walnut front doors; Schultz followed a few feet behind, crouching as much as a 6’5” person can. Fred noted something disturbing. The front door was cracked open about three inches. 

“That’s not good,” he said to Schultz. “Get down, and stay outside!” 

Schultz dropped back even further and said, “Of course, if you don’t need me.” Schultz really didn’t want to be needed at this time.

Fred had a small LED blue light on the end of his key chain. He activated the light and silently entered the house. 

The house showed no signs of life. Fred found the light switch to his right and flicked it on. The house remained dark and foreboding. With his small pen light, and the open door allowing limited illumination from the outside street light, Fred realized he made himself an easy target for anyone hiding inside. He closed the front door, switched off his pen light and moved slowly through the foyer into the living room. By now his eyes had almost fully adjusted to the darkness. He crouched down and softly called out, “Dr. Anderson?”

No response. He silently moved to the kitchen, and finding nothing he methodically proceeded to the den. As he pushed open the door, he jumped as he saw a figure reposed in a desk chair. He yelled, “Put your hands up, and put them up now!” No reaction from the figure and no movement.

Fred turned on his light, shined it at the figure and gasped.


 

Chapter 11

 

The figure in the chair was a middle-aged woman, her previously attractive face now marred by a single bullet planted in the middle of her head. A minimum amount of blood had escaped from her wound. To Fred this was a clear indication that her heart had shut down immediately and she had died instantly.

He felt her arm, it was cold; he gently moved it up and down. Rigor mortis had not yet set in that part of her body. He checked her eyelids and then felt her face and neck since he knew that was the usual site for the start of the process. They were still in the early phase of 

hardening. “That’s interesting.” Fred said to a vacant house, “She’s obviously been dead for a while, likely at least three hours.” 

He recalled that rigor mortis normally sets in within three to four hours after death, but it usually disappears in from 36 to 48 hours. Fred looked at his watch. It was roughly an hour and a half since Donna had appeared in his house. If I’m correct, Fred thought, Donna visited Dr. Anderson’s house before she came to my place. Fred initially couldn’t understand how Donna knew where the monolith was. But if she kidnapped Anderson before going to Fred’s house, perhaps the doctor revealed its source. Or, knowing that I had been her arresting officer in her case, she might have assumed logically that I had it. At any rate he reasoned that Dr. Anderson had almost assuredly been kidnapped by Donna.

He glanced at the papers on the desk. With only a pen light for visibility he had problems reading some of the paperwork. He noticed an open envelope sent from the Neurological Surgery Unit at Fort Myers Hospital, but further search failed to find the letter associated with it.

Fred was sure there was no one else in the house, but he explored it anyway. He went through to the spacious garage via the kitchen door. It was there that he found the house’s main electrical switch. He threw it, activating lights in both the house and garage. Two cars were parked in the doublewide garage. Fred felt each of their hoods. Both were cold.

He left the garage and called Schultz, still standing outside. Fred brought him into the den and asked, “Do you know who this woman is?” 

Schultz said, “God, yes, I do. She’s Dr. Anderson’s wife.” 

Fred suspected as much. “How many cars does Anderson own?” 

“Two, I believe.” 

Then Donna has her own means of transportation, Fred thought. She had no need to steal one of Anderson’s cars. Fred called his station, issuing orders to send the coroner and an investigating unit to Anderson’s house. The officer on duty notified him that all-points had already been released for Donna. Fred said, “Fine, also put an all-points out for Dr. Anderson because I believe he’s been kidnapped.” 

Fred waited for the first patrol car to arrive; and only after the arriving officer took control of the scene did he have Schultz drop him off at his house. 

When he returned home, everyone from the party was gone except his wife and Dan. His former chief asked what was going on. Fred provided him with only a scant outline, telling him about the murder and the kidnapping; he made it clear he didn’t want to provide any additional details.

The chief got up to leave and said, “I hope you catch her, Fred; I’ll call you tomorrow to see what’s happening. By the way, Maureen will have a police watch around the clock.” 

Fred had not filled the chief in on all the details for a couple of reasons. First, Don was now retired from the force, and no longer officially in any investigative loop; and secondly Fred had a secret he didn’t want the chief or others to know about until he sorted it out for himself. Very few people knew about the operation that Donna had undergone to remove the monolith from her brain. Fred had reluctantly given the authority to Dr. Anderson to proceed, feeling at the time such an action was critical to neutralize Donna’s powers. Marv Atwell also knew about its removal, since it was he who had convinced Fred to give permission for the operation to proceed. However, only Atwell and the doctor were in the operating room with Donna, and it was Atwell who had retrieved the extracted monolith and subsequently provided it to Fred. 

Fred wasn’t even sure Schultz or Dodd, who was Dr. Anderson’s immediate superior, knew about the device, although he strongly suspected that Schultz did. But in the past four years Schultz, who had been in frequent contact with Fred, had never mentioned it. Fred knew it had been developed for some secret government agency, most likely the CIA because a CIA plant had been put into AU to determine who in the company had illegally provided a duplicate copy of the unit to the Chinese. 

That plant was Debra Black of the CIA, but in the ensuing four years, she had never discussed the monolith with Fred. He had assumed that knowledge of it had either fallen through the cracks or the CIA didn’t really care. He knew that the latter explanation was pure rationalization on his part, because there was no way in which the CIA would not be concerned with such a dangerous weapon on the loose. It was more fathomable that somehow the CIA had lost track of it over the years. Terrorist activities were breaking out all over the globe; and it was logical that Black had to move from one case to another with little breathing room in between, so any institutional memory had likely been lost. The existence of the device was never brought up during Donna’s trial for security reasons; and of course, the local media had no knowledge of its existence. 

Fred knew he should have immediately given the unit to the CIA the moment Atwell gave to him, but he had decided not to. So in a very real way he had been in control of a state secret, which had now been stolen from him. Fred knew he should talk to someone in authority about it. But at the same time he feared that if he did so he might be arrested, or at a minimum he would wind up incriminating someone else. Even his wife didn’t know, nor had she asked, about the details surrounding the unit, even though it had sat in plain sight on their dresser for years. Maureen had a favorite saying, “If you don’t want to know the answer to a question, never ask the question.” His friend Jim, who was also now his immediate boss, had not been in the loop; and Fred did not want to include him at this late stage. 

Fred thought, eventually I’ve got to tell someone because if Donna has that damn device re-inserted she will return to her murderous ways of old. Of course, Fred thought, she already has, because he was sure Donna was responsible for Mrs. Anderson’s murder. At this stage, though, with her limited powers she was a conventional murderer. But should that device be inserted in her brain again, Fred knew she would become an extraordinary murderer. In a short time people would become curious as to why Dr. Anderson was kidnapped by Donna, so Fred had to do something very quickly - but what? He was dead tired, so he decided to sleep on it and think about it in the morning when was refreshed and could think more clearly.


 

Chapter 12

 

When Fred awoke, his first thoughts were of Donna. He perceived that if Dr. Anderson operated on Donna, she would have to be anesthetized and rendered unconscious for a prolonged period. Unless Donna had complete confidence in Anderson, she would be reluctant to assume such a risk. The fact that Donna killed Dr. Anderson’s wife made Fred sure that the relationship between Donna and the doctor was far from a blissful one. How was she going to accomplish this and maintain control of the situation, Fred wondered? 

Donna was brilliant, so she must have considered this problem beforehand. I’m missing something, Fred thought, but I just don’t have the details yet to know what.

His wife lying beside him was just starting to wake up as was their pet Yorkie, Molly, who during the night had nestled close between the two of them. Molly had been settled peacefully; but she was now climbing over Fred’s chest, rapidly moving her tiny paws over his stomach as if digging a hole. It was her way to get his attention, and it was always successful.

 Fred recognized that no matter what other critical issues were on today’s agenda, taking Molly out first thing in the morning was the most important thing to do right now. He tossed a robe on and followed the tiny canine as she trotted purposefully downstairs and out the front door. She religiously canvassed the front and back lawn for any new smells that might have arrived that night while she was asleep. Satisfied there were none, she did her business and preceded Fred into the house, wanting to replenish the bathroom break with as much compensating sleep as she could muster. Fred had one last task; he needed to provide peanuts to Abraham and Dennis, the Harris’ pet squirrels, who had become very tame in the years since Maureen and Fred started feeding them. They had learned to beg for their peanuts just as Molly would for her daily treats. Fortunately neither of the squirrels had advanced to the stage where they dug on Fred’s stomach to get his attention.

* * *

Jim had attempted to assign only the most capable officers to protect Maureen. One of the officers he hand picked was Officer Stewart. Stewart had just knocked on the front door as Fred was re-entering his house. Stewart was viewed by the force as a dedicated officer; he had moved quickly through the ranks since his start on the force four years ago. Many of the cops on the force during that period had resented Fred because of his rapid rise up the ranks. But now most of them respected him; he assumed that was because of his success in breaking the mass murder case. In recent days, though, Stewart had seemed less and less friendly to Fred. Fred tried to reason what he could have done to Stewart that would make him behave the way he did. 

Fred offered Stewart a cup of coffee. Stewart said, “Sure, why not?” Fred attempted to get into small talk with him but all of his questions were greeted by terse ‘yes and no’ answers without the benefit of elaboration. Fred asked about his love life, an easy subject that most men seem to find comfortable to discuss. Stewart simply said that he had recently been dating an attractive young woman. Fred pried Stewart for greater detail. “I see, but is she skinny, fat, tall, thin, redhead, brunette, blonde—what?” 

Stewart said laconically, “She’s blonde and I would do anything for her, anything. She’s had a hard life; she’s been misjudged by—by a lot of people. I’m going to do all I can to help her.”

Fred said, “Well, if you love her that’s what you should do.” 

Then Stewart responded in an enigmatic way. “You know that societies are not always correct, don’t you? Shit, they consist of humans whose judgment is not invincible—damn it, you’re not always right either, Fred. Sometimes society makes mistakes, major ones.”

Fred said, “Sure I know that. Look, bring your girlfriend over to the house some evening, and we can talk about all of that. Maureen’s a great cook.”

“I don’t think so, Fred,” Stewart replied tersely. 

Fred didn’t know what had set off Stewart; but at that moment Maureen came downstairs. The conversation was over and Fred was no further along in understanding why Stewart had the burr up his ass than he was before he started talking to him. Fred was no longer sure that Stewart was the best cop to safeguard Maureen’s life. 

Stewart uttered a brief hello to Maureen as he departed with his coffee into the living room.

Maureen’s first words to Fred were, “Good morning, Fred; I have to talk to you.”

Fred re-filled the coffee container from his coffee machine, knowing that if he didn’t, Maureen would. He turned the machine on, and sat down at the kitchen table.

“Fred, all night long I was thinking about Donna.”

“Who wasn’t,” Fred responded.

“Fred, my point is that Donna has changed.”

“You mean she suddenly has turned bad,” he said smiling. 

“Fred, you’re kidding, but actually you’re correct. She obviously was vile before, but now she’s turned even worse.”

“I don’t get you,” Fred said. “I really don’t see the word bad as having a lot of gradations. It’s a binary, one is either bad or they are not.” 

He found Maureen’s comments more emotional than scientific; she had uttered almost the words that a layman would have used in this situation. Normally Maureen overlaid a buffered psychological analysis to such a situation; her perceptions had always been processed and distilled through a controlled, objective view of the world. Her insight was gained by studying the works of past psychological greats such as Freud, Jung, Maslow and Pavlov. That process seemed to provide an effective shield for Maureen where she didn’t have to experience the unfiltered rawness of the real world, and where she could apply a cold analytical analysis and escape unscathed into the purity of the academic world. Now she had seemed to lose that wall of protection and was speaking as a lay woman would, full of fear and one who could not see beyond the brutal clarity of the pure hatred that Donna possessed. 

Fred had noticed that Maureen had clung close to him all last night. She was now functioning more like a child seeking protection than a mature, educated woman who had become the ultimate problem solver for hosts of people encountering emotional experiences that they could not begin to solve themselves. Fred didn’t like the change in her—he didn’t like it at all.

“Fred, I worked with you on the previous case with Donna, when you and I tried to uncover the reason for the actions of what was an unknown murderer at the time.”

“So?”

“Remember she was a ruthless murderer, but in her mind her murders were justified and necessary. She selectively killed innocent people to cover up the murder of those people at AU who she either disliked or she perceived were in her way of obtaining a promotion. 

Certainly it was extreme anti-social behavior, I give you, but still one that had certain limited constraints on it.”

“Okay, I know that, but I guess you’re saying she was not really a cold murderer at the time, only a lukewarm one.”

“Fred, that’s not funny.” She knew humor was an effective defensive mechanism for Fred but she felt this was not the time for him to use it.

Maureen went on, “Please recall that in the past she would not kill women; her hatred was directed to men in general but even then she was able to exclude those men who were decent to her. My point is that she was a mass murderer but she had governing values, limited as they might have been. But last night she was ready to shoot me and all those around our table without a thought, and you told me last night that she shot Dr. Anderson’s wife.”

 “Yes, that’s correct.”

“What possible threat could Mrs. Anderson have been to her? As dangerous as she was four years ago, there was an element of predictability and selectivity about her. But now she seems like a rabid animal killing not for food or in self-defense, but killing because of what she has become.” 

Maureen’s eyes were no longer looking at Fred, they were now staring vacantly at the floor and her voice had unconsciously lowered to an almost inaudible soft whisper. “The veneer of thousands, perhaps millions of years of civilization, has been stripped from her,” Maureen continued, “And she is now the raw killing thing that man was when he first slithered out of the quagmire.” 

“Maureen, your description of her sounds more like it was coming from a Dean Koontz novel than from a competent practicing clinical psychologist.”

“I know, it’s just that I’ve never seen someone as pure—as pure . . . .” Maureen couldn’t get the word out.

Fred said, “Pure evil?”

Maureen didn’t respond.

Fred hadn’t put together all the clues as to Donna’s changed behavior, but he knew Maureen was correct. And he knew that Donna was going to release all of her fury in a way this town had never experienced once she gets the device implanted. 

The phone rang. Fred hurriedly picked it up. On the other end was Jim. “Fred, I’ve got some news for you.” 

“Donna’s been caught!” Fred uttered optimistically.

“No, unfortunately nothing like that, but I just talked to the warden in the prison where she was held for the past four years. I thought you might want to get in touch with her to obtain more information for your investigation. I’ll give you her number. I suggest you arrange to see her.”

“Sounds good, I’ll go there as soon as I can, but first I want to talk to Mr. Dodd at AU to obtain a greater insight into Donna’s capabilities. Maybe with an expanded understanding of her and how she functions, the better I’ll be able to defeat her.”

“Okay, Fred. By the way, I never told you about this but that night at your house when Donna escaped I almost caught her but she disappeared when I was less than fifteen feet from her. I couldn’t figure it out. I checked everywhere in that yard where she had escaped to, but she was simply not there. That still troubles the hell out of me, but I know we’ll catch her somehow, Fred.”

* * *

Fred wanted to see Dodd because he felt that, with Dodd’s scientific background and his past dealings with Donna, he might offer an objective viewpoint of what made her function. When Fred called, Dodd agreed to meet with him immediately. 

They met in Dodd’s office seated across from each other at a small conference table. On the cream colored wall above the table was a framed quote, “Quantum mechanics— the dream stuff is made from.” In the middle of the table was an ashtray with the company’s logo on it. But there were no dark nicotine residue nor hints of past ashes in the tray. 

Then Fred noticed that Dodd was “smoking” an electronic cigarette. “Does that really work?” Fred asked.

“I don’t really know yet, it’s only been three days. I was smoking three packs a day; and as a scientific type of person I knew my odds of getting some major disease as the end result of my foolishness was only a matter of time. I can even quote you the odds on what type of malady I would likely incur.” 

“But there’s no nicotine in that thing, is there?” Fred asked.

“None at all. But we smokers become conditioned to having something in our mouths, and this false cigarette is a tactile substitute for that. It also provides the illusion of smoke being exited from the end –a visual substitute. As you can see the end actually lights up—another visual aid. All of these substitutes for the real thing help reinforce in my mind that what I have in my mouth is a legitimate cigarette—in form, and to a degree in function. Of course what’s missing is the almost narcotic hold that cigarettes have on me. But I had to try something, and right now this is it.”

Fred didn’t want to belabor Dodd’s need for a substitute for smoking any longer. “Ok, let’s get to the ESP device. How does it work, and what additional power will Donna have if it’s implanted?”

As Dodd slowly glazed at the ceiling to help organize his thoughts, artificial smoke in the form of water vapor rose from his cigarette and followed the same gradual upward path as his eyes. It bumped softly against the ceiling tiles and dissipated leaving droplets of moisture in its wake.

Finally, Dodd spoke. To Fred, his speech was almost as emotional and eloquent as a young enthusiastic Baptist preacher’s first sermon. “Fred, I see ESP as a natural type of evolution of the brain. When I look at the human brain I perceive much more than four pounds of gray, gelatin matter, water, electrical impulses and chemicals. What I see is the amazing progression of millions of years of development. If you look at the brain stem, at one time in the evolution of vertebrates, it comprised the total brain.” 

Fred asked, “That would have had to be very basic, very primitive?”

“Sure, it was and still is. Most of our instinctive and automatic processes continue to originate from there. We scientists fondly refer to it as the reptile brain. It first developed in fish around 500 million years ago; and, Fred, it still exists in our body today. Directly on top of the reptile brain is the cerebral cortex. That represents a major step in the progression of mammals.”

“What does that do?”

“It’s the seat of all of our emotional responses and our value judgments. It originated around 150 million years ago in small mammals. 

Dodd continued, “Finally we have the neo cortex. That development is relatively recent; it goes back only about 2 to 3 million years ago. That component provides us with our vivid imagination as well as our learning ability. It’s what makes us human and superior to all the other mammals on this planet.”

Fred asked the logical extension to Dodd’s premise. “So when a new component of our brain develops, do the older elements normally become useless, sort of like tonsils or the appendix—phased out of functional existence?”

“Not at all, they remain both functional and interconnected with other parts of the brain as well. They provide constant feedback to each other. However, the more recent additions to the brain tend to become the controllers of the earlier brain functions.” 

“Look,” said Fred. “I’m a religious man; I have a hard time believing in this evolution stuff. I hold to the intelligent design theory.”

“That’s your choice, Fred. However one can be religious and still embrace evolution. Remember, God may be static but world religions are not.”

”I don’t get you. Religion has been around for thousands of years.”

“Yes, that’s true, but not in the same form. Remember at one time we believed that the sun revolved around the earth and we thought that the earth was the center of the universe. Our firm religious beliefs drove our misguided scientific beliefs. Copernicus, a scientist, changed that false precept when he dared to suggest that we were not the center of the universe. At one time, anyone possessing any ESP capability would have been regarded as a witch and burned at the stake. Religion is in constant motion; it’s a paradigm. It changes slowly as science proves, even to the most inflexible zealots, that some beliefs are unfounded. Of course, we will always have the ignorant in our society; those that believe we never traveled to the moon or that a Christian president is a Muslim. In my mind, God gave us the ability to continue to develop in order for our species to survive. Many organisms devolved out of existence because they didn’t have the ability to adjust to a changing environment. Wouldn’t a loving God want us to continue to flourish as our environment is disrupted by global warming, bombarded by massive pollution, or assaulted in some other ways in which nature takes its revenge on man’s excesses?” 

Fred was feeling increasingly uncomfortable with the way the conversation was going, but he needed to know more so that he could counter Donna in some more balanced way.

“Okay, now tell me about what made Donna so special.”

Dodd wouldn’t give up on his hypothesis. “Fred, have you ever had the feeling that someone was looking at you and you turned around and sure enough they were?”

Fred had to admit that it happened to him often.

“Fred, that’s a form of ESP and it clearly provides a type of early defense for us. When someone is looking at us without our apparent knowledge, the brain sniffs it out as a mild defensive alert. It doesn’t mobilize us to take action to fight or flee, but it does let us know that something is happening that in fact could be a potential problem for us. Fred, I checked into all the scientific reports from a century ago; that unique ability didn’t exist back then. It’s a relatively recent phenomena and it has been developed as an additional evolutionary defensive mechanism for our species. Other ESP capabilities are continuously being developed, but at this stage the number of people that possess them are relatively few. But as Darwin in effect stated, the few people that hold extraordinary capabilities will become the earth’s survivors and their genetic predisposition will eventually promulgate to new generations. I believe eventually these exceptional people will no longer be rare. Future generations will all share these magnificent traits and they will become as common as is your current ability to discern that someone is looking at you from behind.” 

“Interesting,” said Fred. “How long do you believe that will take?”

‘Unfortunately, ESP abilities will not promulgate with the speed of the major technical breakthroughs of the last century which have allowed us to live longer, have more spare time on our hands and communicate with the speed of light across the planet. Technical advancements ricochet around the world very quickly. When Edison invented the light bulb he provided the information for others to replicate his breakthrough via the written word. That data was received and processed by the entire world in less then a decade. The brain doesn’t function that way. In order to pass ESP capacity along to those that don’t possess it, we either have to wait a million years or so, or—”

“—Or what?” said Fred. 

“Or to propagate that ability immediately we have to decode the process, program it and introduce it as an artificial component of the brain. At AU we have personnel with tremendous ESP skills and we have, through neuroimaging, found the exact areas of the brain where those skills develop.” 

“Where is that?” Fred asked.

“Every known ESP ability is located in the neocortex.” 

“So when Donna had the ESP devise inserted, what special talents did she gain?” 

“She had the talent, though somewhat diluted, of a confluence of all of our ESP analysts’ abilities.” 

“Which are?”

“Mind reading; the ability to take over another person’s brain for a limited period and see what they see by entering their primary visual cortex; control their thoughts; effect both remote viewing and mind over matter capabilities.” 

“My God, that’s scary!” Fred interjected. “I knew she was powerful, but I never realized how much.”

“In a God fearing person, Fred, it wouldn’t be scary, but in Donna’s case, yes. I agree it was as scary as it could possibly be.”

“Were all of those ESP abilities in Donna equally strong; or were some more advanced in their development?”

“I can give you a couple of answers relative to that. The capabilities she held were a somewhat watered down version of that which our better analysts possess. Whenever we attempt to construct a model, it’s never quite as advanced or comprehensive as the original. Most of her new-found abilities came from a synthesis of the special capabilities that Marv Atwell had. Of course, we focused on him because he was more ESP developed than any of our other analysts.” 

“Well, that’s good news that she only had a partial ability.”

“Yes. But now the bad news. We know that the module that was formerly in Donna’s brain is subject to an ESP learning process. We know because we built it that way. It interacted with other parts of her brain, it was nourished and advanced by constant feedback; it continued to develop even during her sleep periods. We created it almost as a living entity, one that’s far from static but capable of continuous development and evolvement.” 

“And just how long does that process take to fully mature?”

“Well, unfortunately, right after we implanted the thing in Donna, we lost her cooperation and our ability to monitor her progress; so we really don’t know. We just know that if the device hadn’t been removed she would still be evolving.” 

“But I thought you said these ESP advancements would take a long time.”

“My statement was associated with the relative slow process of nature; but this is an artificially engendered process which unfolds rapidly in a real time environment.” 

“I have a final question; you said that the cerebral cortex now controls the older, original brain.” 

“That’s correct.”

“Suppose in someone like Donna, that process was reversed? What would happen?”

“You mean if the reptile brain became the controller? That’s a highly academic question, but if it could happen, Donna would respond to perceived threats in an aggressive reflexive manner. She would unleash her powers without constraint because there would no longer be a mental restriction.”

“Almost like pure evil?” Fred asked, recalling Maureen’s uncompleted description of Donna.

“Fred, I’m a scientist and I don’t usually employ that word, but I guess—yes, evil or baseness would be the appropriate word. Fred, we must thank God she no longer has that device.”

Fred thought, If only he knew—Oh, my God, if he only knew!


 

Chapter 13

 

Fred’s next mission was to pick up his new adopted dog. When he arrived at the kennel, the vet said, “We saved Who Cares’ leg but we had to put a cast on it to hold it in place until it fully heals. She’s such a small dog that we had to use a human aluminum finger cast to accomplish it.” 

Fred couldn’t believe the size of the vet bill. Maybe we need a Medicaid program for stray dogs, he thought. But knowing Maureen, when I tell her about it I’m sure she will champion the cause, regardless of the expense.

Fred spent a few minutes in his yard playing with Molly and Who Cares and then took them inside. After a lot of sniffing and exploring on both their parts, they reached an armed truce, each settling peacefully down on the living room floor and falling asleep. Who Cares’ aluminum cast made a noisy tapping sound on the bare wood floor whenever he got up to walk around. Maureen will not be happy with that constant noise, he thought. I just hope Who Cares is housebroken, or I’ll be the one who cares. 

* * *

Fred touched base on the phone with the warden of the Woman’s Corrective Institution. The institution was located in the outskirts of Tallahassee, a four to five hour drive from Sarasota. It was now eight a.m. Fred set the meeting time for 1 p.m., giving him fortunately no time to finish his coffee, but unfortunately also no time to think about having breakfast before he left.

As he started to leave his house, Sue Granton knocked on the front door. Fred had not made up his mind relative to Sue, but Maureen had kindled a rapid and strong friendship with her. As long as Maureen liked her, that was good enough for Fred; and Maureen did have an ability to quickly evaluate people, recognizing their faults as well as their strengths. 

Fred asked, “How’s your tooth?”

“What tooth?”

“The tooth that’s causing you pain.”

“Oh, yeah. Oh, I took some pain medication and for the moment it’s all right.”

At that moment Maureen walked into the living room. It was obvious to Fred, based on the glow on her face that an enduring friendship had already developed between the two. 

* * *

Fred hopped in his car and within an hour he was zipping on his way up I-75 north, passing the Tampa I-4 exit which would have taken him in the direction of Disney World and the metropolis of Orlando. In a couple more hours he was approaching Lake City near the southern Georgia border. His stomach was pleading for nourishment and his bladder was about to detonate—he pulled off at a McDonald’s just off the interstate. He ordered a couple of their dollar specials with the addition of a large orange juice. He ate and drank his meal in the car while he drove, something that Maureen continuously cautioned him about. “One of these days you’ll wreck that car trying to eat and drive,” she had told him many times. As was usually the case, he ignored her warning. He had turned west merging into the I-10 west interstate which would shortly take him into the heart of the panhandle. 

Less than an hour later he pulled up at the guard’s station at the prison. He showed his police ID, and the guard directed him to a large parking area next to the prison. After parking his car, he proceeded to a second guard location in front of a large thick steel door. Displaying his ID again, the guard waved him in. Another guard was seated on the other side of the door. When Fred again showed his identification, the guard directed him to a battleship gray door with a stainless steel plaque positioned at eye level. It was embossed with the word “Warden.”

As Fred entered, the receptionist looked up from her half completed crossword puzzle. “You must be Lieutenant Harris?” 

Fred nodded yes; the receptionist said, “Warden Corn is expecting you, go right in.”

A slim, petite woman with pale pink fingernail polish, who in Fred’s mind was much too attractive to be a warden, issued a welcoming smile as he entered. Fred noticed that her eyes were bloodshot red, and noticeable dark circles had formed under them. He also noticed that one of her fingernails looked as if it had been bitten off. He suspected she had been unsuccessfully trying to deal with the ramifications of Donna’s prison escape.

Fred introduced himself, and shook her hand lightly. Fred said, “Warden, as I mentioned on the phone I’m interested in background information on Donna Lang. I’m curious as to what she was like during her imprisonment and what ingenious method she used to escape.”

“Donna was an interesting prisoner; she didn’t cause any trouble; but it was obvious that her attitude had deteriorated over the time that she had been in.” 

”In what respect, Warden?”

“Well she didn’t cause our officers any problems, she was much too smart for that. However, our informants told us she had a deep hatred toward men; actually men in general, but recently she had developed equally bad vibes towards authority in any form.”

“But she didn’t display that characteristic to your officers?” 

“No, not overtly, in fact she was busy taking courses in our educational room most of her free time and she rarely communicated with my officers. But whenever she did, her communication took on an almost submissive tone. My officers knew that was artificial; but since she didn’t give them any trouble and was responsive to all their commands, it didn’t matter. To us, a forced cooperation from a prisoner is pragmatically as good as the real thing.”

“I thought your institution was short on funds, so how can you afford to provide courses to your inmates?”

 “First of all, we have to prepare our prisoners, many who will be released someday, with some type of training which will make them ready to deal with the outside world; otherwise they will return to their criminal ways shortly after their release. Also, we have volunteer instructors from the high schools and local colleges. The cost to our institution is minimal.”

“But Donna was never to be paroled; those were the terms of her confinement. Why allow her to take any courses at all?” 

“Because the courses seemed to agree with her; she was highly intelligent and she could easily get bored. The courses stimulated her. In my judgment, bored prisoners are much more dangerous than those we keep busy. It was purely a mutual thing. She was a model prisoner; and while she took those courses she was never combative. And, of course, she did not have to be confined to our most expensive maximum security area as a troublemaker.”

Corn continued, “Unfortunately for us, if she had been kept in our higher security area she would not have found it so easy to escape.”

“But she was a killer who seemed without remorse,” Fred argued. “Wouldn’t that element alone justify putting her into a more secure area?” 

“Lieutenant, all of our women have committed major crimes; but we just don’t have the money to provide full security for each and every one of them. This is a state institution and it’s wholly dependent on the generosity of our legislators and governor for state funding. Cutting the prison budget has always been low lying fruit to our state’s politicians, especially now.” 

Fred nodded.

“With limited resources, we have to be selective as to who we put into our most secure areas, and generally it’s those women who have been violent with either our guards or other prisoners. It’s a zero sum game, because if we increase the security for one, we have to decrease it for another. Donna never made that threshold.”

The warden continued, “Please remember that overall this is a secure prison; and if you took a look at our exterior safeguards, you would know that it is virtually impossible for any of our prisoners to break out.”

“But one did,” Fred corrected.

“Yes, of course, you’re correct. I wish I could unring the bell but . . . well, it’s actually worse than what you know. Donna broke out with another person. Her name is, believe it or not, Jane Doe. I suspect Donna was the brains behind the breakout because Jane’s just not that intelligent. Besides, Jane worshiped Donna and would do anything for her.”

“How did they break out?”

“Somehow Donna had gotten hold of a weapon.” 

“You mean the type fashioned out of soap?” Fred asked.

“The guards thought so, until Donna killed two of our guards to prove that it was real and deadly. She got through our series of steel doors and that was it—she was gone.”

She interrupted her story, remembering she had not been very polite—“I’m sorry, Lieutenant, would you like a cup of coffee?”

“No, tea would be much preferred.”

The warden used her multi-buttoned intercom and said, “Nancy, please bring me two cups of tea.”

In not more than a couple of minutes an over-weight, middle aged woman badly in need of a dentist, dressed in a bright pink jumpsuit, entered the office with a steaming cup in each hand.

After she left, Fred asked, “This is a maximum security institution, but that woman seems to have a lot of freedom...?”

“Oh, no worry, she’s a trustee. Even though all of our prisoners have all been convicted of major crimes, at some point in time for many of them, their sentence will be over. Our prisoners only become trustees when they have six months or less remaining in their sentence and have consistently demonstrated good behavior during their term of incarceration. If they unsuccessfully tried to escape during their trustee status, they would face a significant increase in their jail time. With that consideration, very few would want to jeopardize their freedom for a few fewer months in jail. They know the tradeoff wouldn’t be worth it. So, Lieutenant, to answer what you might have been thinking, Donna could never have been a trustee.”

“Tell me about the gun that Donna obtained; where did it come from?”

“We wish we knew. We’re having a hard time answering that. We tried to check all of the visitors that she had over the past three months. But we—ah, we had a problem.”

“And that was?”

“See these red eyes, Lieutenant, that’s what I’ve been wrestling with. All of our prisoner records are put into our main frame computer system; but somehow, the sector that had the visitor information in it has been somehow erased. I had a computer expert here all last night; about an hour before you arrived he told me he couldn’t retrieve the information that we wanted. So I’ve been trying to get whatever information I can out of the guard’s memories that had processed visitors. It’s early yet, but so far I can’t identify who recently visited Donna or Jane. One guard thought he remembered that a man visited Donna about two weeks ago. But he has been unable to provide a good description and he can’t remember his name. He admits he may have confused the visitation with that of another prisoner.

“Another guard recalled that Donna had a female visitor about six months ago. Again he could not provide any type of description of her.”

“What happened after Donna and Jane escaped? Did they have a getaway car?”

“We think so, and in that respect we’re working with the local police. Once a prisoner escapes, the responsibility for that prisoner shifts to the local police who have complete jurisdiction in the area outside the prison. But since we knew about the escape almost immediately, we informed the local police within a short time of what happened. If you noticed the terrain around here, you would realize it would be difficult to get away on foot.” 

“So if they used a car they must have had an accomplice on the outside. It’s likely that same person also provided the weapon to Donna.”

“That’s what I believe, since no one near here has reported a stolen car.”

“I assume you hit a dead end when you checked into Jane’s visitors as well?”

“Yes, its same problem we had in Donna’s case except Jane did have a boyfriend who, strangely enough, was serving in the male section of the prison much of the same time that Donna and Jane were here.”

“Is he still there?”

“No, his term was up three weeks ago.”

“So was he by any chance a trustee?”

“I believe he was.” 

“As a trustee, wouldn’t he have more access around the prison than either Donna or Jane? I checked into this institution before I came down this morning; both the men’s and the women’s prisons share much of the same grounds, correct?”

“Yes, Lieutenant, it’s another major savings effort by our state government. Of course, the male prison has a different warden and they have their own set of rules.”

“Is there a common recreation area for both the women and male prisoners?”

“Yes, in a way. The two are in the same general area but there’s a fifteen foot chain link fence separating them with razor sharp wire on its top.” 

“So it’s possible that Jane’s boyfriend got the weapon from a visitor and then gave it to Jane or Donna through or over that fence?”

“Well, yes, I guess that’s a possibility.”

“It’s just a thought.”

“A good one, Lieutenant, I’ll check it out as best I can.”

“By the way, have the police interviewed Jane’s boyfriend?” 

“They tried, but he’s no longer at his address. Who knows, he might even be with Donna and Jane.”

“Can you give me a picture of Jane, her boyfriend and a recent picture of Donna? And by the way, do you have a fax that can transmit them to my station? We’ll include that information on our all points.”

“Sure, can do—anything else?”

“Yes, you mentioned that Donna took some classes; do you recall what they were?”

“I believe she completed a vigorous 120 hour computer course and an advanced English course as well; and, oh yes, she took some type of medical course.”

“Did you use a single main frame for both the instructional computers and one for your prison files?”

“Again, I know what you’re thinking, Lieutenant. They were contained in the same mainframe, but it was compartmentalized so there was no way that the prisoners taking the computer classes would be able to get into the other area.”

“No way for most prisoners, Warden. But Donna doesn’t fit into the category of most. She’s highly opportunistic and intelligent. If she puts her mind to it, I believe she can do anything including breaking into your fail-safe computer system. Think about it; and if you can come up with anything else that might help, give me call and I will do likewise. One final question, Warden, do you know anything about Donna’s family?”

“No, according to our records both her father and mother are deceased.”

Fred left the prison sure that somehow Donna had erased the segment of the computer dealing with the identification of visitors; and knowing her, the authorities would never be able to retrieve that information again. 


 

Chapter 14

 

Fred took his convertible top down for his ride back to Sarasota. He wasn’t sure the visit had been helpful but at least he had two new descriptions and recent photos that might help him locate Donna. As he merged from the east to west I-10 to I-75 he floored his accelerator, seamlessly blending into the southbound traffic. He maintained seventy miles an hour all the way back home. The warm humid Florida wind shot pleasantly through his hair, and a few persistent bugs found a final domicile on his teeth. He temporarily forgot about Donna and her threat to him and Maureen. He was experiencing the incomparable joy of being in an open convertible on a balmy day. He passed by the rolling soft grassy contours and dales of Ocala; he watched graceful horses galloping carefree through green meadows contained by a seemingly endless flow of white fences. With the car’s top down, he had an unobstructed view of the day’s azure sky and its floating cotton clouds above. He was gradually beginning to have a promising love affair with his used Miata, and he needed to harness the moment. Bonds in life are hard to come by, and one must take advantage of them when they appear.

* * *

While Fred was on his way back to Sarasota, in an RV park near Sarasota, Donna was engaged in energetic sex on a park trailer’s well-worn sofa. Across from her, seated on an equally dilapidated love seat, was a securely bound Dr. Anderson. Jane Doe sat uncomfortably next to him. Donna had no compunction about murder, and she had none about modesty or free love either. Her male partner was in the process of removing Donna’s bra when Jane cried out, “How long do I have to watch this shit, and how much longer are we be going to be trapped in this rat hole? I never got my puppy or my gold badge. You promised, Donna.”

Donna had little time for fools and to Donna, Jane Doe was in all respects a fool. Donna forcefully pushed the heavily panting lover off of her. 

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded. 

“I have to take care of something—hold your horses, Polish.”

Donna walked to a pull- down bar with a single drawer nestled at the bottom of it. She said to Dr. Anderson, “Do you think I’m a good shot?” 

He said nothing. 

She said, “I asked you once, I won’t ask again, do you think I’m a good shot?” 

He said, “Yes . . . I don’t know . . . who the hell cares?”

Donna opened the bottom drawer and grabbed her 45 caliber revolver. “Well, since you don’t give a damn, and I really am a good shot, let me prove it to you.” She aimed her pistol in the direction of the doctor and fired.

The bullet missed the doctor, but it found its directed mark in the middle of Jane’s head.

Her lover jumped up and almost fell over; his pants were still down at his feet. “What in God’s name did you do?” he yelled.

“Just getting rid of complaining excess baggage,” she responded. 

“But, for God’s sake, she helped you escape, she was your best friend in prison; how the hell could you have done that?”

“Polish, listen, her value was over. Ever since she helped me get out of prison, she’s done nothing but complain. Besides, the cops know what she looks like; so if she was captured she would have turned me in.”

“No way would Jane have turned you in; she adored you.”

“She wouldn’t have turned me in on purpose, but the cops would be able get anything out of her that they wanted; she was so stupid that if brains were gas, she wouldn’t have enough in her to power an ant moped around a marble. She deserved to die.”

In unison both the doctor and Donna’s lover said, “Jesus!”

The doctor said, “If I operate on you and re-introduce that damned device, I know that you would get rid of me soon afterwards as well. What would be my value in your keeping me alive? Once Jane’s usefulness to you was over you got rid of her.”

Donna rebutted, “No, you’re wrong; after you implant that baby in me, there will be no reason to kill you. Because with its power, I will become unstoppable and neither you nor anyone else will be a threat to me.”

“But you were stopped before.”

The expression on Donna’s face soured. “That’s only because a dumb cop got lucky and had expert assistance. That won’t happen the next time.”

Donna’s lover interrupted the conversation, “Now what in hell do we do with the body?” pointing to a lifeless Jane Doe.

“No problem, we’ll get a shovel and take her further out route 70 towards Arcadia. There’s a deserted farm about ten miles out with no houses near by. I found out that the place has been in litigation for two years; it makes for a great quiet grave site. By the way, did you get the computer equipment I asked for?”

“Yes, I still don’t know why you need it; but I put it in the bedroom.”

Donna’s unenthusiastic lovemaking had ended, and not too soon for her. She said, “I have to go somewhere on an errand, I’ll buy a shovel on the way.” 

“Donna, it’s dangerous for you to go out in public. Why don’t you let me go instead?”

“It’s personal, Polish.”

“Why do you continue to call me Polish, when you know damn well that’s not my name?” 

“You fool, it’s because of your deep refinement and sophistication.” 

 In truth Donna called him Polish simply because his shoes were always shiny. Her real name for him was highly insulting; and for the moment she needed him too much to lose him with an accurate but disparaging description. 

He reflected on Donna’s comment. I did go to the opera once, he thought. Of course I fell asleep, and I couldn’t understand in this great country why they sang in a foreign language; but I did go which is more than I can say about most people. Actually, Polish ain’t a bad handle for me. Polish smiled in contentment. 

Polish realized that, most likely, Donna had delayed in going after Fred because she was worried someone could identify her if she ventured out of the trailer park too often. After all, her photograph had been broadcast on virtually every news channel both day and night. He had constructed a plan which would take care of Fred once and for all. Donna would be finally pleased. 

* * * 

Donna’s destination was going to be a secret from Polish. No way am I going to let this fool know what I hid over four years ago, she thought. I wouldn’t even trust him with a hundred dollars, let alone a million. It’s my rightful inheritance, she thought; or at least it’s what I earned staying with that bitch of an aunt for so long. 


 

Chapter 15

 

Fred went directly to his office when he returned to Sarasota. He briefed Jim on the high points of his visit. He was delighted to learn that the rash of burglaries had been solved during his absence. He could now concentrate totally on capturing Donna. 

Jim said, “At least we now have a good recent photo of Donna, her female partner in the escape, and the person who we now believe to be her male accomplice. I’ve already put out the expanded all-points and the media is cooperating fully by displaying her photo on all the local news stations.” 

Fred recognized that he needed outside help to capture Donna and he knew who it would be. He called CIA agent Debra Black, whom he had worked with earlier on the theft of the second extra-sensory device which had secretively found its way into Red China. 

Fortunately, she was in her office when he called. 

“Debra, this is Lieutenant Fred Harris, remember we worked on the Donna Lang case together?”

“Of course Fred, how have you been?”

“Good, but I need to ask a favor from you; how about meeting me at Joe’s Diner. You name the time.” 

“Okay Fred, I’m busy until three tomorrow. Is that all right?”

“Fine.”

* * *

At the same time Fred was calling Debra Black, Donna was searching frantically for the spot where she had buried her fortune over four years ago. She had carefully selected a site next to the bicycle path which traveled from Sarasota to Venice, about ten miles distant. The site was owned by the county. In several areas it was bounded by copses of mature oak trees. The county’s ownership extended a quarter of a mile into the path’s adjoining property, so Donna figured it would never leave government hands unless the austerity drive of the current governor was so extreme that county land would wind up in private ownership. She had figured that, unless the bicycle path was widened, an unlikely event, the county would retain the wooded area as a permanent natural green border. But the current governor was so enamored with his holy grail of private ownership, anything was a possibility, she reasoned. Under the circumstances she had to retrieve her fortune as soon as possible. 

Donna realized she would look very suspicious if she walked the path, shovel in hand, even though with her cap and eyeglasses she felt she would not be recognized. Instead, she drove to the area where the Tamiami Trail closely bordered the bike path. Although the ebb and flow of businesses next to the trail had been significant over the years, she was still able to identify a familiar landmark; a large microwave tower whose presence overwhelmed the placid country side. “That’s it,” she said. She parked her car near the trail and in less than ten minutes she found the spot.

As she was digging, a Sarasota cop on a bicycle was pedaling down the trail. Hearing the noise of the shovel, he pulled his bike off the trail and approached her from behind.

“What the hell are you doing, lady?”

Donna had never heard him approach. She turned and put one hand behind her back, grasping her weapon which was secured by her belt under her jacket. At that moment two more bicycles passed her on the trail.

I can’t afford to kill him unless I have to, she thought, this bike trail is too populated with bikers and joggers. Donna thought fast, even though she had not prepared for this eventuality. “Why, I’m on the county charity scavenger hunt.” 

“What the heck is that?”

“You must have read about it in the paper, it was organized by the mayor and each participant contributes ten dollars; all the money goes to the homeless. And it’s all kept within the county.”

“What do you get out of it?”

“The winner gets two hundred dollars; I could really use the money with all my college expenses.”

“You seem a bit old to be a college student.”

“Yes, I have a child, and a full time job. But now I’m going back to school after all these years.”

Donna observed the cop closely. He seems to be buying my story, she thought.

“You said something about the scavenger hunt being in the paper, I don’t remember seeing it.” 

“Well it was on page four of the Sarasota Living section just two days ago. They gave it a pretty good sized article.”

Donna hadn’t read the local paper since she escaped from prison; she hoped that the paper still had a Sarasota Living section. 

“Well, good luck and make sure you refill that hole you’re digging.”

“I sure will. And we’ll be planting roses after this is done in order to beautify the entire area.”

Why the hell did I say that, she thought. I’m pushing this envelope too far.

The policeman didn’t say anything but waved goodbye and returned to the bike path continuing his journey toward Venice, pedaling past two elderly bicyclists as he took off.

Donna heard a definitive metal clanking sound the next time she pushed her shovel in the ground. As she pushed the dirt away, a rusty metal box started to appear. She didn’t dare open it until she got to her car out of sight from curious bikers. The box was too heavy for her to carry so she pulled it painstakingly inch by inch from the bike path. When she finally was able to open it, she viewed the absolute magnificence of one million dollars in gold bullion. She remembered her aunt often bragging about its fungibility. Donna never knew what that meant until she looked up the word and found that it pertained to its ease of trading as an investment. During the FDR era, gold was purchased by the feds to take it out of private circulation. In fact, at the time it had been illegal to hold gold beyond certain limited amounts. In 1971 Nixon removed the nation’s gold standard, and suddenly gold was made available to the private market. Donna’s aunt followed the strict rules of her sect. She didn’t want to put her money in a bank or to invest it in any form of government currency. So for years she had maintained all of her wealth in gold bullion because she felt that way she would not violate the strict dictates of her religion. It had been undisturbed all these years after it was removed from the house Donna’s deceased aunt had been living in.

Now I only have a couple of tasks to complete, Donna thought. First I’ll kill Maureen and then wait awhile to allow Fred to suffer the right amount of grief. Then I’ll systematically get rid of him. Finally I’ll eliminate that lousy lover of mine, because he might well provide too much information to the cops when I depart this area. Then I’ll take on a new identity and relocate in Europe, maybe Barcelona, Spain where the weather is moderate. Yes, the future looks bright.

She decided to put the gold under her back seat bar by bar and throw the container off the highway somewhere. Hidden anywhere else in the car would be too risky, but no one would think to look under the seat. Good decision, she thought.

* * *

When the bicycle path cop returned to the office, he asked Jim about the scavenger hunt.

“What hunt? What are you talking about?”

“You know the hunt that was detailed in the local paper—the one for the homeless.”

“There’s no such hunt. Where did you get that information?”

“I came by a woman digging next to the bike trail and she told me that’s what she was doing.”

“I’m not sure what this is all about, but get back there right away. What did the woman look like?”

“She was quite small. She had her hair covered by a cap but I could see that she was blonde.”

“It’s probably too late by now, but get back there and bring me any evidence you find. I just have a strong premonition that the person you came across was Donna Lang.” 

An hour later the policeman returned to brief Jim. “Sorry, boss, but I found nothing except the hole where the woman had been digging and a trail of crushed grass all the way to the edge of the highway; but damn it, I had told her to cover up the hole before she left.”

“If it was Donna Lang, I don’t think she took your directions too seriously. Did you find anything else?”

“Yes, there were tire tracks. I recall having seen a car parked near the area where the woman was, just off the Tamiami Trail.” 

“What was its make and model?”

“I can’t recall; it was red, and in places the paint had peeled off; it had white primer below.”

“OK, get someone out there right now to get a cast of the tire print. Maybe we can at least get a hit on the type of car she was driving.”


 

Chapter 16

 

Fred awoke around seven the next morning. As was his routine, he took Molly and Who Knows downstairs for their food and water and afterward immediately out the backdoor so they could dispense with their previously processed meals and drink. When he re-entered, he was surprised by the presence of Officer Paul Lewis sitting at the kitchen table. Lewis was the patrolman of the day that Jim had rotated to guard Maureen. Because of different schedules and limited resources, Jim had to shift the watch duty to various policemen based on their availability. Unfortunately, their level of competence varied significantly, too. 

Lewis was no friend of Fred’s; in fact in a moment of lost control he had once tried to kill Fred. Only Fred’s support saved Lewis from a jail term and the loss of his job. 

Lewis had at the time been resentful that Fred had jumped over him in the selection process for promotion to lieutenant. But over the ensuing years his anger toward Fred seemed to abate, since he now was infuriated even more at Jim Hebert who hadn’t even served the intermediate step as a lieutenant before he rose to captain. Lewis believed longevity should be the only legitimate way to progress through the ranks, and he was incensed that it no longer seemed to be the code that his department was following. Due to some convoluted logic, Lewis blamed the benefactor more than those who altered the past precedents.

Part of Fred’s continuous frustration with Paul was that he was totally rooted in processes and procedures and didn’t seem to be able to stray from his strict bureaucratic interpretation of his job. He was effective when it made sense following procedures to the letter of the law, but appalling when the situation dictated that he employ some discretion and creativity. All that notwithstanding, Fred was sure that Paul was professional enough that he would ensure the safety of Maureen. In fact, Fred was positive that Paul would give his life in order to execute his job as required, even if he had little respect for Fred as his superior.

Fred had a few hours to spare before he was scheduled to meet with Debra Black. He decided to drive to the 17th street ballpark to watch some of the senior softball games in progress. Whenever he did that, he found he could fully relax and mentally transport himself to a distant future point in time when he too would be happily retired and competing as actively as these aging Social Security and Medicare recipients. 

He watched the seniors exit their cars in the field’s adjoining parking lot—some had knee replacements, many with obvious painful arthritis, a few with non- functioning arms—but regardless of their afflictions they shared one thing in common. When they put on their sponsors’ uniforms, they suddenly felt and seemed young again. Many went into their car trunks to retrieve a prerequisite necessity before the big game, a couple of pain pills quickly gulped down. Thus rejuvenated they walked with a new-found spring in their steps from the parking lot to their respective ball fields. In their minds’ eyes they were eighteen again, competing once more for their coveted championship, energized with the same amount of gusto and loyalty to their present teams that they had exhibited to their high school and college teams many decades earlier. Maybe they were no longer as fleet of foot, and their athletic abilities were definitely limited by age, but they competed and they competed well. Fred guessed that before they had left their houses, many of them drank some sort of combination of B-12, Geritol and a Jack LaLanne special concoction. Fred couldn’t help noticing that the air was saturated with the smell of Ben-Gay. 

Fred had gotten to know the various players—Howard Quinn, an effective pitcher with an artificial knee whose volley of new off-color jokes kept his team in stitches; Bob Powell, a former football coach and now a senior softball manager, whose highly technical directions to his confused teammates often resulted in throws from outfielders in every possible direction but the right one. Earlier, Fred had met with Larry Catchpole, also a manager and still a natural athlete who could seemingly play any position when he substituted for the frequent age-related medical absences of his players.

While sitting in the bleachers, Fred mentally reviewed what he was going to say to Black. He wanted to tell her about the stolen monolith, but he was fearful such a confession would lead to his immediate arrest. Damn it, he thought, why did I keep the thing anyway? As he walked unhurriedly back to the parking lot, he was still undecided how he would deal with his meeting which was coming up in less than an hour. As he started to enter his car, a home run ball whizzed by him. It was a powerful drive that had to have traveled over the fence 300 feet from home plate and at least 20 feet beyond. Fred smiled and took his cap off to the elated player slowly limping around the bases.


 

Chapter 17

 

A petite, attractive dark-haired brunette got off the Washington Yellow Line metro stop. She walked briskly in the direction of the National Institute of Health Library while fighting a head-on blustery northern wind encasing the Washington DC area in its coldest day of the mid winter season. She was clad only in a light black unlined outer coat; her cotton nurse’s uniform underneath provided virtually no protection from the frigid temperature. As she entered the library, a sleepy attendant at the front desk asked if he could help her. He noticed she was quite attractive, but she had pulled her hair tightly into an unflattering bun looking somewhat like a rapidly aging schoolteacher. In his eyes, her puffy cheeks further diminished what could have been a very attractive woman. 

Hoping to strike up a conversation, he smiled and said, “Nice weather for a polar bear out there.” She didn’t return the smile or respond to the banal comment, but headed directly to the specialized medical research area that she was seeking.

All day long, streams of medical personnel filtered in and out; they completed their research and left. She continued to breeze through several medical books focusing her reading only in the single area that interested her. When the lights flickered twice, signaling the end of the library day, she put the last illustrated book she was reading under her coat, and left the building. She knew how to prevent the alarm from going off, for that would have notified security that one of their treasured books was being stolen. It was about nine at night as she returned to her metro stop and took her train to the Pentagon City exit where her car had been parked. She left the gated area, paying the attendant and thinking, it has been a productive day. I now know where I’m going from here.


 

Chapter 18

 

Fred was a few minutes late for his meeting. A steaming cup of black coffee was waiting for him across the table from Debra Black. 

“Thanks, you remembered how I take it.”

Fred had kept his secret about coffee hidden from everyone, even his CIA associate. Secrets must be kept undisclosed from everyone, he thought.

“Fred, I’m trained to recall the slightest details. Now, why did you want this meeting?”

“Donna Lang has escaped from prison.”

“Really? I just got back from Europe and haven’t gotten caught up with all the details of what was happening in the States, let alone Sarasota. I recall that she had it in for you, since you were her arresting officer.”

“That’s right; in fact, I have officers guarding my house 24 hours a day to protect my wife.”

“I’m sorry that’s happening to you, but what do you want from me?”

“Do you remember Marv Atwell?”

“Of course I do—the damn little egotist. As I recall, he helped you capture Donna, didn’t he?”

“Right again. At any rate I need to get in touch with him. I’m hoping that he can help me capture Donna again.” 

“I don’t understand. Unless he’s a fugitive from justice, you could get as much information as I can pertaining to his whereabouts. I have much too much woman’s intuition not to realize that there’s something else on your mind.”

“There is, but before I talk to you about that I want to get in touch with Atwell.” 

“Okay, but you understand that the CIA is only authorized to get involved with international situations which potentially impact our national security; we’ve historically been precluded from getting into anything that’s domestic.” She paused, “But since recent Congressional legislation has loosened those restrictions, I can now talk with the FBI a bit more freely about things domestic. I’ll get in touch with my contact at the Bureau and have him check it out for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Is there anything else, Fred?”

Fred hesitated, still turning over in his mind the desirability of informing Black about the stolen monolith. “No, not for now—I appreciate your help.”

* * *

In a couple of hours Debra Black contacted Fred, providing him with Atwell’s present address and place of business. Atwell was now the CEO of Corporation Assistance, incorporated in San Diego.

Fred had Atwell’s phone number but he felt a face-to-face meeting was best. It was an understatement to say they had never been the best of friends. So it was entirely possible that Atwell would hang up on him if he tried speaking to him via phone. 

Early the next morning Fred was on a direct flight to San Diego. His plane’s stale breakfast was a scrambled egg sandwich, at least a cruel imitation of one, but it temporarily satisfied his appetite. 

He hailed a waiting yellow cab when he got out of the terminal, and proceeded directly to Atwell’s place of business. Atwell was located on the 12th floor of a large brown stone office building which directly overlooked the old town section of San Diego. The Corporation Assistance Company occupied the entire 12th floor. He must be doing well, Fred thought.

Fred entered Atwell’s outer office and immediately was greeted by a stern middle-aged woman. Her over-used makeup made her look significantly older than she was. The room was permeated with a slight stench. Fred could not discern the issuing source.

“Do you have an appointment?” she briskly asked.

 Fred said, “No, but I’m sure he’ll see me.” The woman started to say that Mr. Atwell didn’t see anyone without an appointment. But before she could get the words out, her intercom lit up and on the other end Fred recognized Atwell’s penetrating voice. He said, “Send the great lieutenant in right now.” 

As Fred entered the interior office, he started to ask Atwell how he knew he was there; but then Fred remembered the strange extensive powers that Atwell possessed. 

Atwell sat at a desk which was almost a replica of George Schultz’s mahogany one in Sarasota. The only difference was that Atwell’s desk was at least two feet both wider and longer; and it contained a name plate twice as large as Schultz’s with the word PRESIDENT embossed in gold on it. 

Atwell was not a large man, so he was almost swallowed up by the desk. Atwell had worked for Schultz for several years, and this apparently was his validation to his own ego that he was now financially the better man. 

Atwell had two photos of beautiful women on his desk. They were pointed toward any visitor who would walk in the room. Maureen had told Fred when a picture is pointed away from the owner of the desk it is an indication of an ego trip, trying in effect to impress a guest with what he possessed. Fred couldn’t help smiling.

Atwell’s cigar was significantly longer and fatter than a normal cigar. Now Fred knew the source for the odor, the scent of which had escaped into Atwell’s reception room. 

“Want one?” he asked. “They’re Cuban and damn hard to come by.”

“No thanks, I still comply with the law.”

Atwell smiled, “Of course you do, Fred; and so do I—when it suits me.

“What do you think, Fred? My former boss would be impressed, would he not?” Atwell pointed to his massive desk. “The gold on my nameplate is solid 24 karat. Do you know that Schultz’s name plate is nothing but cheap gold paint?”

Both Schultz and Atwell had overbearing egos, but Schultz’s paled by comparison.

“I guess Schultz would be impressed,” Fred responded.

The small talk was over for Atwell, “What can I do for you?”

“Donna Lang has escaped from prison.”

“Yes, I know. I continue to keep up regularly with the Sarasota news. But what’s that got to do with me?”

“You helped me capture Donna the last time, so I hope you will do it again.”

“Fred, I have no desire to leave these elaborate surroundings to help you capture that dumb bitch. I make about five million a year; and of that, one million goes to grease the palms of politicians who will give rich guys like me a tax reduction and screw the dumb middle-class. As far as Donna is concerned, I hated her guts. She turned me down for a date—said I was too short. Can you imagine? I’m at least four inches taller than that dumb bitch.”

As Fred recalled, Donna was the taller of the two. But he didn’t want to activate Atwell’s highly sensitive area, so he remained silent while fighting to hold back a smile.

Fred thought that if he could get Atwell talking about his successful business enterprise, he might be more receptive to Fred’s request.

Fred said, “I didn’t know you had the business acumen to open this type of operation.”

“I don’t. I casually met a guy at a bar when I first relocated to San Diego. It turned out he was a successful businessman who was having great difficulty making a decision about one of his investments. I entered the portal of his mind and found out what he thought was the best course of action; I also mentally extracted some details about the investment. I fed him back what he already knew, but coming from me it seemed like an independent reinforcing opinion. His investment turned out to be highly successful, and he logically recommended me to others. So that’s how I got started, simply parroting back what these millionaires already knew and intuitively felt. But they were too damn insecure to go along with their gut instincts.”

“How did you get the start up money?”

“Simple, I placed a picture in their minds of how successful they would be if they fronted me.”

“That must have been difficult.”

Atwell smiled.

Suddenly Fred was no longer in an office! He was now precariously perched on the end of a ten foot diving board wearing too-tight red and white plaid swimming trunks; below him was a huge swimming pool with inviting robin’s egg blue waters reflecting back an untroubled sky with passing silk, white clouds. The temperature was perfect; air in the 70’s with low humidity, and a slight breeze at his back completed the picture. He could smell the heavy salt air generated from the Caribbean Sea which lapped the shore line just beyond the resort. Wild parrots were opening their wings, and about to take flight from the copse of palm trees in the thick jungle forest to his right. He noticed a series of lacquered bamboo tables across the pool and a smiling Mexican waiter pointing to a rum and coke in his tray—it was Fred’s favorite drink. He forgot the lime slice, Fred thought, when suddenly it appeared in the top of the drink. 

Fred wondered how he got here and how he was going to get back to the States, when suddenly, still clad in his swimming trunks, he looked down from a slight rise in the terrain and saw only blue ice, miles and miles of it. The temperature had immediately dropped at least 100 degrees; his reddened feet had already entered the first stage of frostbite. He wrapped his frigid body tightly in his unclad arms, a wholly symbolic gesture which did nothing to corral the cold or reduce his increasing pain. 

Then, in an instant he was back in Atwell’s office, shivering uncontrollably.

“See, Fred?” Atwell was saying. “It’s not hard at all to place vivid images in one’s mind. By the way, I’m sorry I forgot your lime slice. Your signals were not quite that clear to me.”

Fred still had residual thoughts of the uncontained cold that had just ravished his body as he said through frozen lips, “You win that one.”

At one time Fred had thought he could compete with Atwell on an equal basis, but no more. Somehow Atwell had continued to develop his amazing powers during the four years that they had been apart.

“Not true,” Atwell said, reading Fred’s mind. “It used to be pure entertainment for me, but I have now focused only on developing that segment which makes me rich. I improved my ability to read thoughts and to place vivid pictures into my potential client’s minds. Actually, I suspect my other ESP abilities have waned significantly since I haven’t used them in years.”

“That may be so, Atwell, but you still can read minds; can you tell me anything about what Donna is doing now, what she’s thinking, where she’s located?”

“Harris, you recall that incident years ago when I read your wife’s mind when you hid her away in an insane asylum to protect her from Donna, don’t you?”

Fred thought there is no reason to even have to articulate words to Atwell since he seems to be a master at reading my mind. Fred said defensively, “I still cringe from that experience, but I felt that was the only way I could have protected her at the time.”

“Look, Fred, she was physically near us at the time, was she not—in Sarasota or Bradenton?”

“No, she was in Fort Myers, about eighty miles away.”

“That’s interesting. Normally my mind reading ability can only extend so far; the farther away the subject, the more conflicting and washed out images my mind sees. Donna, I assume, is somewhere in Florida. So, even if I wanted to, and I don’t, I couldn’t receive any mental images from that great a distance. That’s why the distant readings that the Russians and our own military attempted during the cold war era never worked consistently and was never tried again. 

“Fred, I recall when you were interviewing me at AU you were able to make an object move, just through the use of your mental facilities. You didn’t even know you had the power back then. Remember this; since we had the device removed from Donna, she’s become just an ordinary individual. You have a hell of a lot more innate power than she does—just use it!”

Fred looked down. “I never developed it any further; I found it more satisfying to employ conventional police methods.”

“Fred, you’re an idiot; I gave you that device so you could use it; well, you still can.” Atwell paused. “Wait a minute, you can’t use it. Donna stole that device from you, didn’t she?”

“Yes. But, Marv, if you went to Florida, you could read her mind, find her, and help me capture her again.”

“You don’t understand, Fred. I could but I don’t want to. You’re totally on your own now.”

Fred made one more frustrated attempt, “Face facts, Marv, Donna tried to kill me because I was the arresting officer. But you were the one that provided me with all the assistance. She will at some point in the future try to kill you as well. Let’s combine our forces and get her now before she gets that damn contrivance re-inserted.” 

“Fred, do you really think she could ever be the equal of me? Hell, it was mainly my capabilities that were programmed into that device; and I never came close to transferring all of them for the development of the prototype. Fred, she could never kill me, she’s no match for me, and she never will be!”

Just then the intercom buzzed. Atwell picked it up and said, “Sure, send him in.

“Sorry, Fred, it’s a paying customer who’s about to come in. You have nothing further to offer me. Have a good life; and don’t even think about coming to see me again.”

As a well dressed man started to enter Atwell’s office, Fred made one more futile attempt.

“If I could offer you something, then would you reconsider?”

“Sure, Fred, and that will be the day there’s a blizzard in Key West and a heat spell in the Arctic.” He dismissed Fred with a wave of his hand.

As he left Atwell’s office, Fred thought, Damn, I hate that man!

“I know you do, Fred,” Atwell loudly responded from the other side of the office door.

The trip to San Diego had not been as successful as Fred had hoped. But as an optimist he envisioned distinct possibilities emerging from the visit. 


 

Chapter 19

 

Jim and Fred were reviewing the details of the case in Jim’s office. 

Jim said, “I’ve been curious; do we know anything at all about Donna’s family?”

“None whatsoever; I asked the Tallahassee warden and she said her parents were both dead. She had no other information.” 

“Fred, that information might well be bogus. And if, by a remote chance, her parents are still alive we might get a lead there.”

“Okay, Jim, good thinking. Let me start with AU and determine if they retained any records back when she was employed there.” 

Fred called George Schultz and asked him if he kept any old personnel records and if so, would he check into what he had on Donna Lang.

Schultz said, “Generally we keep the records only a short time after an employee leaves, but I’ll check it out and get back to you.”

In a couple of minutes Fred’s phone rang. 

“Got the records Fred, you’re lucky. For some reason we didn’t destroy them, maybe because of all the calls we were getting from the media after Donna’s arrest. At any rate all we have is an address for her, actually two addresses. On her application for employment, she said her parents were deceased and she had no other family. As a matter of routine, our personnel department asks for a prospective employee’s addresses over the last five years to get an accurate picture of how they paid their rents and mortgages, how they behaved, if they were receiving threatening calls from finance companies and the like. Normally we would have had much more extensive information than we retained on Donna because most of our employees have to obtain a classified clearance from the feds. But Donna was hired as a receptionist, so she didn’t require a clearance.”

“I see, give me the two addresses that you had for her.”

Fred checked the landlords for the two places that Donna resided prior to her being hired by AU. 

John Temple, the landlord of the first apartment that Donna had lived in, had nothing negative to say about Donna. His comments were so positive that Fred might have hired Donna at the time, had he not known about her troubled background.

“She always paid her bills on time and I never got any indication she had credit problems. No, sorry, I don’t know anything about her family.”

Donna’s last known landlord had equal praise for Donna. Donna had told him about her parents being both killed in a car crash. He believed it was in Indiana, but he didn’t know the city.

“Anything else?” Fred asked.

“Just one thing which I doubt is important.”

“What’s that?”

“Well when she left she left behind a -–I really don’t know what it’s called, but it looked like an Amish cap to me. As you know, we have an extensive Amish community in Sarasota and the cap looked like one that the women wear in that region. The strange thing is that, to my knowledge, Donna was far from religious. She never went to church while she stayed here and her dresses were very short, not the sort that the Amish would ever wear.”

Fred wasn’t sure how to proceed with the limited information he had received. He called in Detective Grimes and asked him to canvass the entire Amish neighborhood, and to show each resident a picture of Donna.

“See if anyone ever had contact with her.” he directed.

“Boss, that could take weeks.”

“No, the community is fairly small, it’s mainly concentrated in one area. We don’t have weeks at our disposal, get to work.”


 

Chapter 20

 

That next day the same woman who had visited the National Institute of Health’s library, entered the personnel area of the Fort Myers Hospital. Earlier, she had filled out a host of papers applying for the position of a registered nurse in their operating room. The head personnel specialist looked suspiciously over her half spectacles at the woman’s basic application, along with two attachments—glowing recommendations from two major hospitals in the Chicago area. 

“I’m impressed,” the woman said. “You received a nurse’s degree from Mary Washington College in Fredericksburg, Virginia, with top honors. And you served for ten years in operating rooms in the mid-west area. You are certainly what we are looking for, but you understand that if you’re hired you will only be a temporary employee until our regular nurse returns after her maternity leave.” 

 “Yes, I understand, that will be fine.” 

“Normally we check applications out quite extensively; but your application is so impressive, and we really desperately need someone right now . . . I’m going to take the chance and hire you, but I want you to know I rarely do such a thing.” 

“Thank you so much,” the woman said, smiling. “You won’t be sorry.”

“Can you start tomorrow?”

“That would be fine, but since I’m new to the hospital I would like to familiarize myself with the operating rooms; would that be possible?”

“Yes, I’ve no meetings for a couple of hours; I’d be happy to show you around. By the way, your first operation assist will be 8 a.m. tomorrow morning; you have to be here not later than 6 a.m. Would that be acceptable?” 

“Sure; and perhaps during the tour, you will introduce me to the surgeon who is doing the operations as well?” 

“I think I can do that. This will work out great for the two of us. Now, please complete the information for Social Security, print your past addresses over the past ten years, complete all that nasty bureaucratic stuff that we need, and then we’ll get started with your hospital tour.”

The woman completed the necessary forms, putting down false addresses and a false Social Security number. I will be long gone before they find out any of this, she reasoned. 

* * *

A couple days had passed, and Fred contacted the police chief in Tallahassee whose office was working the case of the prison breakout. 

Fred identified himself, and the chief said, “Yes, the warden told me about you and that you thought Donna, Jane, and her boyfriend Slim Woods might have escaped to your neck of the woods.”

“Yes, that’s correct. I’m wondering if you have more information from your side?”

“I checked the Wood’s homestead, Slim’s mother and brother still live there. I brought them both in for questioning; both the mother and her son claim they never saw Slim after the breakout. They claimed they were not close to him and that he didn’t communicate with them often. I didn’t believe them, but there wasn’t much else I could do to get the information out of them. Since Slim had served his full sentence, he didn’t have to report to a parole officer. I interviewed the few neighbors that reside in their rural area, and they professed ignorance as well. We put a watch on their house in case he returns sometime in the future. I also checked for stolen cars in our general area but had no luck; so I have no idea what type of vehicle they used for their getaway. Slim’s brother is a trucker and he goes into the Oklahoma City area once every four days. He could have taken Slim with him at any time. But that’s a lot of miles for us to cover; Slim could have stolen a car from virtually any town on the way.”

“Thanks, Chief, give me a call if anything breaks.”

“Sure, you do the same.”

Fred hung up, thinking—another damn dead end! Sarasota is a major vacation town during the winter, he thought, vacationers and snowbirds from all over the country and from Europe come here for its warmth and white quartz beaches. There’s no use looking for an out of town car, he thought, that was an impossible exercise. 

He recalled that one time while visiting an in-law he had traveled to the small town of Pineville, West Virginia. He guessed its population was well under a thousand. There was not much there to attract visitors, and it was quite a few miles from the state border; so basically all the license plates in the town were from West Virginia. After he left the area and returned home, he got a call from his sister-in-law. She had picked up the local police frequency on her scanner and found out the police had been tracking his car while he had been in town because it was not only out of state, but was all the way from Florida. And that alone was enough to raise their suspicions. At times he wished he lived in that small town; because anyone out of that world of sameness would become an immediate suspect. He had no such luck living in such a large transient community.


 

Chapter 21

 

When Fred arrived at work, Detective Grimes was sitting in his office with his feet on the top of Fred’s desk.

Fred sarcastically said, “Comfortable, I hope?”

“Yes—ah, sorry, Boss, but I’ve got some news for you. I got in contact with someone who thought she might have known Donna about ten years ago. I showed her the picture and she said the problem was the young woman she knew year ago was a brunette and her hair was always combed into a bun, but the face was very familiar. I told her you might want to talk to her just in case it was the person we’re looking for.”

“Thanks, it’s most likely a dead end; but I’ll check it out anyway.”

The woman’s address was in the Pinecraft sector of Sarasota. The area consisted of several small houses and crowded, almost non-negotiable narrow streets. Three wheel bicycles populated the entire area; cars parked in the area were the exception. As Fred got out of his car, he was almost run down by one of those three wheel bicycles with a large carrying box secured over its back wheel. All around him were women, void of any makeup, wearing long skirts, and men dressed in black, each wearing long untrimmed beards. Some of the men wore what seemed like a half stovepipe hat reminiscent of the mid 1800’s. It seemed as if each house had its own clothesline; all were crammed with spotless cotton clothes. This is an area where technical progress was left behind eons ago, Fred thought. I suspect none of the residents work for Maytag.

Fred’s contact was a middle-aged woman who all her life had been taught not to worry about her appearance. Her one-piece dress was draped well beyond her knees and she was adorned in a white see-through bonnet cap. Fred could not detect a hint of makeup on her.

“Ma’am, Detective Grimes told me you might be able to identify this person.” Fred showed her a picture taken of Donna about four years earlier. 

“Yes, the person I knew looked very much like her; but she was one of us and always wore a long solid black dress and black stockings. This woman has on bright colorful clothes and her dress is—well, just let me say that no one in this community would even think about wearing such a thing.”

“You wouldn’t have a picture of her, by any chance?” Fred asked.

“Oh no, she was a neighbor, she lived a couple of houses down the street.”

“Did she live by herself?”

 “No she lived with her sister until—well, until the killing.”

“Killing? What killing?”

“Well, you should know, you’re a policeman; I’m talking about the gruesome murder of Amy Brown’s sister.”

“Amy Brown?”

“Yes, that’s the girl that looked like the person in the photo that you showed me.”

Fred remembered the case well. He had been out of town when it happened. He wasn’t the investigating officer, but he recalled that a young girl had been decapitated. Amy Brown claimed that she was hiding in the closet when the murder occurred, and that as a result she really had seen very little. She claimed that an intruder had broken in and stole all of the money that they had recently inherited from their aunt. Both sisters had agreed not to put their sizable inheritance into the bank, but to keep it in a shelf above a large closet in the house. 

Amy Brown was never considered a suspect since she displayed such authentic grief towards the death of her sister and was so deeply religious, a fact confirmed by all of her nearby neighbors. She claimed that she only had the benefit of a transitional glance at the murderer just before she was able hide in a bedroom closet and escape. The case had never been solved. 

“Do you recall if either of Miss Brown’s parents is still alive?”

“I have no idea; but back then her parents lived in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, as I recall.” 

“Were they Amish as well?” 

“Yes, they were.”

Fred returned to the station and pulled the files on the Brown murder. There was nothing in the file that he didn’t already remember, but he found a single photograph of Amy Brown. Fred was now positive that Amy Brown and Donna Lang were one and the same!

* * *

For the third day in a row, Fred felt sick to his stomach. Today was worse than yesterday. When he got out of bed, he almost fell over from a sudden spell of vertigo. When he checked his weight on his bathroom scale, he was shocked that he had lost four unintended pounds. 

As he entered the chief’s office, Jim immediately noticed Fred’s pallid complexion.

“Fred, what the hell’s the matter with you? You look terrible, like your life’s blood has been sucked out of you.”

“I’m not sure, Jim. I guess it’s a virus of some type that I can’t get rid of. My stomach aches like crazy and now I seem to be dizzy all the time. I even had a couple of severe nosebleeds during the last two days. None of the over the counter medicines seem to work for me.” 

“You know, Fred, your symptoms are a lot like that guy who came into see us last year because he thought he was being poisoned. It turned out that he was correct.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember. As I recall the poison was cyanide. His wife put a small amount in his milk each morning. With that small a dose he couldn’t taste it but it had accumulated in his system. He eventually died from it. Over the length of time he had consumed it, it had permeated all of his vital organs; and it was too late for the doctors to do anything for him after it was discovered in his system.”

“Well, Fred, he had some of the same general symptoms and look as you do now.”

“What are you saying, Jim, that I’m being poisoned by Maureen?”

Jim paused. “No, of course not—but is it possible that Donna might have gotten into your food supply somehow?”

“Come on, Jim, that’s too far out.” 

“Fred, why don’t you see your friend Dr. John? He’s an excellent physician and I’m sure he can diagnose your problem right away.”

That afternoon Fred was awaiting the results of a blood test that Dr. John had ordered.

Dr. John walked slowly into the examination room. Since Fred had last seen him, the doctor’s full black beard had been gradually eclipsed by emerging white strands.

Fred sat in a chair next to the examining table. As was his habit when he was anxious, his left foot was exhibiting a constant up and down motion as he awaited the results of his medical tests. 

“Well, Doctor, what’s the verdict? Please tell me that I’m not being poisoned.” Fred released a nervous laugh.

Dr. John softly put his hand on Fred’s shoulder. “I wish I could tell you that, Fred, but I can’t. You have a significant amount of poison in your system.”

Fred was bewildered. “Good Lord! Uh, I’m not going to die, am I?”

For one of the few times in his life the talkative Dr. John said nothing.


 

Chapter 22

 

 At that same moment Donna and Polish were again getting hot and heavy in front of Dr. Anderson, who made no attempt to suppress his total disgust as he watched from his position on the sofa. 

At that moment they heard the sound of police sirens in the distance. “Damn,” Polish said. “We have to get away, somehow they’ve discovered where we are.” 

“It’s too late,” she said. “They’ll be here before we even get to the car. Where did you screw up?”

“Me?? I’m not the one prancing around the damn world for everyone to see. They probably traced you back here. I’ve either been here or at work, so don’t you try to blame this on me!”

At that moment the sirens reached their highest pitch. A few seconds later, just after the police cars reached the entrance to the trailer park, the sounds started to fade. The occupants of the trailer now knew that the cops were not coming to their location. Donna and her lover smiled in relief. 

None of the trailer’s occupants knew that ten miles down the same highway, a local real estate agent had found out that a prime piece of land was going to be released from probate and would soon be available for development. That agent contacted a developer who had visions of putting up a hundred or so homes in the area, constructing a guard house, and building a continuous stucco cement wall all around what was to become his prized gated community. 

As the two men had been inspecting the property, they noticed an area in which Jane’s body had been carelessly buried. The spot had recently been covered with fresh dirt. The men, sensing something was not right, had called the police. The first cop who went to the site uncovered the body and called for backup help. In a few short minutes, the newly arrived cops would know that Jane Doe had been murdered. But that knowledge wouldn’t help at all in their attempt to determine where Donna was hiding, even though they had just passed within fifty feet of the trailer in which she was residing.


 

Chapter 23

 

Fred was clearly concerned. “Doc, what’s in that needle?”

Dr. John said, “I’m going to inject you with a significant amount of warfarin which hopefully will start to immediately counteract the effect of the copious amount of coumadin that you’ve somehow ingested.”

“Wait a minute, Doc. I’ve never taken coumadin in my life.” 

“Well, Fred, somehow it got into your system. And I suspect, based on the length of time that you’ve had symptoms, it wasn’t just from one dose.” 

“What’s the effect of too much coumadin?” 

“If it’s not reversed quickly, you will bleed to death. It’s commonly referred to as a blood thinner, but it doesn’t really change the viscosity of blood. It simply reduces the quantity of the selective proteins in the liver that influence blood clotting. I use it in my practice to dissolve blood clots. It’s also used in rat poison. But under no circumstances would I ever prescribe the level that you presently have in your system. Have you had any nosebleeds recently?”

“Yes, severe ones.”

“That’s also a clear sign of the overdose.”

“But I know I never took the stuff; so how in hell could it have gotten into my system?” 

“It’s taken orally. Your overdose was either by accident or design.” 

“Well, it wasn’t my design; and I know damn well that I didn’t take it accidentally.” 

“Fred, it appears to me that someone’s trying to kill you. I would suggest, before you ingest anything at all that you have at your house, that you have all your food and drinks checked for the presence of coumadin.” 

“But Maureen has been fine.” 

“Then it must be something that you’ve consumed but she hasn’t, because humans have no natural defense for coumadin consumed in large quantities. If she were also taking it, she would be as sick as you are.” 

* * *

On the way home, Fred mentally filtered through all the food and drinks that he and Maureen had consumed during the past week, trying to isolate those products that Maureen either did not consume or had consumed in very small amounts. They generally ate the same food in only slightly different portions, but Fred realized that he was the only one to drink regular coffee and orange juice. He only consumed coffee in the presence of Maureen; and since she had been with him for breakfast only one day this past week, his coffee input had been intentionally limited. However, he routinely had one small glass of orange juice each morning. Maureen had problems with the acidic taste of all citrus fruits, so she never consumed the drink.

Fred contacted the police medical unit to conduct an analysis of the content of the orange juice in his refrigerator. The results came back right away. The juice was saturated with coumadin. 

Jim said, “I suggest we check out all the other food products in your home as well, Fred. Knowing Donna, she might have contaminated more than one food source, hoping that when you found it in the orange juice, you would believe that you wouldn’t need to check further.”

Fred said, “I have to agree with your logic, Jim. I’ll make sure every food product in our house is checked out.” 

“Fred, when did you purchase this juice?”

“About a week ago; Maureen bought the orange juice at the local supermarket. Obviously, the poison had to have been introduced sometime after it was in our house.”

“The next question, Fred, is how did Donna get into your house?” 

“I don’t see how she could have, we had a police guard at the house the entire week; and I also have a fairly good security system in place. We’ve had no indication of any tampering or break-ins. With Donna’s past use of surrogates to do her dirty work, the other question I have to ask myself is—who’s been in my house the last week or so?”

“Good point, Fred, and who has been?” 

“Let’s see—there was the pizza delivery man, Maureen and I have pizza once every week; the air conditioning repair man came during the week to check out our system; and, of course, Patrolman Stewart was there all this week for security purposes.” 

“Would any of them have entered or had access to your kitchen?” 

“All of them, the pizza man delivers via our back door, which enters into the kitchen. The air conditioning man worked on our faulty thermostat, which is located next to the café doors to the kitchen. And the patrolman has coffee and donuts in the kitchen every morning.” 

Jim said, “None of them sounds like the usual suspect. However, get me the names of the air conditioning repair man and the pizza delivery man, and I’ll bring them in for questioning. I think we can bypass Patrolman Stewart in the investigation, at least for the moment.” 

Fred said, “I’ll make the arrangements.” 

His first call was to the Fast Fix Air Conditioning Company. Curt Ryan, who had serviced Fred’s home, agreed to go to the station on his way home from work. Fred refused to provide Ryan with any information, except to say he needed his help in a police investigation. Fred’s next call was to the pizza shop located a few blocks from his house. Fred recalled the young man who delivered to their home that week was named Rudy. When he asked for Rudy, the manager said, “I have no idea where he is.” 

“What do you mean, he shows up for work, doesn’t he?”

“He’s a full time college student, but he’s also a part time pizza delivery man who works for us only in the evenings. He hasn’t shown up for work for the past two days. As far as I’m concerned, he’s no longer working for us. College kids come and go; I suspect he got a nice fat check from his parents and he no longer needs the work. When the money runs out, he most likely will be on our doorstep looking for work again and I guess I’ll probably hire him again. He’s a good worker.”

“Do you have his phone number and address?”

The manager provided Fred with the requested data. After several phone calls with no answer, Fred decided to visit Rudy’s home address. 

He called Jim to give him a briefing. Fred was surprised when Jim said he wanted to join Fred in the inspection of Rudy’s living quarters. Fred got there first. On the street in front of the house was a rusty 1980 Honda with make love not war decals plastered all over the back bumper. At the side of the house was an empty bike rack. A couple of minutes later Jim met Fred on the front steps of the sprawling pale-yellow ranch house. When they knocked on the door, they were greeted by an elderly man who possessed a heavy waxed white mustache curled down and around his lips. He looked to be the perfect candidate for an old time beer ad, Fred thought. Fred showed the man his badge and explained that he wanted to see Rudy to obtain his help with their investigation. 

“It’s nothing serious you, understand.” Jim added. As Jim was speaking the man glanced at him with a peculiar expression. As they entered the living room, Fred felt he was suddenly thrown back into an earlier era. None of the furnishings were contemporary, and most displayed years of heavy wear. In a few cases there was an unsuccessful effort to repair some of the more dilapidated furniture pieces. 

 The man said, “Rudy is overdue with his monthly rent and he hasn’t contacted me for the past few days. In fact, I was just getting ready to put his stuff out on the street.”

That’s good, Fred thought. Since the room has reverted to the homeowner’s control, he and Jim didn’t have to get a warrant to search the place; they just needed the homeowner’s permission.

Rudy’s quarters consisted of a large one room efficiency apartment. There was a small kitchen area squeezed in one end of the room. It consisted of a tiny stove and a camper-sized refrigerator. A trailer-sized sink was wedged in between the two. Above were two cabinets containing an assortment of dishes from different sets. There was no bathroom; Fred assumed that Rudy used the nearby one in the hall.

The owners had obviously built the rental unit for extra income. This was a residential zoned area and Fred suspected that the owners did not get permission from the county to rent part of their house out. He also suspected the income had never been reported to the feds. He was not concerned about that small a violation; he only hoped that Jim would not pursue it either, since more important issues prevailed. 

Fred opened Rudy’s clothes closet. Rudy’s wardrobe was the standard outfit for a college student; jeans and colored tee shirts dominated the hangers. On the shelf above was a stack of neatly piled college textbooks. The bed was neatly made up. A light gray-lined maroon jacket rested on the black spread. 

Fred went through the dresser drawers. Underneath Rudy’s socks and underwear was a bank book. A deposit of four thousand dollars had been made in late November. An annotation was made: “from Dad for college tuition.” Small deposits of varying amounts had been made at other times during the year; Fred assumed they were from Rudy’s pizza delivery income. But a deposit of ten thousand dollars had been made five days ago. There was no annotation. 

Jim said, “Well, Mr. Detective, what do you make out of all this?” 

“Well,” said Fred, “First I assume that Rudy disappeared during daylight hours; my best guess is between ten in the morning and mid afternoon. Most likely he disappeared at or around his college. He never returned home for his pizza delivery job. His college is nearby. And by the way, he’s the man who attempted to poison me and perhaps Maureen as well.”

“How did you possibly come up with all of that based on what little evidence is in this room?”

“During this time of the year, the evenings and early morning are light jacket weather. His jacket was on the bed. By 10 a.m. the mornings warm up considerably, so I’m assuming he has late morning or early afternoon classes. His car is parked directly outside; no way would the homeowners own that car with the category of messages that appear on its back bumper stickers. His bike rack is empty, so he obviously took his bike to class. Had he returned from classes and left for his job, he would have taken his jacket with him to cope with the cooler evening weather. And, of course, the bike rack wouldn’t have been empty.” 

“OK, but how do you know that he tried to murder you and Maureen?”

“I’m not sure that he attempted to murder us both or just me—not enough evidence yet for that determination. But his father paid for his spring tuition about a month or so ago. It was clearly annotated that the large sum came from his father. About five days ago he had deposited a large amount of money with no annotation. It’s an educated guess, but I’m sure that was his payoff money. Jim, lets talk to the pizza owner and see if we can find out more about Rudy.”

“Wait a minute, why do you believe it was payoff money? It could have just as easily come from his job at the pizza place.”

“Uh, Jim, ten thousand dollars from pizza deliveries? That’s a hell of a lot of pizza! Besides, according to his bank book he was in the habit of frequently putting small sums of money into his checking account; that obviously was his money from his pizza deliveries. Based on his banking habits, he didn’t accumulate any savings from his pizza money; so such a large sum had to have come from a separate source.”

“Next question, Fred, why isn’t it possible that he tried to kill both you and Maureen?”

“It’s entirely possible. It’s possible that when he contaminated the orange juice he anticipated we would both be drinking it; or it’s also possible that he knew that Maureen didn’t drink orange juice. If I believe the latter, I would have to either believe that Donna has regained her full powers and was able to read my mind; or someone close to us knew about our habits, and Donna used that information to selectively go after me. I just don’t know the answer.” 

Fred again met with the home’s owner and asked him, “Would you know anything about any phone calls Rudy might have received? 

“Oh yes, he has no phone; I tried to get him to buy a cell phone but he said he didn’t have the money. So he used our phone to make and receive his calls. He usually spoke to his girlfriend, and sometimes to his father.”

Jim asked, “How did you know who it was?”

 Again the man looked strangely at Jim and paused before he spoke.

“I always answered the phone and got used to hearing their voices. Also, I couldn’t help overhearing his conversations with them. It became obvious who he was taking to and often what it was about.”

Fred asked, “Did anyone else call Rudy recently?”

“Yes officer, he did,” the man said, as he pointed to Jim. 


 

Chapter 24

 

It turned out that Jim had a similar voice to Rudy’s mysterious caller. The elderly man confessed that with his new hearing aid, a lot of male voices had started to sound similar. The man provided Fred with Rudy’s father’s phone number and address. He was located in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, which Fred noticed was coincidentally the same area in which Donna’s mother had resided. 

Fred called Rudy’s father. The father immediately assumed that his son was in some type of trouble. 

“Why do you believe that?” Fred asked.

“Because it wouldn’t be the first time that it happened. That’s why I paid for his college education, to see if he couldn’t set himself straight.”

When Fred asked about the large sum of money Rudy recently deposited in the bank, Rudy’s father said he knew nothing about it. 

Fred next contacted the dean of students at New College about Rudy’s attendance over the past week. The dean said he would check into it, and a couple of hours later he called back.

 “Rudy was taking Psychology 201, which is scheduled for 3 p.m. every weekday. He hasn’t been in class for three days, and we haven’t heard from him. And, by the way, security had reported that his bike is in the rack outside the building where his class meets; it hasn’t been moved for three days.”

* * *

That evening Fred and Jim compared notes on the investigation. Jim said, “I spoke at length to your air conditioning repairman and I believe he’s clean.”

Fred said, “I don’t think that was in doubt, ever since we came across Rudy.”

“Fred, do you think we’ll ever find him?”

“Not a chance, he’s dead and buried somewhere. He never got a chance to use his payment for services rendered. But our investigation has told me one thing; and it’s a very positive thing.”

“And that is?”

“After some reflection I’ve decided that Donna doesn’t yet have the powers she once had. She had to rely on a conventional hit man to act for her. If she had her powers restored there would have been no need for a cash transaction. She would have simply reprogrammed some minds to do her bidding. Jim, I have to go to see Dr. John again. My body is beat, and I need to be tested to see if his antidote for the poison that I ingested is working.”


 

Chapter 25

 

Dr. John conducted a thorough blood test on Fred and determined that the viscosity of his blood had almost returned to normal. He directed Fred to take it easy for a few days, a prescription that he knew in advance that Fred would not follow. He also directed Fred to come back in about a week to verify that his blood remained normal. 

When Fred returned to his office, he made several calls to the Lancaster area. Finally, he contacted the local postmaster in the area in which Amy Brown’s mother last lived and asked him if he had any information about her. The clerk told him that he knew Mrs. Brown, but she did not have a phone. He lived only two doors away from her, and as a favor he had been acting as the contact point for her for the few phone calls she normally received. 

When Mrs. Brown got to the phone, Fred identified himself and said that he wanted to talk to her about her daughter and would visit her the following day. 

Fred arrived at the Harrisburg airport around noon the next day. Snow from a recent storm piled up all along the runway, virtually eliminating any traces of shoulders. Fred rented a four-wheel drive SUV at the airport; in less than an hour he arrived at the modest Brown cottage homestead. Chocolate brown paint was peeling from various spots on the enclosed front porch; Fred observed rotten wood at the bottom of the front door. This was certainly not the dwelling of a middle-class individual.

When he knocked on the door, an attractive middle-aged woman, dressed in a loose-fitting, long dark blue dress, opened the door to greet him. 

“Officer, I’m so happy that you came to bring me news about my daughter.”

“Yes, but first I must ask you a few questions to determine if I even know the person I have information on is your daughter. When was the last time you heard from her?”

“It was about ten years ago. It was right after the murder of my poor daughter Debbie, and just before my dear husband passed away.” 

“I’m terribly sorry about the death of your loved ones. Where was Debbie murdered?”

“She was murdered in Sarasota in the same house that my sister died in.” 

“How did your sister die?” 

“She died of a heart attack.”

“Was an autopsy performed?”

“No, no reason to, her health seemed to be going downhill for a long time before she passed.”

“I must ask you why both of your daughters chose to live with your sister.”

“Money, officer, money. My husband became somewhat disabled and it was during a period of high inflation in the country. We could hardly pay for their clothing, but my sister was much better off. Her husband had invented a labor saving device and it was worth millions.

It’s ironic, isn’t it, an Amish family inventing a labor saving device? Anyway, letting them leave was a difficult decision; we both cried for days when we shipped them off to Florida.”

“What did Amy have to say at the time about her sister’s murder?”

“Not much, she told me she had hid in the hall closet to get away; she never saw the murderer. She made all the difficult arrangements for the shipment of Debbie’s body to our local funeral home. She was supposed to meet us here before the services, but she didn’t show up. We didn’t understand, because she was such a responsible, sweet girl.”

“Did you ever learn why she didn’t meet you?”

“We got a call from a Sarasota policeman who said Amy had gone boating with a friend in the Gulf of Mexico near some island—Siesta Key, I believe he said. A storm suddenly blew in from the west and her small boat capsized. I was told that, after a week’s extensive search, they failed to find either her or her friend. At first I didn’t believe it was Amy. She couldn’t swim, and I was sure she would never in her life have gone out on a boat. But the officer described her perfectly. He stayed in contact with me for about two weeks after Amy disappeared. He was very calming, but unfortunately he had nothing further to report after the accident. He said, as much as he hated to tell me, there were a lot of man-eating sharks in the area; and he knew that after that much elapsed time her body would never be found.”

“Do you remember the name of the officer?”

“No, but he was very helpful, even gave me his cell phone number. He told me not to call him at the station because I might speak to someone that wasn’t familiar with the case and he wanted to save me time. But he said he would be available night or day on his cell phone. We don’t have any modern conveniences, I used the post office to receive and make my phone calls.”

Fred knew the staged death had to have been a sham, but he couldn’t fathom how Amy’s mother wasn’t curious that it was never reported in the media. 

“What did the papers have to say about the boating deaths?”

“Officer, we don’t read the news, too many earthly things are contained in newspapers and on TV. As you can see, I don’t have a TV or radio.”

“I have two more questions, do you still have the officer’s phone number who contacted you, and do you have any pictures of Amy?”

“As far as his phone number—no, I lost that years ago. But I do have photos of Amy from when she was five until she was thirteen.” 

Fred looked at the display of photographs. Even in the earlier photos, there seemed to be an innate depravity lurking behind the girl’s outward smile.

“So, officer, have you found my daughter’s body? Have you located the person who killed my other daughter?”

This was a very nice religious woman. Fred didn’t have the heart to tell her, yes, we found your daughter and by the way she’s a cold-blooded murderer and that’s probably why she never sent you Mother’s Day cards. And by the way, I also suspect she killed your other daughter to obtain all of her aunt’s inheritance.

Instead he said, “No, I’m sorry, I have no news concerning your daughter, it was someone else I was looking for. I’m sure, however, that both of your daughters are now resting in heaven.”

“Thank you, officer, that’s very comforting. I have to mention something else that’s important, though I don’t believe it has anything to do with your investigation. But I need to get it off my mind, and you seem to be such a caring person.”

At that moment there was a knock on the door. A man dressed in a postal uniform informed her that her friend Rita was on the phone. She said, “Officer, if you would wait a short time I’ll be back but I have to speak to my friend since she’s having a lot of health problems and needs to speak with me right away.”

“No problem, I’m on my way anyway. It was nice talking with you.”

On the way back to the Harrisburg airport, Fred thought, obviously the person that contacted Mrs. Brown to tell her of the boat accident was using a bogus identity and had been coached to support Donna in her lie. He wondered how many other murders Donna had committed over the years. 


 

Chapter 26

 

In Fort Myers Hospital, the newly hired nurse reported to the neurosurgeon assigned to operating room two. He had three difficult neurological operations scheduled for the day. His new nurse performed well beyond his expectations. She anticipated his needs, handing him the appropriate surgical instrument at the proper moment in each of the complex surgeries. At times she noted something that even the surgeon had overlooked, and she delicately pointed it out to him.

At the end of the day the surgeon congratulated her on a job exceedingly well done. He confessed that he wished she could assist him permanently, if he could only get rid of his regular assistant who was on maternity leave. 

The next two days she performed just as flawlessly as she had earlier in the week. The following three days, the surgeon she had been assisting was scheduled to be off. That evening after work she returned to her trailer home. She took off her dark wig, letting her flowing blonde hair escape from its day of confinement. “Thank God,” she said, “that wig was damn hot.” She also removed the cloth inserts that she had placed in her cheeks to alter her appearance.

Polish asked, “How did you perform today?”

“Great, a self taught cram course on operating room instruments, a basic understanding of the practice of neurosurgery and familiarity with the hospital’s layout—everything is working out perfectly. I’m already a well-known face there, so the next few steps should be easy.”

She turned to Anderson, and asked, rhetorically, “You don’t mind if we abandon you, do you?” She and Polish went into the bedroom and closed the door. 

“Now, Polish, this will be a short indoctrination of what I’ve learned. You’re not going to have to know a lot of technical terms or the like; but you need to learn enough to know if our good friend Doc Anderson is doing all the right things when he operates on me. If he tries anything out of the ordinary, I want you to kill him on the spot, understood?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“Good.” She picked up the neurosurgery book she had stolen out of the National Institute of Health Library. She pointed to several photographs in the center of the book. “Okay, to start, this is what neurosurgeons’ instruments look like.”

On into the night she lectured him and then tested him with key questions about the process she was going to go through. Finally, at three in the morning she was exhausted, and he had to be up at seven to go to work. “I’ll go over this one more time when you get home from work,” she said. 

She had always been a quick study even with the most difficult of subjects; it was stressful for her to remain patient as Polish moved at glacier speed, attempting to pick up the complex process.

“Christ, you’re killing me,” he said. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep my eyes open at work.” 

“Don’t worry about it, we’re almost there.”

The next day after he returned from work, Donna went over his lessons in greater detail. He was now learning more quickly and satisfactorily enough that she trusted him to watch over her during the operation. After all, she thought, he’s not going to be the one operating on me –thank God.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “but I still don’t understand fully the details of what we’re going to do.” 

“Its simple, dear. The hospital I selected is the one our friend Dr, Anderson had applied to after he resigned from AU. He has been accepted in the capacity of a neurosurgeon. Two days from now he will be going to work in his new surroundings. I suspect the first day will be one of orientation, completing papers and the like. I will be with him, not as Donna, but as Nurse Sally Ryan. By now, they know me; I will tell them I’m his long time friend. The good Doc will nod yes because I will have a gun positioned next to his side. The beauty of that hospital is that it services the women’s prison nearby. The prison has limited medical facilities, just enough to deal with minor illnesses. That’s the limit of their capability; they have to transfer prisoners to the more sophisticated medical facility where Anderson is employed if the medical problem is more complicated.” 

“I understand, but how does that get you there for surgery?” 

 “I will contact the hospital on the phone as Warden Alice Stevens, who is the warden heading up the Fort Myers prison for women. A policeman will accompany me to the hospital for the removal of a non-malignant brain tumor; it will be an emergency surgery. The urgency of the need for the operation will eliminate the need for any prior bureaucratic paper work. I will be the patient, but I won’t be either Donna or Nurse Sally. Instead I will be wearing a prison uniform, have much shorter hair and contact lenses which will change the color of my eyes. They’re short handed at the hospital, and the neurosurgeon I have been working for will not be on duty that day. Dr. Anderson will be the attending physician.” 

“I get it so far, but how will I get in to watch Anderson during the operation?” 

“You idiot, I’ve told you a dozen times. You’ll be wearing a police uniform that morning. I obtained some articles of identification that you’ll need. You will accompany me and Dr. Anderson to the operating room. I’ll be identified as a dangerous criminal, so you will have to stay with me during the operation. That will be our scenario.”

“That doesn’t make much sense, how the hell could you possibly escape when you’re undergoing a major operation? My presence in the operating room is bound to be questioned.”

“The tack you will take is that you were told to guard the prisoner at all times, including during the period of surgery. Your position will be that, hey, I’m just a low-grade cop following orders. If challenged, you will say that it makes no sense to you either, but rules are rules. They won’t know enough to contradict you, nor will they care.”

“What about the anesthesiologist and the nurse in the operating room? Won’t they know immediately the type of operation that Anderson is trying to perform? 

“Hardly. You have to recognize that no one has seen this operation preformed, except for Dr. Anderson. I’ll have the doc manufacture a story that the ESP device is necessary to re-establish some brain function based on the tumor’s removal—it’s recently been developed by the Mayo Clinic and has been highly successful with a zero mortality rate. So far it’s been used exclusively at St. Mary’s Hospital in Rochester, Minnesota. Of course he won’t refer to it as an ESP device, just a mechanical insert to help in brain functioning. He will stress that if the operation is not performed immediately, the prisoner will die. Remember, many medical people are highly specialized and only trained in a select area; they follow the chain of command just like the military. Nurses don’t make decisions during operations, surgeons do. And anesthesiologists don’t operate, they are solely concerned with maintaining the proper amount of chemicals to keep the patient alive but unconscious. Once Dr. Anderson makes his case and re-enforces the fact that the operation has always been successful, both the nurse and the anesthesiologist will go along with it. Of course, if they don’t, you will be there to make sure they do what’s appropriate; but it will never come to that. Above all, I want you to make sure Anderson is doing the right thing and I don’t want your attention diverted—not for a second.”

“Damn it, Donna, this is too complicated! There are a lot of things that could go wrong.”

“We have no choice. We both know that Harris has made sure I can’t get back into the AU medical area. We have to go somewhere else; and what better place, with all the neurosurgery facilities, than the hospital in which Dr. Anderson has selected for his practice?”

“Won’t you need some medical attention after the operation?”

“That has to be accomplished in this trailer by you and Anderson. My recovery period was swift the last time I had the thing implanted –there’s no reason not to believe it won’t be just as fast this time. I had no complications then, and I won’t this time either.”


 

Chapter 27

 

The next morning Fred decided to take the day off and plan his next course of action. Since he left Donna’s mother, Fred had been troubled that he didn’t take time to wait for Mrs. Brown after her phone call to determine what she wanted to tell him about. He assumed it had no significance to his investigation, but he didn’t want to leave any detail unresolved. 

Sergeant Albright was having a cup of coffee when Fred came downstairs with his two dogs. Fred could detect the distinct smell of toast, and coffee brewing.

“I hope you don’t mind, Fred. I don’t want to invade your space, but I desperately need this stuff first thing in the morning to keep awake. And I require a little bit of nourishment as well,” he said, pointing to the toaster.

“No problem, Albright, anything in the kitchen or the pantry is yours. I appreciate your taking care of Maureen while I’m gone. Today, though, I think I’ll stay here and work in the den. I’d let you go, but if something comes up I might have to take off on a moment’s notice and in that time frame Maureen would be vulnerable.”

“I understand. By the way Fred, Jim told me to tell you the latest on the woman’s car that was parked just off the Tamiami Trail near the site where she was digging.” 

“Oh, yeah, Jim had a feeling that it was Donna. What’s the status?” 

“We got some good tire tracks and found out the make of the tire. It was a Firestone, but it’s a common size tire which can be used on several cars; it really doesn’t help us at all.” 

“Yes, I wasn’t too optimistic on that lead bearing any fruit.”

Fred took the dogs out and then went into his den to be alone. He pondered over different possibilities concerning the AU murder. In his reflective process he recognized that a couple of potentially inconsistent things were bothering him but they seemed to be buried deep in his subconscious. 

Then something that had been right before his eyes hit him. He was a friend of George Schultz, who ran the only diversified paranormal institute in the country—most likely in any country. Even though Atwell wouldn’t help him catch Donna, other employees in Schultz’s organization might. 

He decided to wait an hour until he knew Schultz would be at work. In the interim he called the local postmaster in Mrs. Brown’s hometown in order to find out what Mrs. Brown was going to tell him. When he asked if the postman would do him a favor and bring Mrs. Brown to the phone, there was a long pause. Finally the man said, “I’m sorry, but she’s dead.”

Fred was shocked. “My God—What happened?” 

“According to the rumor mill she was killed during a robbery attempt. I understand they have no suspects. It’s a shame, she was such a sweet lady.”

Fred contacted the local police station and identified himself. The officer on duty confirmed the death and the fact that it appeared that Mrs. Brown was stabbed during a robbery attempt.

“That makes no sense,” Fred said. “I was just in Mrs. Brown’s house, it’s very modest; why would a thief choose that house to rob when I passed much more expensive homes on the way to her place?”

“Beats me, Lieutenant, but that’s the only theory we have at this stage; and unfortunately we don’t even have a suspect yet.”

After Fred hung up he realized he would never know what Mrs. Brown was going to tell him.

* * *

Fred placed a call to AU. The receptionist recognized Fred’s name and rang Schultz’s office immediately.

“George, I’ve been thinking.”

“A very dangerous territory for you to explore,” George laughed.

“I suspect you’re correct, but I have a question. Who’s your best mind reading expert?”

“I guess it’s Melissa Moore; no one on board compares to her. Remember? You interviewed her during your earlier investigation here.”

Fred had a hard time placing the person with the name; but then he remembered the interview, and that her ability had been impressive.

“Okay, George, I might ask you to loan her to me; and I will need your help as well.”

“What’s the issue? Does it have anything to do with the Anderson kidnapping?”

“It has everything to do with it, let me call you back when I’ve done a little bit more digging.”

“Any time my friend, except you have to promise me one thing.”

“And that is?”

“Never, never, drive my car again.” 

Fred, laughed, “George, you have a deal.”

His next call was to Debra Black. He knew this wasn’t going to be either pleasant or easy. She picked up on the first ring. “Debra,” Fred asked, “how about meeting me for another cup of coffee?”

“As I recall, you didn’t drink the last one I ordered for you. But, sure, I’m free this morning; are you going to tell me what you have been holding back from me?”

“Yes.”

“You’re now activating my curiosity; same place in an hour?”

“I’ll be there.”

* * *

As Fred started to walk into the diner he observed two men dressed in dark gray suits directly across the street from him. They seemed to be watching him intently. Fred wondered what that was all about; but he decided not to worry about it since he didn’t want to be late for his meeting with Debra.

Joe’s Diner was crowded with the early morning breakfast types; Fred was happy to locate the only vacant booth in the place. In the background soft elevator music from the 60s was playing. As he started to sit down, Debra tapped him on the shoulder from behind and said, “I guess we arrived here at the same time.”

Fred said, “Yes, we did.” 

He was not in the mood for small talk. He needed to get his secret off his chest as soon as possible. He jumped right to the subject. “The subject I need to talk with you about is the paranormal device that Donna had implanted in her brain.”

“You get down to business fast; I thought at first maybe you were seeking to start an affair, but if that’s your best bedside manner you can just forget it.” She smiled seductively. “Yes, of course, I recall the device. At that time I had been planted as a mole trying to determine the identity of the person who provided a copy to the Chinese.”

“Debra, I realize that was part of your mission when you worked for the company.”

“Fred, it was my entire assignment at the time, I was a plant at AU. For three months I tried to find the guilty party. I thank you again for uncovering Schultz’s wife as the traitor.”

“You’re welcome, I guess she’s still in some federal prison. Her sole motivation was to pass the device to the Chinese to attempt to establish military parity. Not patriotic and not smart, but at least she didn’t want to make money at our country’s expense. But what I want to talk about is the disposition of the duplicate device that was removed from Donna’s brain.” 

“Yes, I assume that the FBI took charge of that.”

“They didn’t, I did.” Suddenly Fred felt the secret that had plagued him for years had been lifted.

“You? What authority did you possibly have?”

Fred paused, “Actually, the person who came in contact with it was Atwell. I sort of lost track of where it was; and out of the blue he presented it to me.”

“Christ, Fred, you better get in touch with the FBI right away and give it to them!”

“I wish I could, but Donna stole it from me.”

“You mean since she broke out of jail?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“My God! And you had four years to get it back to the proper authorities, and you did nothing?”

“Yes, that’s right, but now I need your help in getting it back.”

“Fred, is that why you wanted to see Atwell?”

“Yes.”

“And I assume he wouldn’t help?”

“No.”

“Damn, Fred, we’re both officers of the law and you’re trying to get me into something I really don’t want to play in. You’re way down deep in a shit hole and I really don’t think I have a large enough shovel to help you out of it.”

“I understand how you feel, but think a moment about who we’re dealing with. She was a vicious murderer back then; but as Maureen has said, she seems to have lost every modicum of any residual conscience she had since then. She was willing to kill me, along with Maureen, and a room full of people, with no compunction whatsoever. My point is, if she is not caught before we get that device back from her, she will be many times more dangerous than she was previously.”

Black sat back in her chair and tapped her fingers, for what seemed like an hour to Fred. Finally her expression mellowed. “What do you want me to do?” 

“I want to have a meeting with you, Schultz, and his best remote reader. I want to have that person try to read Donna’s mind to determine her location. I know such a thing can be done. Atwell once did it to my wife from quite a distance, and I suspect Donna is not that far away. Once we identify Donna’s location, we can pick up her and her accomplice, and free Dr. Anderson, who we’re sure she has kidnapped. 

“Debra, your agency is one of the clients of Schultz’s firm so it would make sense if you were part of our team.”

“Where do you want to hold the meeting?” 

“I don’t want to hold it in your headquarters, nor in my police station. I don’t trust either place. And there are too many gifted people in Schultz’s organization to keep it a secret, so my idea is to get in contact with the D.A. and have him provide a safe location for us.”

“So now you want someone who is not even in the loop to get involved for the first time?”

“No, he won’t be directly involved. But I’m sure he can get us an appropriate location for our meeting –that will be his only role.”

“I’m reluctant, but I’m game. When will we have the meeting?”

“As soon as possible, tomorrow if you’re free.”

“It’s my day off, but what the hell. Just call me when you have it set up.”

Fred’s next call was to Jason Cooper, the D.A. When Fred introduced himself to Cooper’s secretary, she knew right away who he was. Fred’s name had been in all the local papers when he first captured Donna; so anyone who had been in town during that period knew of Fred. She said, “I’ll buzz the D.A. I’m sure he’ll want to speak with you.”

When the D.A. learned who was calling, he wondered why a lieutenant down in the hierarchical police ladder was calling him directly without going through proper channels. Cooper was inflexible on protocol; his dealings had always been with the station’s chief. Cooper felt speaking directly with a subordinate was beneath him unless it was to his benefit; he almost told his secretary to tell Harris that he was busy, in a meeting, or to create some other damn excuse.

But then he remembered that Donna was on the loose again, and he was the prosecutor who had put her away. Cooper felt his eloquence alone was the reason that Donna was found guilty, and he perceived that she would clearly remember him for that. Maybe, he thought, Harris has some information on her or is going to warn me of something.

“Hello, Lieutenant, it’s so good to hear from you. Can I help you, anything at all you understand.”

Cooper was sure that Harris wasn’t calling for help, but only to provide some type of information; otherwise he would never have given Fred such an open ended offer.

“I was hoping you would say that,” Fred said, jumping on the offer. “I need to get a vacant room somewhere so I can have a meeting. It’s going to be a strategy meeting dealing with the capture of Donna.” 

Cooper was confused. “I guess I can help you; but you have conference rooms available in your own station, don’t you?”

“Yes, but in dealing with Donna I have to be careful; you recall what a danger she was in the past and she’s even a greater one now. Walls have ears, even in our police station. So I was hoping you could help. I’m sure you know what a threat she is to us all.”

Of course the word all was intended to include the D.A. Fred was sure Cooper would interpret it that way.

“Yes, Fred, of course, anything at all in the public interest.”

“We need the room tomorrow, around 10 a.m.” 

“You can meet in the courthouse; in fact you can meet in a courtroom that’s not being used at all tomorrow. You can have it all day if you wish, Fred.”

“Thanks, sir, for your cooperation.”

“No problem, I’m glad to do what I can to help the community.” 

Cooper thought, damn, I might be on Lang’s hit list; I think I’ll take off for a couple of weeks and do some hunting as far from the state of Florida as possible.

* * *

At 10 a.m. all the participants were seated in the Sarasota courtroom. Fred had warned each to stagger their entry into the courthouse so that the court’s security officers would not suspect that a meeting was about to take place. He knew he was being super-cautious, but he feared that somehow Donna could pick up on his tracks.

Fred started the meeting, “Look, Donna Lang is on the loose, we all know that; we also know she’s a ruthless killer. We need to capture her immediately.” Fred decided he didn’t want to talk about the criticality of time with respect to Donna’s regaining her ESP capabilities. That issue would open the discussion to the monolith, and Fred wanted that matter to be kept secret from as many people as possible for as long as he could. 

“Ms. Moore, Mr. Schultz told me you have displayed the most refined capabilities of anyone in AU relative to mind reading skills.”

Moore blushed as she said, “Sir, I read about Miss Lang’s escape in the paper; it’s hard to realize that I worked with her when she was at AU and never suspected a thing. Great mind reader I am.”

“I understand,” Fred said. “I don’t know how your unique powers function; but I brought an up to date photo of Donna if that helps.” 

He handed Moore the photo. She took it, focusing on it for what seemed an eternity.

Schultz barked out an order for Moore to get on with it.

Debra Black intervened. “Look, George, this process is not like making a ham sandwich. These are special people and they need to accomplish their tasks their way; you above all should know that.” 

Schultz grumbled inaudibly and looked away.

It was obvious to Fred that Moore was quickly losing her ability to concentrate. He said, “Debra is right. I have no idea how you do what you do; but I’ve reserved this court room for the entire day, so take your time.”

Moore continued to concentrate on Donna’s photo; and after a considerable amount of time had passed, Fred observed tears flowing from Moore’s eyes.

“I can’t do it; I just can’t do it,” she said.

“Do you think you might be able to do it later?” Fred asked.

“I don’t know. But I do know that, when I’m upset, all my powers just dissipate.”

Fred glared at Schultz. Damn it, he thought, Schultz has zero decorum, why did I even invite him. Just then, he noticed Ms. Moore nodding to him.

Well, at least she picked up on my thoughts that time, Fred thought.

To the frustration of all those around the table, the rest of the morning produced no results.

As Fred exited the courthouse to a blinding semi-tropical noonday sun, he thought, what the hell do I do now? 

The next day Fred phoned the D.A.’s office to reserve another courthouse room. The receptionist said, “Mr. Cooper had to leave the area on an emergency—it was rather unexpected; he didn’t tell me the reason for his trip.”

Coward, Fred thought; he’s fearful of retaliation from Donna.

“At any rate,” she continued, “he told me to give you full cooperation in reserving another room at the courthouse. And he wanted you to get back to me immediately if you had any luck capturing Donna Lang. He said he will check into the office frequently while he’s gone.”

The next meeting Fred set up was with Ms. Moore, Ms. Black, and himself. He felt Schultz had the sensitivity of a psychotic drill sergeant, and he didn’t want him indelicately interfering with Moore’s concentration a second time. 

* * *

Twenty four hours had passed; Fred was hopeful that it would prove to be an adequate time for Moore to get her mental capabilities back. He was thankful Debra would be there since she seemed to deal well with Moore, helping to keep her stress level down.

Moore was smiling as she walked into the vacant court room. A good sign, Fred thought. She wore a purple tee short which said, I almost had a psychic boyfriend but he left me before we met. Fred thought, I guess there’s humor inherent in every occupation. 

Moore asked, “Do you mind if I just try to read your minds first as a warm up test?”

Both Fred and Debra Black said, “No problem.” 

Moore closed her eyes. “Lieutenant, I believe you’re thinking about Donna Lang and you are extremely worried that she will soon have her ESP powers back and are wondering if you could possibly catch her a second time. I think I picked up on your thoughts easily because I sensed a strong emotional element in you. Somehow, emotion seems to lubricate my mind and it facilitates my functioning as an accurate receiver.” 

 Fred said, “You were right on the mark. Good job.”

Moore turned to Black. “Your emotional intensity level makes it easy for me to pick up on your thoughts as well. You’re thinking you shouldn’t be here; you’re fearful you are getting involved in something that will cause you great problems back at the company.”

She paused, “But the company you are thinking of is not AU. It’s somewhere else—the CIA, I believe.”

Black realized that Moore had picked up exactly what she was thinking, but she didn’t want it broadcast to the world. She said hurriedly, “Why don’t we just move on to the subject of Donna Lang.” 

Moore pressed the issue, wanting positive reinforcement. “Was I correct?” she asked. 

“Yes, now please move on,” Debra said, showing her irritation. 

 Moore was pleased that she didn’t incur the mental block that she had the day before. She was proud of her skills and she didn’t want to fail, especially in the presence of people whom she respected. She concentrated on the recent picture of Donna that Fred had given to her. She had never tried distant mind probing before, and was worried she would not be successful. 

After what seemed like an endless period of time, she picked up a mental image of Donna. Suddenly Donna’s eyes became hers, and Moore observed in front of her a man gagged, with his hands tied in some way behind him. 

Suddenly blackness encased her vision; and an instant later she felt a powerful mental shock wave that cascaded through her body. In less than a moment her chair fell backward, almost as if it had been pushed by a powerful force. 

Fred knelt down next to her. Moore’s eyes were open, her eyelids fluttering. Fred asked “Are you okay?”

No response.

Fred yelled, “My God, what’s happened to her?!”

Black knelt down on the other side of Moore and watched the violent spasms which had now moved to all parts of her body.

“I have no idea, Fred, but I think we need to call 911 right away.”

At that moment the spasms ceased. Moore gradually gained consciousness. 

“’What happened?” both Black and Fred asked simultaneously. 

“I don’t know,” she said, “But one minute I was getting a clear image of a man sitting on a couch, and the next all I saw was blackness. Then I felt a tremendous jolt. That’s all I remember.”

“This man on the couch—what did he look like?” Fred asked.

“He had black hair, he was gagged and his hands seemed to be tied. I guess he was in his late 40’s or early 50’s. That’s all I remember.”

Fred said, “I bet that’s our kidnapped Dr. Anderson.” 

Moore replied, “I didn’t have time to register a good look, but I believe you’re correct. I kind of recall him when he worked at AU; and although I didn’t get a focused look at him just now, I do believe it’s the same person.”

Fred asked, “Can you tell me anything about the setting they were in?”

“I think it was a trailer, the room was very small and I could tell the couch wasn’t full size. The wall behind the couch wasn’t sheetrock either; it was composed of some type of paneling that looked something like wallpaper.” 

“Could you see anything outside of the trailer?”

“No, nothing, I’m sorry.”

“Well that’s a lead,” Fred stated. “But there are a lot of trailer parks around here.”

 “Yes,” Black said, “and it’s also possible it’s a trailer sitting on a private lot.” 

“That’s true, but we have to start somewhere. Up to now I’ve gotten nowhere.” 

Meanwhile Moore said, “I’m scared, I’m really scared! I’ve never had that type of experience before; it’s terrifying.” 

Fred saw the fear registered in her eyes. He started to say there’s nothing to be afraid of, but he realized that would be a lie, so he remained silent. But he knew that he would never ask her to try to contact Donna again. It would be like playing roulette with her life.

* * *

Donna had been watching a constantly fidgeting Doctor Anderson trying to find a more comfortable position on the couch. He had been complaining about his confinement, that his dignity had been taken away, and that he was unhappy with the extreme limitations of a small trailer. Donna said, “Enough, enough.” She placed a tight gag in his month to shut him up. At that instant she sensed someone trying to mentally communicate through her. That’s not going to happen, Donna thought, and she responded fiercely. 


 

Chapter 28

 

The day had come for Donna’s surgery. Polish had just come out of their bedroom, fully dressed in a well pressed police uniform. 

Donna looked at him carefully. “Not bad, Polish, not bad at all except for a few minor things.” Polish was disappointed that she had picked up on what he perceived to be some inconsequential facet of his wardrobe. He had been sure that his uniform would prove effective at the hospital. 

“What’s the problem?” he asked despondently. 

“A couple of elements—first you have a Sarasota badge on, you forgot you are going to be the cop from the area in which the prison is situated, so we have to switch that badge to this one.”

Donna removed his Sarasota badge and replaced it with a copy of one from Fort Myers. 

“Now, that’s better, but we need to change your appearance a bit.”

Donna removed his police cap and carefully placed on his head a bright red hairpiece. “Almost finished,” she said. She then delicately pasted on a thick black mustache whose ends curled upward.

Polish looked in the mirror. “Shit, it doesn’t look like me at all,” he mumbled.

“Of course not, we don’t want it looking like you, Polish; that’s the entire point of this exercise.” 

“The hair and the mustache don’t look real to me, either.”

“Polish, you don’t understand. People are magnetically drawn to features that are out of the ordinary. When they see you, your hair and your mustache will become their visual focal point. I guarantee that, beyond those two aspects, they will not be able to describe you. Do you now understand?”

“Yeah, I guess so. Well, at least, you look fantastic in your prison uniform.” 

“Polish, I’m not trying to make a fashion statement; it only matters if it looks real to the hospital administrators. Now I have to make one call and we’ll be on our way.”

Donna called the hospital, pretending to be the warden of the Fort Myers prison. She advised the hospital’s administrative office that she would be sending a critical medical case over within a couple of hours. The guise worked perfectly; her call and directions were accepted without question.

The entire plan went as calculated. Dr. Anderson was cooperative through the entire procedure. At one point, during the most critical phase of the operation, he thought about ending Donna’s life with a designed misplaced surgical cut. He knew, however, that if he attempted to do so, Polish would most likely shoot him in the head. In addition, he was still bound by the Hippocratic oath; and although he knew the depths of amorality of the person under his scalpel, he was still ethically bound to keep her alive. 


 

Chapter 29

 

Three weeks later, as Maureen walked through the Sarasota-Bradenton airport terminal on her way to the San Diego gate, she noticed a well dressed woman sitting in the fast food court. The woman was wearing a muted gray business suit and was intently studying the Wall Street Journal. The paper partially covered her face; but based on the part of the fashionable outfit that she was wearing and the category of the paper that she was reading, Maureen guessed that she was probably successful in life. 

That’s great, Maureen thought, when I was a child there weren’t that many successful women in this country. Now that number has multiplied so that many women are starting to make more sizable contributions to the family nest eggs than their husbands. Funny how quickly the world changes, she ruminated, as she pulled out her driver’s license and airline ticket in preparation to enter the serpentine security lines on the way to her boarding area. 

After Maureen had passed, the woman made a quick check of her stock. Damn it, down again, she said to herself, when the water in the harbor goes down, so do all of the boats. Then, watching Maureen, Donna thought, she thinks she’s getting away but it’s just a matter of time. I believe I’ll murder her first and also take care of Atwell while I’m out there. Fred will be grief stricken when he learns that his dear wife is dead—good, I want that bastard to suffer just as much as I had for four long years. Maureen was out of sight as Donna got up to leave, still upset that her stock had plummeted for the third week in a row.

* * *

Maureen’s plane was on time; her trip to San Diego was uneventful. She grabbed a stale turkey sandwich at the airport terminal building, doused it with tangy mustard to obliterate its taste, and hailed a waiting cab transporting her directly to Atwell’s company.

She had the name of a reasonably priced downtown hotel if Atwell failed to accommodate her request. In such a case, she would be on the next morning’s first plane heading back to Sarasota.

As she entered Atwell’s office area, she noted a middle-aged receptionist whose thin weather-aged skin was pulled taut against her cheek bones. I wonder how many face lifts she has had, Maureen thought, but hey, this is California. 

The receptionist smiled; but to Maureen it was an artificial smile, betrayed by the disdain exposed by the upper segment of her face. He voice was brittle and authoritative. She seemed to be the perfect fit for a tyrannical boss. When Maureen asked to see Mr. Atwell, the receptionist curtly asked, “Do you have an appointment?”

“No, but Mr. Atwell knows me and he will see me,” Maureen lied, not knowing if she was telling the whole truth or not. He knows me, she thought, but it’s entirely possible he won’t see me at all or he’ll kick me out of his office when he recognizes who I am. Maureen only provided the receptionist with her first name, hoping with luck that Atwell might know a Maureen and have had a positive relationship with her. 

“Mr. Atwell is speaking with a client right now. Please sit down; I will buzz him when he’s finished. But I warn you, he invariably will not see anyone without an appointment; he’s a busy and important man and he just doesn’t have time—” 

Her voice broke off, but Maureen knew what would have followed in thought, if not in words was—to meet with unimportant people like you. 

Knowing Atwell’s strange powers, Maureen thought, there may be no need to buzz him at all; he probably already knows I’m out here.

Earlier that week in Sarasota, too distant for Atwell to mentally pick up on the conversation, Fred had filled in Maureen on just what to say to Atwell. Maureen, an experienced practicing psychologist, was amazed at Fred’s insight into Atwell’s psyche, and at Fred’s ability to craft a scenario that might just be effective. 

In about half an hour, a smiling trim middle-aged man left Atwell’s office. Maureen didn’t know the price of the suit he was wearing, but she knew it was far above that of any suit in Fred’s closet. I guess Atwell has found his financial niche in life Maureen, thought. She impatiently waited another half hour with still no word from Atwell. She had to desperately use the bathroom but she didn’t want to be away if Atwell should agree to see her. 

Eventually the receptionist said, “Mr. Atwell will see you now.”

So far, so good Maureen thought.

Atwell got up to greet Maureen; Fred had told her, “Whatever you do, don’t wear heels, and if possible dig a hole in the floor when you see him, so you can be somewhat near the same height. He might well be put off by your height.” Fred was trying to keep a serious situation as humorous as he could. Maureen closely resembled the actress Nicole Kidman, including her beauty as well as her height. 

But as she entered Atwell’s office, Maureen realized that she still towered over Atwell even though she tried to slump as much as she physically could. The Hunchback of Notre Dame probably had better posture, Maureen thought. 

She could see that Atwell was uncomfortable from the extreme angle of his face looking up at her. She asked, “May I sit?”

Before he could respond, she immediately grabbed a chair, positioning herself as close as she could next to Atwell’s colossal desk.

Atwell stared at her for what seemed like a solid minute; his facial expression conveyed no misunderstanding; he was not happy to see her. “What do you want?” he asked crisply. 

“My life’s in danger, Mr. Atwell. And I know you’re the only man in the world powerful enough to protect me.”

Atwell was taken back; he couldn’t contain a smile. He noticed that Maureen was wearing a short low cut black dress. He stared uncomfortably long at her perky breasts and mentally felt his way slowly from there down to her long curvaceous legs.

Maureen was visibly uncomfortable with his mental undressing, but knew it was worth the price if she could get what she was after. Fred had briefed her about Atwell’s obsession with women while he worked at AU. Fred was also convinced that, with her psychological background, she could effectively keep him at bay.

Atwell attempted to probe her mind; the best he could determine was that she was telling the truth.

“You mean your nothing of a useless husband is helpless in protecting you from Donna?” he asked, seeking to get an unfiltered gut reaction from her.

“No,” she said, “he can’t. He and I both know that only you can.”

Fred had coached her well; she had visualized her meeting with Atwell several times, using mentally constructed images in her mind’s eye so that her responses would seem extemporaneous and legitimate. She knew that Atwell would pick up immediately on a contrived response. Rehearse, rehearse, rehearse, Fred had told her.

All his life Atwell had tried to compensate for his lack of height, and now it was happening. He was successful in business, tall women enjoyed dating him, and now even his former adversary was freely releasing his wife to his care. Life is good, he thought; he couldn’t let this opportunity pass.

“Let’s make this simple,” he said. “I don’t want sex from you. You can stay in my home, but you’re restricted to the use of the guest bathroom. I want you to make my meals, wash my clothes and do whatever else I decide that you must do to keep me happy. If that fails, you’re history. Do you fully understand and agree to those conditions?”

Atwell guarded his private life to an extreme. When the condo’s doorman had once asked for an extra key to Atwell’s private condo elevator in case of fire or an emergency, Atwell said, “No way.” 

Atwell had also refused to give the doorman a key to the impenetrable steel door, which precluded anyone from taking the stairs to reach Atwell’s top floor unit. 

The doorman said, “I’m sorry, sir, but that’s the one rule I have to enforce or I will have the authorities on my back.” Atwell thought for a second and said, “I’ll drop the keys off this afternoon.”

Atwell did drop off keys as he had agreed. Although they looked like his keys, neither would fit the penthouse elevator lock or the stairs door. Atwell didn’t want just anyone going to his 15th floor penthouse; and in Atwell’s value system, the doorman was anybody.

Now, however, he was going to allow Harris’ wife to live in his condo. Well, she won’t be happy, he thought; and I’ll get my pound of flesh in the form of humiliation. I’ll make sure she stays only in her designated area. 

Fred had even prepared her for Atwell’s probable response to her. Without hesitation, she acquiesced to Atwell’s demands. “Yes sir, no problem,” she said. 

Maureen knew that, with Atwell’s powers she would be protected in the condo from Donna when he was home. But what about the daytime hours? So she added, “I would also like to perform clerical duties for you during your working hours.”

Atwell was stunned that a practicing psychologist with a doctorate degree was completely compatible with, in effect, being his housekeeping slave and even reduced to willingly doing his clerical work. 

He called his receptionist in and said, “Maureen will be working for you—tell her what you want done. And if she gives you a hard time in any area, let me know and I will fire her ass. Oh, yes, order a desk for her, a very small desk. Make sure it’s not a new one, use the Salvation Army Thrift Store, Goodwill or some place like that to purchase it.”

Atwell’s secretary didn’t know what to make of this sudden change of events, but she always did as she was told, so she said, “Yes, sir.”

Maureen already felt violated and used; but at least she didn’t have to spend time in that god-awful, smelly sanitarium as she had in earlier years for protection from Donna. And as undesirable as her new confinement was, it wouldn’t be forever. Thank God, he doesn’t want sex from me, she thought.


 

Chapter 30

 

Maureen had arranged to phone Fred every Tuesday and Friday morning at precisely 9 a.m. Just prior to that time, Atwell predictably would take off in his private jet and fly to Vegas. He was an ardent gambler; and those were the days that he set aside each week to momentarily alleviate his addiction. However, he never gambled for more than five hours at a time; and, as was his practice, he returned to San Diego immediately thereafter. He was a stickler for structure and consistency; he always left for his return trip at the same time and uniformly used the same pilot that he had hired five years earlier. At 4 p.m. he invariably would return to his condo, make sure everything was in order, and go off to work for a couple of hours. 

Maureen could count on the fact that at 9 a.m. Atwell would be on the San Diego airstrip in his private jet, either taking off or impatiently waiting in the queue. Fred instructed Maureen to place her calls to a number which rang in the AU conference room. Schultz had graciously made that area available for Fred during such times; Fred knew the phone line in the conference room was secure, even secure from Donna’s probing, he felt. The room was soundproof; no one could tap into the secure line because that was the line Schultz employed to do his business with the black world. At this stage, Fred didn’t even trust the security of the phone system in his police department office. 

The communication process with Maureen had continued smoothly until now. But this Friday Fred sat in the conference room, impatiently waiting for a call that never came.

At first Fred thought that Atwell been delayed or returned unexpectedly to his condo for some reason, thus precluding Maureen from making the call. But Maureen had been insistent that the situation was inviolate; she would always phone Fred at the time they had set. She said Atwell was as predictable as southern Florida’s elevated humidity in the summer and extensive drought during the winter.

Fred restlessly waited another hour—still no call. Outside, an impatient Schultz used the conference intercom to buzz Fred. As Fred picked up, an increasingly impatient Schultz said, “Fred, our agreement was for one hour and no more than that. I have a meeting scheduled in there right now. I want you to get the hell out.”

“Okay, George, I’ll be right out.” Out of desperation Fred placed a call to the condo’s number, although he was fearful that Atwell might pick up and realize it was Fred on the other end. No answer. He then took a calculated risk and called Atwell’s office. He re-introduced himself to the receptionist. She responded, “Yes, sir, I remember you. In fact, Mr. Atwell allowed you to enter his office without an appointment; I can tell you that’s a very rare event in his orderly life.” 

“Well, could you please connect me now.”

“I would if I could; but Mr. Atwell never showed up for work this morning.” 

“Did he call to tell you he wouldn’t be in?” 

“No, sir, he didn’t.”

“Is it unusual that he doesn’t show up for work?”

“Oh, yes, sir! In fact this is the first time it has ever happened since I’ve been employed here.”

“Did you try to contact him?”

“Oh, no sir, he said he would –excuse the expression, fire my ass, if I ever called him at home or on his cell phone. You have to realize that Mr. Atwell is a very private person.”

Fred was on the next plane headed to San Diego. He arrived at the condo’s lobby, showed the doorman his badge and told him that he wanted to see Atwell right away; it’s an emergency, he stressed. Fred had worried that the doorman might not have considered a Sarasota, Florida badge in southern California worthy of recognition; but fortunately the doorman never challenged his authority.

The doorman said, “I’ll ring Mr. Atwell, but he won’t like it.”

A likely waste of time, Fred thought. But maybe, just maybe he had returned home during the time I was flying out here.

The doorman said, “I’m sorry, but he doesn’t answer.”

“This is a law enforcement matter; I need to get to his penthouse right away.”

“Sure, since it’s police business, here’s the spare key to the penthouse elevator that Mr. Atwell provided me with. His private elevator is number 5. The elevator button in the lobby has a key slot next to it, just turn the key and it will call the elevator. Its door will automatically open when it reaches the lobby. When you get in, you have to use the key again to take the elevator to the penthouse.” 

“Isn’t that a bit complicated?” Fred asked.

“Yes, sir, but Mr. Atwell insisted on those security safeguards when he first bought his unit. It must have cost him a bundle for all the additions he insisted on, but that’s just the way he is.”

Fred attempted to follow the doorman’s instructions, but he quickly realized that the key didn’t work. 

The doorman also tried unsuccessfully to put the key in the elevator’s key slot. He said, “It must be defective. I have no other key to his elevator. What I have is the duplicate that Mr. Atwell provided me with. But there is another key to his penthouse via the stairs. You can take any elevator up to the 14th floor and go through the stairs door on that floor. Use this key to enter the door on the stairs that provides security for entry to his penthouse suite.”

Again Fred complied, and again the key didn’t work. When Fred returned to the lobby, he asked the obvious. “You must have another key?”

“No, that’s all I have. I’m so sorry; I’ll call a locksmith.” 

“Not enough time—it’s an emergency. Do you have an architect’s drawing or specifications for the building?”

“Yes, in my office drawer, but I don’t understand.”

“Let me see the drawings.” 

The guard flipped through some charts, and pulled one out. “This diagram shows the location of the water lines, the electrical hookups and so forth.”

Fred said, “Great, but I’m looking for something else on this diagram.” Fred studied the drawing intently. ‘‘It looks like the number six elevator is the one that’s closest to the penthouse elevator. What floor does the penthouse elevator go to?”

“The 15th.”

“And elevator number six?”

“It stops at the floor just below the 15th.”

Fred said, “I’m taking that elevator to floor 14. Give me your phone number; I want you to make sure that elevator six stays put on the 14th floor until I call you on my cell phone. I’d also suggest you get a locksmith over here real quick so we can eventually activate the penthouse elevator. I don’t want, under any circumstances, to come down the same way I’m going up.”

 Fred was not sure what he would find in the condo, but he knew it would be a hell of a lot easier for emergency personnel to use some method to get to the 15th floor by conventional means than go up the way he was going. But time was critical for him.

Fred borrowed a chair from the lobby, and removed the decorative plastic ceiling panel from elevator six. Above it was a small industrial steel door with four screws holding it. Fred obtained a standard screwdriver and a crow bar, both of which the doorman had stored in his utility closet. He also obtained a large cleaning rag.

Fred rode the elevator to the 14th floor and called the doorman to hold the elevator there. He then unscrewed the four screws securing the ceiling’s escape door, and crawled through to the elevator’s roof. 

On the elevator’s roof he looked six feet across at the penthouse elevator. It was positioned one floor above where Fred was standing. The cables holding the elevator that Fred was standing on were connected to a large metal wheel which was positioned just above the 15th floor. Fred assumed that all the elevator mechanisms were built to go as far as the 15th floor; but likely it was the electronic control system that forced a stop no higher than the 14th floor for all elevators other than the dedicated one going to the penthouse apartment. 

Fred would have to shimmy up the cable to a point above the penthouse elevator’s roof and then jump across the six feet interval separating the two elevator shafts. Fred needed to climb up a total of about ten feet to make the jump; but when he started to climb he immediately began to slide on the heavily greased cable. Pressing his body tightly against the cable, he was able to stop his slide. He embraced the cable with his two legs as tightly as he could; and with one hand took the cleaning rag out of his pocket. He used his free hand to wipe as much grease off the cable as he could. He continued that process as he laboriously shimmied up the cable foot by foot until he reached a point above the penthouse elevator’s roof. He started swinging back and forth on the cable until he felt he had enough momentum to successfully make the jump across to the penthouse elevator. As he jumped, his feet touched the edge of the penthouse elevator’s roof. Then one of his feet slid off the edge. His body was now awkwardly angled, momentarily hanging in space over the expansive gap between the two elevators. He could no longer regain his balance. He started plummeting fifteen floors to the cement basement floor below!


 

Chapter 31

 

 The day before, Donna had taken the red eye flight back to Sarasota. She relaxed in the luxury of the first class compartment, mentally reviewing her activities during the day; let’s see—I went to the zoo; I bought a new summer dress, light green, just my color. I even took a bus trip to Tijuana and bought a hand-carved ebony chess set. Not bad for one day’s work, she thought. And, oh yes, I almost forgot, I also got rid of a couple of trouble makers. Atwell thought he was invincible, the dead bastard. I usually normally hate killing women, but her death was necessary just as Jane Doe’s was. Yes, I had a very productive day, she thought.

The woman next to her was thinking about the ramifications of the recent recession, its impact on monetary policy and if silver was an effective hedge during these turbulent times.

Donna turned to face the woman. She said, “You would be an idiot if you bought silver.” 

The woman looked at her in astonishment. Donna had picked up the woman’s thoughts so clearly that Donna thought she had spoken them out loud. My powers are getting stronger, Donna thought. The operation was fully successful! 


 

Chapter 32

 

Fred knew he could no longer maintain his balance; and as he started to fall off the edge of the elevator’s roof, he pushed off its edge as hard as he could. The elevator which Fred had used to travel to the 14th floor had two large structural metal braces on its side which crossed in the middle. As Fred was dropping he frantically grabbed at one of the braces. His body slammed into the side of the elevator, immediately knocking the wind out of him and simultaneously breaking his nose. Somehow, Fred was able to grab and cling to one of the braces.

Bruised and hurting all over, he climbed up the braces to the top of the elevator. Now he had to repeat the arduous process of climbing up the cable and swinging over to the penthouse elevator. This time he was successful. 

He entered the elevator through its door in the ceiling. For security purposes each floor had a security cage which remained closed until the elevator reached its designed floor and the elevator’s main door had opened. But for some reason the penthouse’s elevator door remained closed. Fred wedged his crowbar into the door to defeat its lock. When it finally opened, he used the same lever to open the outer metal door cage. Almost exhausted, after what seemed like endless effort, Fred was able go get both doors opened. Thank God, I work out at the Y religiously, he thought.

As Fred walked into the multi-million dollar condo, he was immediately impressed for two reasons. One, because the site exuded luxury, more so than Fred had ever before viewed in anyone’s living quarters. Even George Schultz’s elegant home didn’t compare to this, Fred thought. The ceiling had to be at least 20 feet high. The wall facing him was covered with peach, pink and orange Italian tile. Fred was sure that is was the same type of marble that graced the brassy and bold Trump Towers in downtown Manhattan. Atwell tended to emulate, not create. 

Water was cascading from a mammoth fountain to his right. On the wall to his left was what Fred assumed was a Picasso original; he didn’t know of too many artists who painted women with three breasts and he was sure, knowing Atwell’s ego, that it had to be an original. Another strange painting graced the same wall; it was of a male figure with no eyes, looking over the downtown San Diego area. Fred had never heard of the painter—Harry Cramer—but he certainly must have a strange distorted viewpoint of the world, Fred thought.

Another surprise for Fred was how meticulous the unit was kept. Fred had hoped that Atwell didn’t have Maureen on her hands and knees scrubbing the place until the last spot of dust had been removed. 

Fred noticed a set of glass patio doors leading to a large enclosed terrace overlooking downtown San Diego. Then he heard a loud metallic noise. He pulled his revolver out, scanning the room as he did. Pausing for a moment, he realized that the condo’s terrace doors were banging against their metal frame. He could hear the power of the wind ferociously beating at them. Fred knew that wind often generated more velocity, the higher one was; and at this altitude wind was more than likely constant company. Fred wondered why, in an expensive place like this, the designer hadn’t provided a better engineered structure so that wind noise wouldn’t be so irritating. Fred went out to the wrap-around terrace, where a quick glance told him no one was out there.

He proceeded to the study and his blood ran cold as he saw Atwell on the floor looking directly up at him. It was a cold stare, devoid of emotion or sight. A bullet hole was in the middle of Atwell’s head—Donna’s macabre calling card.

Now filled with panic and cold fear for Maureen, Fred ran down the hall. He saw female legs extending out from a bathroom door. Fred walked into the bathroom observing that the dead body had a bath towel thrown over her face. When saw he saw the soft bright red hair that showed around the edges of the towel, Fred let out an agonized scream, “Oh, God, Maureen! No!”


 

Chapter 33

 

Fred fell to his knees on the ivory tile hall floor just outside Atwell’s bathroom, sobbing uncontrollably. A string of emotionally propelled thoughts were bombarding his mind. My job was to protect Maureen but I couldn’t even do that; Atwell’s a piece of shit; if he didn’t have that insane ego of his, neither he nor Maureen would be dead now. I’ve got nothing to live for other than to catch that blonde bitch. And when I catch her she will never have to stand trial. I’ll see to that, Goddamn right, I will! 

His emotions abruptly shifted, quickly tracking over his life with Maureen. I loved Maureen more than anyone in my life, he thought. I’m not a sentimental guy, but every year on our anniversary I’ve worn the same tie that I had on our first date. And despite Maureen’s protest I haven’t ever had it dry-cleaned, I never did it to irritate Maureen. I did because if I altered it in any way it would have lost some of the magic of our first meeting. Fred even released a smile, the last time I put it on in our bedroom Maureen said it smells like a damn cheap coffee and donut shop in here. 

Fred then noticed something he hadn’t before—the corpse’s shoes. The shoes were causal, something Maureen would wear often but not with height enhancement. The shoes he was looking at had soles that were at least an inch think. Did that bastard Atwell make her wear heels to make her uncomfortable, he questioned. 

But that doesn’t make sense. Atwell was more conscious of his lack of height than I am, he thought. With just a momentary flicker of hope, Fred removed the towel from the dead woman’s head. And for the second time in the last ten minutes he was filled with shock.

Fred could barely detect the distant hum of an elevator. The doorman had called 911. Within minutes the firemen and the police had arrived. They had been able to call down the penthouse elevator from the lobby. They shorted the call button to bring down the elevator and open its doors. When they entered the elevator, the firemen didn’t have to worry about a key; they removed the button’s panel and touched together the two bare wires activating the elevator. They were now on their way up to the penthouse. 

A tall thin cop exiting the elevator door was the first to see Fred. His revolver was drawn. “The doorman told me that you’re a cop. Let’s see your badge.” 

The cop looked at Fred, noticing the grease and blood covering his suit coat and what had earlier been his white shirt. He asked, “What barroom brawl did you just come out of?” 

“It’s a long story, but now’s not the time to discuss it.” 

Down the hall one of the cops was yelling, “Shit, there’s a dead body down here!” 

Another cop looked past Fred towards the bathroom. “Mike, there’s one down here, too! What the hell was this, a killing orgy?”

The cops asked Fred, “Who are the dead people?” 

Fred said, “The male is Marv Atwell.”

The cop asked, “Do you mean the multi-millionaire?” 

“Yes, that’s the one.”

“And the female?”

Fred said, his voice breaking, “I don’t know who the woman is.” 

The thin cop said, “Let’s get the doorman up here; he should know who lives in the condo.” 

When the doorman arrived he was taken to the guest bathroom. The doorman recognized the body right away—“She’s Mr. Atwell’s maid and cook.” 

The thin cop said, “I believe you got the tense wrong.”

Fred asked the doorman, “My wife is staying here as well; do you recall seeing her leave the condo at any time today?”

 “Sorry, I don’t remember, but I do recall a dark haired woman in her mid thirties leaving the penthouse elevator about 4 p.m. yesterday.” 

Fred turned to officer next to him,” I think I know who that was.” He then asked the doorman if she was short and slim. 

 “Come to think of it, she was.” 

Fred turned to face the investigating cops, “Gentlemen, I think you can be sure that person was Donna Lang. She’s the murderer who escaped from the Tallahassee Women’s prison in Florida a short time ago. I can get a picture of her faxed from my station to you; and although I suspect she had on a wig or was the benefactor of a good dye job, she will prove to be the same person.”

Fred explained to the officers that his wife was staying at Atwell’s house as a friend. Fred had no desire to get into the fact that Maureen was there for protection because that would simply add to the case’s confusion. He did say that Donna had a vendetta against Atwell, because he had helped capture her four years ago. 

Fred was careful to release just enough data so that the San Diego police could proceed in the right direction, but he held back enough details so that the story would remain plausible even to an outsider. 

Fred helped in the investigation of the crime scene, hoping he could find a clue as to Maureen’s whereabouts. When he went back to take a look at Atwell’s body, he noticed for the first time an edge of a piece of paper was just barely sticking out from under his back. Fred pulled it out; printed in bold red letters; it said, “Hello Fred, sorry your wife wasn’t here but at least your good friend Atwell is here to greet you.”

Fred recognized Donna’s trademarks right away—the red marker reinforced by the hole in the middle of Atwell’s forehead. He also recognized the writing—no question about it, Donna was the murderer.

After an exhaustive search of the condo, the team could find no clues as to where Maureen was. Fred didn’t know if she was a captive of Donna’s, had been murdered and the body placed somewhere else, or God knew what else. He only knew that if she were all right, she would call him as soon as she safely could. The only thing they found out of place, except for the two dead bodies, was a large Stephen King book at the edge of the hall. I wonder why this is here, he thought—everything else seems to be as it should be in the over-organized condo. Fred would never know that the book on the hall floor was the sole reason for the maid’s death. 

* * *

The day earlier, Donna had arrived at the condo while Atwell was out getting a box of cigars. She struck up a conversation with the doorman, asking him for a key to the penthouse elevator. The doorman said, “No way; I’d be fired for that.” 

Donna was wearing a low cut dress that day; she knew from long experience that male creatures are created by nature with an overflowing supply of testosterone. Donna had known throughout her life how to use that knowledge to her advantage. 

She bent over and touched the doorman’s leg, calling his attention to a hair on his pant’s leg. “Do you know where Mr. Atwell might be?” she asked in a low seductive voice. 

In a stuttering response, the doorman revealed to her the location of the cigar store where Atwell had gone and when he expected Atwell to return. eHe apologized profusely that he couldn’t allow Donna in Atwell’s unit. 

Donna said, “That’s okay, I’m an old friend who Marv will be delighted to see.” 

The doorman said, “Maybe you and I can get together after you visit Mr. Atwell.”

“That would be fine,” Donna said as she positioned herself behind the doorman and out of direct sight from anyone entering the revolving front door.

Fifteen minutes later, when Atwell entered the condo lobby, he didn’t notice Donna whose small frame was concealed completely behind the large doorman. In a second she was next to Atwell, with her gun that she made sure the doorman couldn’t see, pressed firmly against Atwell’s side. She put her lips next to Atwell’s ear and whispered, “If you try for a moment to effect some physic mumbo jumbo on me, I swear I won’t hesitate to kill you.” 

The doorman, watching from about fifteen feet away, thought he was witnessing Donna seductively blowing into Atwell’s ear. Atwell’s sure going to get lucky tonight, he thought. 

Atwell put his key into the elevator slot as directed, his shaking hand just barely finding the slot. Donna had decided she was going to make Atwell suffer quite a bit before she killed him, but as soon as they exited the elevator into his penthouse, Atwell took off running down the hall. Losing control, he slid on his overly waxed marble floor into his large wooded den. Donna was right behind him, yelling for him to turn around. Atwell panicked and turned to face Donna, concurrently putting his hands up. Donna immediately shot him in the middle of the forehead. Then, hearing a noise down the hall, Donna thought Maureen was there. But the noise was that of the live-in maid who had heard the gun shot. 

The maid picked up the heaviest object she could find—a thick Stephen King novel that Atwell had been reading in his bathroom. Atwell had no loyalty to his maid, but she did to him. She didn’t know what had happened to Atwell, but as Donna entered the hallway, the maid threw the book as hard as she could at the intruder.

The book glanced off Donna’s arm causing no damage, but the maid’s action had enraged Donna. “Hell, maybe I would’ve let you live, but now—” The maid ran back in the bathroom; in a second Donna was behind her. The maid faced Donna, putting her hands up. Donna laughed. “This isn’t the animal world, sweetie, where pleading and surrender ends the conflict,” she said, smiling as she fired into the maid’s heart.

She investigated all the remaining rooms in the condo looking for Maureen. Satisfied she was not there, Donna decided to relax while she waited for Maureen to return. Donna took a bowl out of the cupboard, and finding a box of heavily salted pretzels she filled the bowl and sat down. Facing her was a 60-inch three dimensional TV. She turned on a nearby Blue Ray DVD with a recent 3D movie already inserted and entertained herself for the next hour. 

She had that damn recurring headache again. That was the only reason she allowed Dr. Anderson to live, to take care of any of any potential physical problems resulting from the operation. She knew if she had to go under the knife again, only Anderson would have the expertise to accomplish it. Other neurosurgeons wouldn’t know what the hell the electronic unit was that was planted in her head. Besides, it was possible they might have even heard about the previous operation and would contact the police. 

She went into the bathroom to get an aspirin. As she opened the medicine cabinet, she couldn’t avoid the sight of the maid’s dead eyes staring up at her. Donna said, “What in hell do you want? You’re dead!” She tossed a bath towel over the lifeless head. “That takes care of it; she won’t be staring at me anymore.” 

Maureen still hadn’t returned after another hour had passed, and Donna still had some personal business to take care of. She was in San Diego, so why not enjoy myself, she thought. Before she left she decided to leave her calling card, a note boldly written with a red marker pen. She left the note for Fred. She had hoped to leave the note on the dead body of Maureen; but she decided in a compromised situation Atwell would do nicely instead. 

As she left the revolving door of the condo building, she sensed a presence nearby. Before she could focus her mind, a car almost ran her over as she was crossing the street. With her mind diverted, she didn’t pick up the mental scent of Maureen who had just passed the condo driving Atwell’s Mercedes. 

Maureen had been fortunate because Atwell had given her the keys to his 2012 Mercedes, telling her to go to the grocery store and get a week’s worth of groceries. Maureen initially wasn’t sure why he told her to do that; it was normally a job he assigned to his live in maid. But lately Atwell was giving more and more duties to Maureen—always the least desirable ones. Maureen had once mentioned to Atwell that she didn’t like to drive in the busy downtown area of large cities. Atwell recalled that fact, and out of pure vindictiveness had sent Maureen to a downtown grocery store in the busiest and most violent area of town. 

Maureen knew there were several stores nearby which were much easier to get to, but she realized that somehow Atwell would know if she disobeyed his orders and chose to shop in a closer area than he had directed. She couldn’t afford for that to happen. 

When Maureen had completed the week’s shopping and returned to Atwell’s condo, she started to turn into the lower garage area. At that moment she saw a woman hurrying out of the condo’s front door. She didn’t think about it immediately, but a second later it hit her—that was Donna Lang! Donna was wearing a dark wig, but Maureen knew instinctively who it was. 

 Fred had told Maureen about a psychic’s need to have some degree of proximity to their subjects in order for them to effectively read one’s mind. Maureen’s first tendency was to pull into the condo’s garage, park the car and hide there until Donna was gone. As she thought it through, she realized that isolated in the garage she would be trapped with nowhere to escape. She reflected that Donna might pick up her mental scent if she hung around the area. 

Instead of driving into the garage, Maureen continued down the street until she reached the intersection of I-5 heading north. She traveled continuously through most of the night, checking her rear view mirror every mile of the way. The heavy traffic was continuous.

When she reached the Oregon line she was exhausted. She left the interstate, spotting the welcoming bright neon sign of a Motel Six. She recalled Tom Bodett’s famous advertising line about his leaving the light on. She desperately needed to enter a motel room already well lit to help cast away her fears of the dark. She convinced the motel manager to accompany her to her room to make sure that Bodett’s spiel about guaranteed room illumination upon arrival was in fact literal. 

She had purposely obtained a room on the second floor, strategically centered in the middle of the motel. That would be a good area to spot anyone coming up the stairs, she thought. She opened the curtains slightly; and after thoroughly making sure there were no residual night creatures in the room, she turned the room light off. She pulled a chair next to the large front window and peered through the curtains for the next three hours, watching the continuous stream of north and southbound cars coming and going. She didn’t want to call Fred for fear that somehow her call would be intercepted by Donna. Eventually she fell asleep, exhausted, with her head resting awkwardly on the cold marble window sill. 

The next morning she woke up with a start. She hadn’t wanted to fall asleep but she had been totally drained from her long drive, amplified by the petrifying fear of Donna that had crept into and lodged in her weary bones. During the night her dreams had been replete with thoughts of dark creatures breaking into her hotel room. 

Maureen had noctiphobia, an abnormal persistent fear of the night. Maureen had that phobia for as long as she could remember, but its severity grew much worse during an outing she had with her uncle when she was a child. On that day he had taken her to an amusement park in western New York. The park contained several rides, one of which was a tunnel of love. She viewed from a distance the well-lighted happy fiberglass cartoon figures in the front of the tunnel welcoming them in. Maureen’s constant pleadings finally persuaded a reluctant uncle to take her on the ride. She sat on one side of the bright yellow fiberglass boat, her uncle on the other. She laughed at the fully animated life-size cartoon figures as the boat slowly proceeded down the still waters guided by a controlling submerged rail system invisible to the ride’s occupants. Everything was positive for Maureen until the boat turned the corner and she entered into complete darkness. 

Suddenly in her undeveloped child’s mind, her uncle had transformed into an ogre whose features were now hidden by the total darkness. Terrified, Maureen dived out of the boat, frantically wading through the colored sea blue water back to the entrance of the ride. Maureen’s new dress was soaked from the encounter. 

When her father heard about the incident, he angrily slapped Maureen twice. What she construed as her father’s cruelty seemed to reinforce her already deep fear of the dark. The fear continued unabated throughout her adolescence into adulthood. 

She had studied psychology to try to understand her phobia and how to counteract it. Even sensitivity training failed, where she was exposed to total darkness for short periods and then rewarded if she successfully made her way through it. But any success that she had was transitional; soon after her treatment, she invariably reverted back to her acute fear state. 

This morning she quickly surveyed the motel’s parking lot; as far as she could, tell Donna wasn’t out there stalking her shadow. Maureen didn’t take time to get breakfast even though an inviting MacDonald’s was just across the street and she could smell bacon and sausages cooking. She returned to I-5, continuing due north heading toward Seattle.


 

Chapter 34

 

After Fred left the condo, he “borrowed” some of Atwell’s clothes, much to the disapproval of the investigating condo cops who considered them as possible evidence. 

Fred was clearly a fashion victim as he traveled to the San Diego Airport in pants at least two inches too short for him and a shirt whose buttons had already started popping. A large bandage covered his broken nose, completing his unfathomable image. 

 From the condo’s doorman he had verified the approximate time that Donna had left the condo the day before. When he arrived at the airport, he checked the daily schedule of all flights to Sarasota. He figured that she needed at least an hour to go from the condo to the airport to catch the earliest flight available to her. He thought she had a significant window of time to select from an array of evening and night flights returning to Sarasota; but fortunately, only two airlines left for Sarasota during that day and time period. Each airline had two flights leaving during the evening and night hours. The next flight after that which was available to Donna did not leave until seven the next morning. Fred made an educated guess that Donna would not wait until morning to return to Sarasota. 

He went to each airline’s ticket desk, showed his badge and asked for the names and phone numbers of the flight attendants serving each of the evening and night flights. Fortunately, all of them had a permanent address in San Diego and they all had continued the previous day on their flights, directly from Sarasota. 

The question was how would Fred describe Donna? He knew she would have used a phony name and most likely a false driver’s license; he was also certain that she had changed her appearance. When he reached the first attendant, he described Donna’s voice and her mannerisms as best as he could recall. He didn’t want to describe her appearance in detail since he had no idea what she looked like except that she was short and petite, two features he had hoped had not been changed even if she had on a disguise. He added to his description of her that she would have most likely been traveling alone. 

Although all of the initial airline contacts that he reached were cooperative, they each said they dealt with so many passengers that the vague description he provided was no help. 

Finally, on his eighth call he hit pay dirt. The attendant said, “She might have been the person. There was a lady who was getting off the plane, and she whispered in my ear saying that she had to tell me something important. I didn’t know what that was all about, but in this day and age of terrorism we’re taught not to take any chances. In the passenger’s words, she said the lady next to her was a mind reader, because she responded to something she never said out loud but only thought of. At the time, I figured this lady was some kind of a nut, but I clearly recall what the woman seated next to her looked like; she was heavily made up. She had a gray wig on. I can tell cheap imitations from the real thing; but I also thought I saw strands of blonde hair coming out at the back of her wig. I wondered why at the time someone would try to make herself look older than she was. God knows I try to do just the opposite. There’s not enough wrinkle cream on the market to satisfy me.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me about the woman?” Fred asked. 

“Sure, I now remember her name, it was Janet Stevens. She was quiet during the entire flight; she asked for a couple of Manhattans, but that was about it. She was sitting in the first class section. I guess that’s why I recall her; I didn’t have to cater to that many passengers.” 

Great, Fred thought, I now know her alias but I’m not sure where that will get me. He did learn that she was wearing a gray wig. We’ll change our all-points to reflect the changes in her appearance that the attendant told me about, Fred thought, but that most likely won’t help much unless we get a big break and she retains that identity for a period of time. The bad news from the attendant’s message was that Donna was able to read minds again. Fred realized the worst had happened; her powers had been restored. And Fred had run out of time.


 

Chapter 35

 

Whenever both Donna and Polish went out, Anderson was securely bound to an embedded cast iron vent pipe about four inches in diameter. The pipe extended from the cement floor in the laundry addition, to just above the highest point in the trailer’s roof. It was well rooted in cement; he couldn’t budge it. 

He could often hear the voices of young kids playing somewhere outside in the distance. But since he was gagged, no matter how hard he tried he could only release low inaudible sounds which didn’t travel beyond his trailer. 

His hands were handcuffed in the back to a thick metal chain that encircled the vent pipe. His ankles were bound with what he assumed was a piece of the same heavy duty chain. A sturdy padlock secured the two ends, ensuring that he could not get free or even separate his legs. Another chain, also linked together by a padlock, stemmed from his handcuffs to the chain holding his ankles. 

He had told his captives that he needed to be able to go to the bathroom when they left him for long periods. Donna said, “Go ahead; piss in your pants, this is not the Ritz, you know.” Since Anderson could only relieve himself in his clothes when the two were gone, he was forced to wait in agony until they returned. 

Restricted by his awkward position and lack of movement, he could apply only limited leverage against the constraining pipe. However, as he continued to struggle, he seemed to feel some minimal movement. He wasn’t sure if it was an actual movement or a product of his burgeoning imagination triggered by sheer exhaustion. At that same moment he heard the sound of Donna or Polish closing the front door.

As was her normal practice, she immediately went to check on Anderson. Seeing that he was still well secured, she released his hands from the vent. The connecting chain was also unlocked so he could now hop uncomfortably around the trailer. She opened the door to the bathroom, pushed him in, pulled down his shorts and underwear and said, “Go to it.”

“This is embarrassing,” he said.

“You’re a medical doctor—get over it; call me when you’re finished and don’t take forever.”

After he was done she re-dressed him, returning him to the living room sofa, where he was required to stay until he was again securely bound in the laundry room where he would spend the night. 

That night he heard distant voices from the TV in the living room of the trailer. Then he distinctly recognized the sound of the front door closing. A few seconds later he could barely discern the sound of their car’s motor starting in the driveway.

Both seemed to be TV fanatics and when either was out of the trailer, the first thing the remaining one would do was turn on the TV. This time he recognized only silence in the adjoining room. After ten minutes passed, he was certain that the trailer was unoccupied. With as much force and leverage as he could muster, he feverishly attempted once again to move the vent pipe back and forth. He was hoping that even with minimal movement metal fatigue would finally set in. Then he heard it. The most pleasurable sound in his life, that of the rusty cast iron pipe cracking. 

His wrists were bound by a padlocked chain and tied securely around the vent pipe. Once the vent pipe fractured, he could partially free himself. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to remove any other parts of the chain. Using the adjacent rusty clothes washer for leverage, he was able to get his balance and laboriously rise to his feet. 

Now, he thought, what have I done? If they come back right away and find out that I’ve gotten free, that will be the end for me. I have to get out of the trailer immediately. He made his way to the laundry room door turning around so that he could grasp and turn the doorknob behind his back with his tied hands. He opened it, immediately losing his balance falling hard on the pressure treated wooden steps of the trailer. The fall momentarily drove the wind out of him. At least I’m free, he thought. 

He had no idea of the time, but he estimated it had to be after seven, because the countryside was immersed in darkness. A few low wattage park lights made a lame attempt to illuminate the dark trailer park streets. Still out of breath, he visually canvassed the park. No lights were on in any of the nearby trailers. He looked in the direction of where he thought he had heard kids playing earlier in the week. Nothing. He could attempt to hop to one trailer after another seeking help; but he was fearful that Donna would return in the interim and catch him. There would be no way he could get away under those conditions.

He decided his fastest escape would be by literally rolling out of the park. He started rolling, at first very slowly because it was a means of propulsion that he had never attempted before, and his muscles weren’t conditioned adequately to propel him at more than at a snail’s pace. 

Aching and exhausted, he rolled to the park entrance. It was there he saw the sign—Trailer Park for Sale. That makes sense, he thought; the owner of the park was allowing tenants to remain in the park only until their lease was up. Donna must have rented the trailer only because she agreed to stay for just a short period; and it would provide the owner with more income until the sale went through. For her purposes she would also be free from a lot of curious neighbors.

He saw no cars parked in any of the driveways of the other trailers. Anderson reasoned that the trailer that had housed the kids that he had heard playing a couple days ago was likely now also unoccupied. I’m glad I didn’t try to go from trailer to trailer doors, or it would have just been a matter of time until Donna discovered me, Anderson thought.

He continued his painful laborious rolling until he reached route 72—the lightly traveled conduit between Sarasota and Arcadia. He knew this deserted highway well; it entered the unpopulated belly of Florida. It was rarely traveled at night, and there were very few houses residing in any part of its 40 mile stretch. So he assumed that he was close to one of the two towns, but which one in which direction? He gingerly hopped across the highway falling exhausted into the shoulder when he reached the other side.

In the distance he saw the lights of a car rapidly approaching from the west. He thought if he could only get up and move into the beam of their headlights the driver would have to see me. Then he painfully realized that it might be Donna and Polish returning from Sarasota. He rolled out of the soggy shoulder into the adjoining open field lying prone and out of sight from passing traffic. The car passed the entrance to the trailer park. Hell, Anderson thought, it wasn’t Donna and her lover—I could have been rescued. 

He stayed in the same spot for another ten minutes, gradually getting his breath and energy back. In the interim, no car passed from either direction. He realized that if his captors returned to the park and found him missing, they would most likely search for him near the park since they were all too familiar his with the limiting bondage he was secured in. Anderson noticed a large clump of oak trees nearby. He decided the trees would provide him a modicum of security since he would then be out of sight from the highway, and he also would have progressed a tad further from the trailer park. Although the tree line was no more than three football fields away, he found that he could proceed at only the slightest pace as he rolled and hopped toward his destination. 

He was fatigued when he got there; but he arrived. The temperature was dropping rapidly on an unusually cold Florida winter night, and he was now both wet and cold. His brief outfit of shorts and a tee shirt had not been changed since he was kidnapped over three weeks ago, with the single exception of the time that he had operated on Donna. As a physician he knew that under these conditions hypothermia could set in quickly. 

When he worked for the CIA, his assignments had often taken him to remote outposts housing minimal medical facilities. It was there where he learned how to deal with hypothermia. In the short run he knew that flexing his muscles and wiggling as much as his chains would permit was an effective warming technique. He did that, hoping that he would be rescued soon. But if he continued to exercise, even in a limited way, he knew it would require an increased supply of blood to his core and that would actually accelerate the freezing process. 

He also knew that alligators tended to hunt in the nighttime hours and they were known to frequent the area that he was in. If he could stay alive until morning, he might have a chance. In the distance he heard the penetrating howling of a coyote. He had heard they were in the southwestern segment of Florida but he had thought that it was merely an urban legend. Now he knew it was true. His body started shivering, a defensive method for the system to conserve heat. He found several decaying leaves under a live oak tree and scooped them up, pouring them all over his body. He hoped the layering of them would provide some limited installation from the cold night, but he seriously doubted he would still be alive in the morning. He was sure the cold, the alligators or the coyotes would get him well before dawn. 

Anderson slept restlessly next to the base of a large silver oak tree. In his half sleep he was suddenly startled by the sound of movement in the underbrush near him. He was hardly in a position to defend himself or even run away. He wondered if his death would be by the powerful jaws of a hungry alligator, or he would become an early dinner for a coyote. He rolled around the tree’s base attempting to get out of sight for a moment, hoping that the nearby creature of the night would find some other more accessible prey in that short time-frame. 

Then Anderson saw something he wasn’t prepared for. A flashlight beam was focused on the tree next to him. Donna’s found me, he said to himself. She knew I couldn’t have traveled far from the trailer and she was right. Anderson hoped that she didn’t see him. And since the beam of light did not pick up his prone body he thought he had a chance—a slight chance to be sure, but still a chance! But he remembered that she now had her terrible powers restored. It doesn’t matter that she can’t physically see me; her mind has already picked up on my location, he thought. I can’t get away.

In a moment he was blinded by a strong beam of light shining directly into his eyes. All he could see was the illuminated end of a shotgun as he heard the words, “There you are, I finally found you.”


 

Chapter 36

 

 After Fred returned home, he realized no longer had any tangible leads as to Donna’s whereabouts. He discussed all aspects of the case with Jim, but nothing came to mind. Then one seemingly insignificant fact resurfaced, one that Jim had offered earlier and Fred had discarded. 

“Jim, you said that when you were chasing Donna, you entered a yard a short distance from my house, and Donna seemed to disappear right before your eyes.”

“That’s right, and I had been only a few steps behind her. It was the damnedest thing.”

“Was the place in my neighborhood?”

“Yes, a couple houses down, it had a large cement wall.”

“Jim, I know that house, there’s only one house like it on the block.”

“Do you know the owner?”

“I should, it’s Sue Granton, one of Maureen’s best friends.”

* * *

When Maureen reached Seattle, it was late in the evening. She had wanted to continue north, as far as she could go before complete fatigue set in; but she didn’t have a passport with her and the Canadian border was only an hour away. She still had not called Fred; she feared that Donna might in some unknown way be wiretapping her calls. 

She recalled the long disagreement that she had with Fred concerning their opposing roles in society. At times she found his job as a dedicated police lieutenant incompatible with her need to bring out the good in people through her psychological training. 

She had been against the death penalty ever since she learned that DNA evidence revealed that many who had been sentenced to death were actually innocent. But now she wanted Donna dead, but not one iota of her extensive psychological training could accomplish that. Only Fred or some other cop could put an end to the horror, and she no longer cared about the rights of the accused. 

Even some of her strongest beliefs were disintegrating. She had religiously believed that all abnormal human behavior was either organic or functional in nature. She had been so proud when she successfully contributed to a defendant’s not guilty finding because of her convincing testimony involving his disease of porphyria. Up to now she believed that all mental issues could be traced to chemical imbalances, tumors, childhood fears, and like causes. But at this moment she was convinced that there exists a small fraction of humans who are born with an irreversible bad seed; and the only way to eliminate the seed is to do away with its human host any way that is quick and effective. 

In her vulnerability she desperately needed to be around people, as many people as possible. She felt as if she were starting to disappear, that she no longer had relevance.

She was totally isolated; her separation from Fred was causing her untold stress. She wanted a friend but she recognized that she would be away from Fred and her close friend Sue Granton for an indefinite period. She knew from the several physiology courses she had completed that the stress hormone, glucocorticoids, was gradually starting to accumulate in her cells. Her mind seem to lack clarity; she felt physically depleted. 

She rented a motel room in the heart of downtown Seattle. She strolled around the metropolis area feeling somewhat protected as long as throngs of people were near her. She entered the downtown Pike’s Peak Market, recalling in the movie Sleepless in Seattle the vast number of locals that milled around there. As she exited, she noted in the distance the magnetic beckoning of the Seattle Space Needle, its warm welcoming light glowing like a giant flaming candle in the darkening nighttime sky. 

Cheerful locals passed by, seemingly oblivious to Seattle’s wet and gray winter, which was made additionally bleak by the season’s truncated daylight hours. A soft rain was falling, rapidly forming puddles on the sidewalk while providing a kaleidoscope-like distortion of the reflective colored lights from brightly lit nearby businesses. 

When commerce shut down for the day, and fewer people were roving the streets, she sought a resurgence of concentrated human activity in a crowded downtown tavern. She ordered a well-done hamburger with heavily seasoned fries, slowly consuming them while sitting at an ornate Victorian walnut bar. She was surrounded by enthusiastic patrons all around her, who were happily soaking in the beat of local music and celebrating an uncommon victory by the Seattle Seahawks. 

Above the bar was a sign—Beer is proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy—Benjamin Franklin. Maureen was dubious that Franklin ever said that, but she thought - who cares? Below that sign was another. I feel sorry for people that don’t drink. Because when they get up in the morning that’s as good as they will feel all day. F. Sinatra. That accreditation she believed. 

As she munched slowly on her meal, she reflected on Sinatra’s song about it being three in the morning and being the only person in the place. She dreaded being left alone; she needed people, many people milling around her, but the day was quickly coming to a close. The chap next to her, an attractive black-bearded man in his early 20’s with a terrible pickup line that he must have lifted from a recent juvenile movie, offered to buy her a drink. Under other circumstances, she would have said no, but tonight she needed someone near her as long as possible. 

If Donna had re-established her powers, the strongest man on earth couldn’t protect her; but if not, this guy might prove to be an effective deterrent. Maureen made sure she milked her drink; she wanted to be in full control if Donna showed up. She positioned herself so that she could subtly observe in the bar’s huge ornate mirror the arrival of new patrons, always fearful that the next one through the door might be Donna. Her male companion, after unsuccessfully trying to get her to visit his nearby apartment to view his eclectic set of oil paintings, finally gave up and wobbled out holding firmly on the door’s over-sized brass handle as he departed. 

As a beautiful redhead, Maureen had the magnetism to attract several males from 20 to 80. But all she wanted was for them to stay close by her side in the anonymity and momentary security of the bar. She continued to do that until closing time at 3 a.m. Again Sinatra’s lonely melody played back in her mind. By now all the patrons had deserted, and only she and a sleepy bartender remained. 

As she left, the bartender locked the door behind her and flipped the outside light’s off switch. Maureen watched the death throes of the saloon’s welcoming outside neon sign as it shut down, casting darkness all around her. The street, which had been lively and festive just two hours ago, was now deserted. Even the homeless had long ago departed for their protective nighttime area, away from the increasing downpour. 

Maureen looked for a cab—there was none. There was scarcely any traffic on the street. She estimated that she was more than five blocks from her hotel. She was petrified as she rushed by several dark alleys on her way back. She thought she heard the distinctive sound of the clicking of high heels somewhere behind her. When she turned around she saw no one. I’m getting spooked, she thought, but a few moments later she was sure she heard the sound again; only this time it seemed closer to her, much closer. When she finally reached her motel, she entered the motel manager’s office and asked if she could talk to him. He said, “No problem, I recently shut off the vacancy sign for the night; what did you have in mind? Don’t you want to go to your room first to dry off?” 

“Not really; I’m not that wet; I just need to talk.”

For two hours they just talked, until finally the manager said, “Look, I’m tired and I have to get up early to activate this place, so good night, lady. Sweet dreams.” 

Maureen said, “I just have one more question before you go off to bed; what time does the sun rise in Seattle?”

Maureen returned to her room. She decided to call Fred. She was still fearful that Donna might intercept her call; but her fear was overcome by the greater need for Fred’s calming voice. She went about the normal circuitous route that Fred had designed for her, first calling the AU number and then waiting impatiently for Fred’s return call after they contacted him. When she called AU she spoke to Don, the security guard. 

“Don, this is Maureen Harris. You don’t know me but my husband’s always had good words to say about you.” 

“Hi, Mrs. Harris, the feeling’s mutual.”

“Do you know if Donna Lang has been caught yet?”

“I don’t believe so, but the station captain has a patrolman stationed here day and night in case she shows up.” 

“OK, thanks, please call my husband. As you know, he’ll call me back from the AU conference room, after he’s been notified that I called.”

“Sure, I understand. Take care, Mrs. Harris.”

That’s what I’m trying to do, she thought, but with Donna on the loose it’s damn hard.

Fred returned her call about half an hour later. “Maureen, honey, I’ve been worried to death about you. I was worried that Donna might have captured you, or even worse.”

“No, I was in Atwell’s car and, fortunately, I recognized Donna leaving the condo; since then I’ve been on the run. I’m now in Seattle.” 

“Thank God. Look, I want you to take off and go to another city first thing in the morning; and when you talk to me again, don’t even mention the town that you’re in.” 

“Fred, I assume from your statement that Donna must have her powers back and you’re afraid she can somehow intercept your telephone calls?”

“Yes, but as far as her powers are concerned I’m not sure she can intercept telephone calls; I just don’t want you to take any chances. I’m quite sure that she won’t be able to mentally pick up on where you are, because her mind reading ability is only good for a limited number of miles from where she’s located. And I’m sure she’s now somewhere in the Sarasota area. Maureen, remember that you’ll be perfectly safe as long as you don’t return to Sarasota until we catch her. How’s your cash situation?” 

“It’s still good; I took a lot of cash out of the bank when I went to San Diego, in case the situation with Atwell didn’t work out. But I still have Atwell’s Mercedes with me.”

“Okay, use cash and not your credit card for all your purchases. She can’t trace cash. Also, rent a car for a month or so. Give me the location of your motel, and I’ll contact the San Diego cops to have Atwell’s car picked up. I’ll also make sure you won’t be charged with auto theft. 

“Maureen, something is bothering me and I never had a chance to ask you about it. What was the disturbed logic behind Donna’s condemnation of the Rorschach test when she confronted us in our kitchen? Why would she even have been exposed to the test?”

“Fred, I don’t really know except that defense attorneys sometimes employ the tests to prove that their client is not mentally fit, prosecutors seek the opposite conclusion when they use them. I don’t use it, I just don’t believe it has that much reliability. But it appears that she was given that test repeatedly, perhaps while in prison and maybe even by her defense attorney. Her responses to the tests, I would guess, remained constant and that constancy was troublesome to her.”

“I understand, but what was her diatribe about ink spots solely being ink spots? I’ve always heard that the Rorschach test has an enormous amount of ambiguity associated with it.”

“Well, actually, even though I don’t have much faith in the test, they are still used in courtrooms all over the country, especially in the area of child custody and involuntary commitment cases. 

“But ambiguity is actually the element in the test that allegedly makes it valuable. Subjects are supposed to project from their inner self what they perceive from the ink blots. If one sees a bat eating a human, for example, that would indicate an abnormal personality. It gets much more complicated than that, but you get the idea. However, I’m assuming that Donna was tested several times using that test, and that contributed to her frustration. And from what she said, in each case she had never perceived anything in the drawings other than ink blots. She seemed to be highly defensive about that.”

“What does it all mean?”

“As far as her reaction and her defensive manner, I would guess the tests indicated she has a trait that she doesn’t like. But it’s integral to her personality; she’s encased in it for a lifetime.” 

“You mean people’s personalities don’t change over time?”

“Not normally, what you may see is a new persona emerging. Think about O.J.; he had a persona that made him highly likable; but hidden beneath was a dark revengeful core. I suspect he probably tore the wings off flies when he was a kid.” 

“Again, what about Donna’s response to the Rorschach?”

“Fred, I rarely have heard of that type of rigid a response from an adult. Virtually everyone sees something more abstract than the ink blot itself. Not being able to discern anything means she is super literal. Often perfectionists are highly literal, many children are also literal; but as their exposure to the world expands, their literal bindings become loosened. It appears that never happened to Donna; in that respect she is still very childlike and highly inflexible. I don’t think it helps us understand Donna as an abnormal personality, but maybe it could in some way help you capture her, because her trait appears to govern part of her personality. I’m sorry, hon, but that exhausts my memory bank on the Rorschach test. I’m sorry that I couldn’t help more. 

“To change subjects, Fred, I bought a CD with songs from the 60’s today along with a battery powered CD player.”

“Yes?”

“The lyrics of one of those songs contain words such as when the night has come, and the land is dark, and the moon is the only light I can see. It continues, no, I won’t be afraid. Fred, I concentrate on the line that I won’t be afraid. Of course, I changed the lyrics in my mind somewhat as I played it. I played the CD during my drive up here; and I played it again several times in my motel waiting for your return call. Somehow those lyrics fit my situation so well; they imbue me with the strength to go on for another day.”

“All right babe, keep playing it if it gives you comfort, and soon I will see you again. Before we cut off I want to ask you—how well do you really know Sue Granton?”

“Fred, if I didn’t know you so well and recognize that you are at all times a detective seeking clues, I wouldn’t believe you are now becoming suspicious of my best friend. Don’t do that, Fred, I need Sue and I trust her without reservation. I understand people a hell of a lot better than you do.”

“I know, but—”

“—No buts, Fred; that ends our discussion relative to Sue unless you have something positive to say.”

“Okay,” Fred laughed. “I love you.”

“Ditto, Fred.”

As she pushed the end button on her cell phone, Maureen looked out her hotel window. The endless night had passed; dawn was lifting in the distant mountain peaks of Mount Rainier, casting a pale orange light on its snow covered caps. Although she had not slept for over 24 hours, she realized that it was almost time for her to get on the road again. God, how she longed to be back in Fred’s arms. But soon she would be traveling due east, seeking sanction in another far place where she hoped that Donna couldn’t touch her.

At that moment her phone rang. As Maureen picked up the phone, she thought Fred must have forgotten to tell her something.

“Hello, Fred, my darling,” she cooed.

It was a woman’s voice on the other end. “I’m neither Fred nor your darling. I’ve finally located you, Maureen.”


 

Chapter 37

 

A bright flashlight was shining directly in Anderson’s eyes. 

“What in God’s name happened to you?”

He was too blinded to distinguish the features of the figure standing above him but it was a male voice—certainly not Donna’s, but not that of Polish, either. 

“I was kidnapped,” Anderson managed to croak out.

“You’re damn lucky I came by. I was hunting coons and I thought I saw you, but then you disappeared behind a tree. For a moment I thought you were a piece of my imagination.”

A disheveled Anderson replied, “I thought you were my kidnappers; I was trying to get away from your flashlight beam.”

The man carefully studied the chains binding Anderson. “You’re too damn big to carry and you certainly don’t look like you can walk with that getup on you. So I’ll get my four-wheeler and come right back for you. It won’t take me more than ten minutes. My house is less than a couple of miles from here. Here, put my jacket around you, you must be freezing.”

“Oh, God, thank you—and please, please hurry.”

The man returned as promised. He determined that the only way he could transport this large man was in the bed of his truck. He apologized profusely as he lifted Anderson over the lowered tailgate and gently deposited him on the truck’s bed. He recovered his jacket, and wrapped a thick blanket around Anderson. 

A short time after receiving a call from the good Samaritan, Fred arrived with several other officers. Seeing Anderson’s condition, Fred suggested that they deliver him directly to Sarasota Memorial for treatment.

Anderson wanted none of it. “No! I’m going to stay right here! I’m trying to warm up in this blanket. I need to warm up slowly, or in my present state I could die.”

Fred called Jim, who was still at the station, and reported that they had the kidnapped doctor. 

“Thank God, Fred. Any sign of Donna Lang?”

“No, not so far; but we’ll try to get as much information from Dr. Anderson as we can. Anderson is alive, very cold but communicative; emotionally he doesn’t seem to be doing too well.”

“Thanks Fred, let me know what happens.”

Jim said to himself, now that we have the doctor in custody I can release the police watch that we had guarding AU in case Donna was going to go back there to have the doctor operate on her in the medical unit. Actually, he thought, I could have released the detail earlier when Fred told me he was quite sure that Donna had regained her ESP capabilities, but we both wanted to be sure. I’m short of officers already, and having them maintain 24 hour vigilance at AU is taking critical resources away from me. It didn’t help that we needed police protection for Fred’s wife either, he thought. But now that she’s somewhere out west, I fortunately have also been able to cancel that detail as well and free up more resources.

* * *

Anderson was insisting that he wanted to be protected night and day. A large part of his constant shivering was the end product of his fear, and not of his exposure to the cold.

One of the officers emphasized that Anderson would be fine if he was treated at the hospital. “You really need immediate medical care,” he told him.

Fred interrupted, “No, Anderson’s correct, we need to give him full protection. You just don’t know the type of adversary he’s facing—that we’re all facing.”

Anderson was in tears, “Oh, thank you, thank you.” 

Fred could see that, after weeks of striving to hold onto his sanity, Anderson was now starting to lose it. 

A locksmith was called to the house, and in a few minutes Anderson was freed from all of his bonds. He was taken to the Sarasota police station and provided access to the station shower; then he was given county underwear and a green prison jumpsuit until they could retrieve civilian clothes for him. 

Anderson continued to beg for full protection. At his request they agreed to put him in a cell in the prison complex that adjoined the station. When they started to put him in a cell on the first floor, he cried out, “No! She’ll get me here! It has to be high up where she can’t reach me. Please, don’t let her get to me!”

Fred was standing next to one of the jail guards, “He’s crazy,” the guard said. “It doesn’t matter if he’s on the bottom or the top floor, he’s safe here.” 

Fred said, “Hey! Just give him whatever the hell he wants.”

Anderson was taken to the top floor. The windows in his cell were just adequate to allow light to enter and for someone to look out of. They were no larger than slits, built to be escape proof—not even a three year old could wiggle out of them. 

Anderson said, “No, no, you have to cover the window! That’s how she’ll get in.” 

The jailer started to say, “This has gone on too long—”

Fred interrupted, “—Goddamn it, give him what he wants! His wife has been murdered and he’s been held captive for weeks. Now give him anything in hell he wants!”

The irritated jailer left and came back with a half inch thick piece of a four-by-four plywood sheet. He fashioned it in a makeshift way to attach it to the cell window shutting out all exterior light.

By now Anderson was totally uncommunicative; he was sitting in the cell’s corner with his arms wrapped around himself, rocking back and forth. His fear seemed to be intensifying.

Fred had had hoped to interrogate Anderson, but it was obvious it would do no good in his present state. 

Fred requested that the head of the county prison get the county psychologist over so she could try her hand in trying to get Anderson to open up. He wished Maureen were here—she would know what to do, Fred thought.

Fred’s subordinate officers had interrogated the good Samaritan who found Anderson hiding in the moonless night. The man said, “Well, he sure couldn’t have gotten far from where he escaped, the way he was tied up; it’s surprising that he could have moved at all.” 

Based on that, the man assumed that he would have had to have traveled a short distance, either from his neighbor’s house or the nearby trailer park. “But I believe the park is closed; they’re going to try to sell it to a developer. That’s all we need,” he added, “more homes to ruin our peaceful rural setting.” 


 

Chapter 38

 

Donna and her companion drove up to their trailer just as Anderson was about to reach the wooded area. Donna sensed something was wrong even before she entered. She immediately went to the laundry area. She cringed when she saw the broken vent pipe, part of it still firmly secured in its cement base, the other half lying on the laundry room’s terrazzo floor. Polish had just entered the room. “Jesus!” he said, “he got away.”

“You idiot! I put you in charge of finding a way to secure him so there was no way he could get out.”

“Well, damn it!” he said. “You agreed that he wouldn’t be able to get free! Anyway, he’s still chained up, so he couldn’t have gone far; we should be able to spot him easily.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Donna said, “He could have flagged down a passing car; he could have gone anywhere—to a neighbor’s house, or who knows where? For all we know, the cops could be on their way right now. And wouldn’t it be great fun if they pulled up while we were outside with our flashlights looking for him. What would we say? ‘Uh, officer, have you seen our kidnap victim, he was in the trailer a short time ago and we seemed to have lost him, would you please help us?’ 

“You dumb-ass, we have to get out of here. I’ll make sure there’s no paperwork in the drawers, and you go wipe the prints off everything. But make it fast. You take your car and head back in the direction of Sarasota. I’ll head east toward Arcadia and then southwest on route 17. But first, there’s something I have to do.” 

After checking all the trailer’s drawers, Donna went into the bathroom. When she came back into the living room, she had transformed into a gray-haired wrinkled woman of 80. 

“Damn, you’re good!” he said.

She picked up her additional wigs and said, “I’ll call you tomorrow. You better get out of here soon.” 

“No sweat, I’m almost on my way.”


 

Chapter 39

 

Maureen’s cell phone signal had been distorted by the heavy falling rain. The distant voice didn’t seem familiar to her; she feared that Donna had found her and was on the other end of the line.

“Hey, Maureen, you sound scared as hell—what’s wrong with you?”

“Sue?”

“Of course, who did you think it was?”

“I didn’t know, I—God, Sue, I’m so happy to hear from you. But how did you get my number?”

“You gave it to me one day last week, don’t you remember?”

Maureen had no memory of that conversation; but her forgetfulness wasn’t unexpected, considering the significant amount of stress she had been experiencing lately.

Maureen lied, “Yes, of course I recall now. How are you doing, and why are you calling me so early in the morning?”

“Early in the morning? It’s almost 10 a.m.”

“Oh, yes, there’s a 3 hour difference in our time.”

“Honey, where are you, on the West Coast?”

“Yes,” Maureen replied. “I’m in Seattle for the moment, but I’ll be leaving here soon.”

Suddenly Maureen realized she shouldn’t be giving out this information since somehow Donna might be listening in.

“I think I know why you’re out there. The buzz is that you’re running away from Donna Lang—correct?”

“Yes, and this cat and mouse game has me rattled, especially when I’m playing the lead role of the mouse. Sue, I’ve marinated in this horrible situation much too long. I’m not sure I can take it anymore.”

“I understand; and I bet you’re lonely, and hubby has to be in Sarasota to try to catch that bitch, right?”

“You got it.”

“Tell you what,” said Sue. “I have a solution that I’m sure you will like. And being best buds like the two of us are, it won’t put a single woman like me out at all.”

* * *

Fred had radioed in for police cars to be sent to the good Samaritan neighbor’s house and to the nearby trailer park. Officer Lewis had just entered the station when he was told of Anderson’s escape, and that a team was on its way to check a house and a trailer park for Donna and her boy friend. 

Lewis said, “I want to be part of that; I want to capture her as much as Fred does.” One group of officers went to the house and another directly to the park.

The officers arrived at the park within twenty minutes from the time Fred had issued his orders. The park was visibly deserted; no cars were in the driveway, no lights on in any of the trailers—no activity anywhere. Fred didn’t accompany the officers he had sent to the park; instead he stayed with Anderson, hoping he would depart from his silent state and become communicative again. Lewis was the highest ranking officer at the park location; he radioed Fred, telling him of the deserted status at the park. Then Lewis asked, “What do you want me to do now?”

“Check each of the trailers to see if anyone has been there lately,” Fred replied.

“Okay, boss, but it sure looks like a ghost town to me.”

Sergeant Stewart checked the trailer closest to the park’s entrance. The front door was not locked; he called Sergeant Lewis, his superior who was investigating the home directly across from him. As both entered they could detect the faint odor of a woman’s perfume. “This might be it,” Stewart said. Seeing dishes with food residue, with no sign of spoilage, he added, “It looks like someone has been here recently.” 

Stewart went to the laundry room, and then called in Lewis. 

“Look there, that must be the vent pipe that Anderson was tied up to. My God, it’s unbelievable that he could somehow have broken it to get free. I guess when a person’s life is at stake they can do anything.” 

Both officers checked the drawers in the trailer. They were empty. Lewis said, “We have to be more careful, we’re leaving our prints all around. But I think that’s academic since we already know who must have been here. From what I’ve learned from Fred, it had to be Donna, Anderson and Slim, the guy who helped Donna escape.” 

“Maybe,” Stewart said, “but until we do the fingerprint check we can’t be sure.” Lewis returned to his car and radioed Fred at the station, notifying him of their findings. 

Fred was delighted they had found the kidnapping house; but he was quite sure, knowing Donna as he did, that she had left no clues. At least we got close, Fred thought, as he called forensics to go out to the trailer. “If there’s so much as a mouse dropping,” Fred said, “I want it reported; I want to know what that mouse ate, its sex life—I want everything investigated.”

The next morning Fred was briefed on the results of what had been found in the house. The forensic team had found various hair samples. Some of the samples proved to be artificial hair. Most likely Donna has been in disguise, Fred thought. The strange thing was that one of the artificial hairs found was colored gray. 

The team reported that fingerprints were wiped clean in most of the trailer; however, they did get a couple of good prints that turned out to be Donna’s and Jane Doe’s. A few of Anderson’s prints were found in the laundry room area; they found several smudged prints all over the house. The team leader said, “We had no luck in finding anything that might provide a clue as to where Donna was headed. However, we did find some additional prints.”

“Yes, and whose were they?”

“I hate to say; they belonged to Stewart and Lewis.” 

Damn them, Fred thought, how could they be so careless! Disturbing a crime scene is unforgivable; both should know better by now, and Stewart has just been promoted to detective status.

“Don’t go too hard on them, Lieutenant,” the head of the team said. “It appeared that the prints below theirs were already smudged so we couldn’t have gotten good prints anyway.” 

Fred said, “I don’t want you defending them. It was just luck that they didn’t do anything else wrong. Being careless at a crime scene is unacceptable.”

Fred called both of them into his office. It was his policy not to reprimand two officers together, but in this case they had committed the same violation at the same time.

He told them what they had done; “Fortunately, it appears there were no good prints below yours, at least to the best of the forensic team’s judgment. But that’s still no excuse.” 

Stewart spoke up, “Sergeant Lewis told me I was leaving too many prints at the scene; I’m sorry, it won’t happen again. But when we entered the trailer, we had no idea it was the place where a kidnapped victim had been held. But again, I’m sorry and it will never happen again.”

“It better not—you can both go.”

Fred left the station for a bite to eat at Joe’s Diner. They had a great Thursday special with turkey, stuffing and cranberry sauce. As he walked down the street, he sensed that someone was following him. He turned, and as he did two men ducked into an alley. The men looked familiar to the ones he had noticed looking at him when he was meeting Debra Black at the diner a couple of days earlier. This time he wasn’t late for any appointment, so he had time to try to find out who they were. He turned around and ran at full speed to the dark alley where the two men had entered just seconds before. The alley opened up to another downtown street at the other end. When Fred exited the alley, both men had disappeared. He decided it wasn’t worth it to continue to try to find them in all the downtown stores they could have entered. But he wondered if they were henchmen of Donna’s.


 

Chapter 40

 

Fred called Sergeant Stewart into his office. 

“Sergeant, I want you to check the background of Sue Granton for me. Find out where she lived before she moved to Sarasota. Determine if she was married, what her personal worth is, and if she ever had a police record. You know the routine, just be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.”

“But boss, that’s a lot of wasted energy. I met her at your house and she seems like a nice person. There’s just no way she would have a dark past. Why don’t you have me investigate someone else more promising as a suspect?”

Fred was mystified. Sergeant Stewart seemed to have his differences with Fred recently, but he had never argued blatantly against an assignment or questioned Fred’s decision making before. 

“Sergeant, this is not a discussion. Please get on it right away and brief me as soon as you can on the results.”

Sergeant Stewart turned and walked out of Fred’s office without saying another word.

In the next five minutes Fred watched him from his interior office window, which provided him with a view of the desks of his subordinate personnel. As far as Fred could tell, Stewart was just shooting the breeze with fellow officers; there was no indication that he was in any hurry to start his investigation.

Fred started to call Stewart in to his office and ream him out, but instead he decided to conduct the investigation himself. Later he would deal with his uncooperative subordinate.

After an hour on the phone, it became evident to Fred that Sue’s background was clean. She had no money issues, had been single for at least the last five years, and there was not even the hint of any misconduct. He decided not to go beyond the five-year investigative period since it would likely be overkill. 

One of Fred’s favorite expressions was, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.” Now, Fred muttered to himself, sometimes a friend is just a friend. I’ll call Maureen and apologize to her about questioning the legitimacy of her friendship with Sue. But I won’t tell her that I investigated Sue. If Sue Granton chose to live in a house surrounded by a huge wall like a fugitive, so be it. It might make her eccentric, Fred mused, but it sure doesn’t make her dangerous.

Fred took his mind off Sue and tried to deal with other things that had been bothering him. Fred’s gut was telling him to try to determine what Mrs. Brown wanted to tell him when he was at her house. He called the local Lancaster police again. They said there was still no progress on the murder of Mrs. Brown. Fred said, “I understand. Do you, or does anyone, have any background on her?”

“Not really, Lieutenant, this is a relatively young police force; and most of us haven’t been in the city for a very long time. All I know is that we never had a disturbance at her house in the past, and that’s about all I know about her.”

Fred’s next call was to Debra Black, his CIA contact.

“Debra, I need a favor from you.”

“What else is new?” she said sarcastically. “What do you need now?”

“I’m investigating the background of a deceased person who I would guess was in her 60’s. I need a copy of census records from the most recent time that it’s available until, let’s say, the 1960 to 1990 period. I admit I’m fishing but it might help.”

“That’s what I like about you, Fred, you never ask for too much. Census records are normally not released to the public for seventy years or so.”

“I know, Debra, but you’re not the public.”

“I’ll do it Fred, but I need the town, the state and the address. And by the way, her name would help as well.”

After Fred provided Debra with the information, she said she would meet him in his office in about an hour.

* * *

As promised she arrived about an hour after his call, her hands full of census record copies from various decades.

“Thanks for your help, Debra. Now take a seat and tell me what you have.”

“I couldn’t get the most recent decades, Fred, because they’re still being compiled; but I got them back to 1960 as you requested. The information varies somewhat based on the decade from which it was taken; but in general it provides limited information about anyone living at a given address.” 

Fred leafed through the pile, not sure what he was really looking for. “Let’s start with the most recent decade, 1990, he said. “I see at that time Mrs. Brown was living alone. Apparently by then her husband had passed away.” 

“And that means what, Fred?”

“Not a damn thing. But I note that she and her husband were alone in the house in 1980; however, in 1970, I see that there are other people in the house. My God, that’s interesting!”

“What’s interesting?”

Just then, Fred’s cell phone rang. Fred answered, and said, “Uh-huh. Good, I see. Okay, I’ll be right there.”

He hung up and turned to Debra. “You’ll have to hold that question until I get back. Right now I have to be at the county jail. I understand my kidnap victim is just waking up.” 

* * *

A slender woman entered the county prison. She showed her identification to the first guard that she saw. “I’m Dr. Kies, I was asked to come here to see a patient.”

“Oh, you’re the psychologist from the county that Lieutenant Harris called in.”

“Yes, and I can’t believe you have such an emergency that you needed to get me out here this late. I had just gone to bed.”

“Sorry, lady, I don’t make the rules. I’ll escort you to the top floor; that’s where the Dr. Anderson is. Lieutenant Harris wanted to be part of the meeting; I believe he’s on his way. I just called him to report that Dr. Anderson just woke up.”

Lieutenant Harris arrived in a few minutes, and greeted the woman at the entrance to Anderson’s cell. “Thanks so much for responding to my request so quickly.” 

Anderson was in the back corner of the cell in an unmoving fetal position. His eyes were wide open, but he didn’t seem to be able to relate to what was going on around him. 

“How long has he been like this?” she asked.

“He was a kidnap victim; he escaped a short time ago from his captors. At the time he was kidnapped, his wife was shot and killed. He is highly fearful that his captors will find him here, so what you are witnessing is his response to all the cumulative negative things that have impacted him in a relatively short time.”

“I see, and you want me to bring him out of his severe emotional state?”

“Yes, we need desperately to interrogate him.” 

“Well, I’ll do what I can.”

Fred said, “Please take your time; we’ll leave the cell door open for you.”

Harris went over to the guard’s desk located in the middle of the cell block. After about ten minutes, the woman called Fred to the cell. Anderson was now sleeping comfortably in the cell’s cot.

“Great,” Fred said. “He seems much calmer, I’ll wake him and talk to him.”

“No, you can’t,” replied the woman. “I’ve given him a strong sedative; he’ll be out for at least eight hours.”

“Goddamn it, I told you I had to talk to him.”

“And so you shall, but it won’t be until tomorrow morning. This man needs a lot of rest—and so do I. Now let me go home and get back to bed.” 

Fred posted a guard just outside Anderson’s cell. With Donna’s recently enhanced powers, Fred wasn’t certain that the additional security would provide more than a token defense against her. But for the moment that was the extent of what he could do. 

Anderson had a restless night; his twilight sleep was sheathed by dreams of Donna entering his cell and pushing him through the tiny slit in the jail wall that substituted for a window. At one point he came just barely awake. He groggily looked outside of his cell bars, and was shocked at what he saw. “She’s here!” he screamed, She’s here!”

The guard went into Anderson’s cell and tried to confront him as a parent would a child who just emerged from a violent nightmare. But Anderson was no child, and he wouldn’t calm down. After about an hour of ranting he moved back to the corner where he had been previously and returned to his protective fetal position.

* * *

The next morning Fred arose early and went to the jail. He was stunned when he saw Anderson. Apparently, he hadn’t rested much; his condition had eroded during the night. He was swaying back and forth, and kept repeating, “Please, Donna, don’t do it. Donna, please don’t do it to me.”

Fred asked the guard, “What the hell happened to him during the night?”

“I have no idea, he just woke up from his sleep and he was immediately frozen with terror.” 

Fred thought he knew the answer, but asked it anyway, “Did he have any visitors during the night?”

“No, the only people that were in the area were the police.”

Fred entered the cell, “Dr. Anderson, can you hear me?”

Anderson continued to repeat the words, “Donna, don’t do it.”

“Lieutenant, do you want me to send him to the state psychiatric hospital?”

“No, his life is in danger; he needs protection and we can’t effectively protect him while he’s in the hospital.

“Instead,” Fred said, “let’s get the damn psychologist—Dr. Kies—who treated him here last night over here again.”

“Okay, but he seems out of it to me.”

Dr. Kies arrived in less than an hour. Fred was at the elevator waiting when the door opened. 

“Please hurry,” he said, “he’s in the same cell that you saw him in last night.”

As the psychologist looked through the cell bars, seeing him tightly holding himself in a fetal position, she became livid. “What did you do to him, beat him?”

“Hey, nobody touched him; besides he’s not a prisoner, he’s in protective custody. And for your information, we don’t beat prisoners, either.”

“Well, I’ll do what I can but we have to move him to the hospital; he seems much worse than he was when I saw him last night.”

“Miss,” Fred said, “you have to understand that we would love to move him to a hospital for more intensive care, but the truth is we can’t do it. You must have read about Donna Lang, the mass murderer who recently escaped from prison? Well, we believe she’s after him, and she has resources we don’t begin to have. If we sent him to a hospital, we would be sending him to a death sentence.

“Now, what you have to do is give him something that would at least temporarily let him recover to the degree he can talk to us. If he talks to us, we may be able to get information that will help us get Lang.”

“I must object, he should go to a hospital. But I’ll give him a tranquilizer that should calm him down in the short run. But I will not be responsible for what will happen if he doesn’t go straight to a hospital.”

In a few minutes after getting the shot, Anderson loosened his grip around his body. His head slowly stopped its irregular movement. Fred and the psychologist helped him to his cell cot. 

Fred asked, “Dr. Anderson, can you talk to us?”

Anderson said, “You must take me out of here to a place where it’s safe.”

Fred said, biting his lip, “You’re as safe here as you will be anywhere.”

“No! No! I want to go to AU. Big Don will protect me there.”

Fred said, “Big Don can’t protect you any more than we can.”

Anderson grabbed his knees, bringing them up to his chest, and kept repeating, “Don can protect me; Donna was here last night.”

Fred turned to the psychologist, “What’s the hell’s going on with him?” 

“He’s experiencing extreme mental trauma; he has regressed to a childlike state.” 

“Do you think if we complied with his request he would become more responsive?”

“Who knows, it’s entirely possible. It seems that whoever big Don is, he has confidence in him; and whatever AU is, he considers that a safe haven.”

“But it’s no safer than here; in fact it’s less safe.”

“Maybe in reality, but in his mind that’s not true. You keep forgetting that you’re not dealing with a lucid professional person anymore.”

“Okay, Doctor Anderson,” said Fred. “We will take you to AU and we’ll call Don to make sure he’s there. Do you think you’ll be able to talk to us then?”

At that moment Fred’s cell phone rang.

It was one of the policemen who was assigned to locate the owner of the trailer park where Anderson had been kept captive.

“Yes, what is it?” Fred asked.

“I located the owner of the park, he lives in Venice. Do you want to talk with him?”

“Sure do, give me his address and I’ll go there right away.”

Fred had hopes that the owner might be able to shed some light on Donna’s activities in the period since she escaped from prison. At least the owner would be coherent; there was no telling when Anderson would be able to fully communicate.

Fred turned to Anderson, “Why do you think you will be safer in the AU building than here?”

“Donna was here, but Donna’s not in AU; big Don will protect me from Donna.”

Anderson’s comment didn’t make a lot of sense to Fred, but apparently Anderson had gained some respect for Don as a person during the time they were both employed by AU. It was obvious that he also respected his massive size. Fred reasoned that Anderson’s clarity of thought had been temporarily clouded; but in his present child-like state it appeared that he had plucked out select details from his past that gave him a sense of security, as unrealistic as they might be.

Fred contacted a patrolman at the station to pick up Anderson from the jail cell and take him directly to AU. Fred’s next call was to AU. Fortunately, Don was on duty. Fred advised Don that in a few minutes Dr. Anderson would be arriving. Fred briefed him on Anderson’s mental state and said, “Go easy with him; just let him talk; and realize he is not the professional Dr. Anderson that you knew when he was working there.”

Fred wanted to be at AU when Anderson was dropped off, but he decided that he would go there right after the interview with the trailer park’s owner. He felt that Anderson might need a short time to adjust to the surroundings that he was familiar with and felt secure in.


 

Chapter 41

 

Venice was a short twenty minute drive from Sarasota. The daytime air was cool, almost cold. Fred decided to take his top down, but also turn on his heater to remove the chill from the moving air. People who don’t drive convertibles would never understand this, he thought. But there was no reason not to mix a little pleasure with a lot of business, even if it involved mixing a little cold with a modicum of warmth. Route 41 was busy this time of the tourist season as Fred headed south. By continuously maneuvering his little sports car around the traffic, he arrived on the small island of Venice in record time. 

The patrolman who had called Fred was parked outside of the house waiting. 

Buzz Stickney was the park’s owner. It was obvious that he had feared that he violated some city ordinance , and believed that was why the cops wanted to see him. No one had told him why they wanted to interview him and that made him even more nervous. 

“You have to understand,” he began, “my trailer park has been on the market for over six months, and I rarely get up there to check it out. So if anyone has created any problem, you can’t hold me responsible for it.” 

Fred said, “That’s not why we’re here. You rented trailer 5 to a woman and man, who are both fugitives from the law. Do you recall when you rented the trailer, and any conversation that you had with them at the time?” 

“Officer, I never would have rented to them had I known they were criminals. I’m a law abiding citizen, yes I am, and you can ask Sara my wife about that.” The woman standing behind Stickney’s chair was nodding her head.

“Look I’m not accusing you of anything. We just want to know about the details of the rental, if you had noticed anything strange—any information at all that might be helpful to us.”

The man took a deep breath, obviously relieved. “Their trailer was the last one I rented. Because I’m selling the park, I didn’t want to complicate any future sale of the park by having tenants in the park with an active contract that extended beyond my projected settlement date. But she told me that they would be out of there in a month. I knew there was no way I could sell the park and settle in that short a period of time, so I agreed. It would also provide me with a little transitional money since I’m no longer active in the rental business.”

Fred asked, “Can you remember anything about the people who rented it?” 

“Sure, except it wasn’t people, it was one woman. She was in her mid- 30s, perhaps a little older. She wore a cap and had on black shorts, and oh, yes, she was very small.” He gestured to Fred showing him that she only came up to the bottom of his neck. “She said there would be another woman and a man joining her. One was her sister, I believe she told me, and the other her husband. The woman signed a rental contract; I have it in my office.” 

“We’ll need to take that with us; we’ll return it.”

“Yes sir, no problem.”

“Anything else, anything at all that you can remember?”

“No, as I told you in the beginning, I was rarely in the park. We had one other renter who was scheduled to vacate a few days ago. Other than that, the park has been deserted.”

“Did you ever see the other woman and the man?”

“Nope, never did. The woman paid the rent for the month in cash when she signed the contract. I also took a month’s security deposit. Even though she was just staying a month, she didn’t object to paying a security deposit. She didn’t argue over anything—a real nice lady.” 

“I think you’re safe in keeping that security deposit. They won’t return, and I’m sure you won’t be sued for its return. What kind of car was she driving?”

“I really didn’t get a good look at it, red I believe, but I have no idea of the year or the make. To me, all the cars since the 80’s look alike.”

“OK, thanks; and if you can think of anything else, give me a call anytime, night or day. Give me the rental contract and we’ll be on our way.”

As they left, the patrolman asked Fred if he had gotten anything out of the conversation.

“No, not a damn thing.”

He rang Jim from his cell phone and briefed him of his visit. 

“So you really got nothing out of the guy?” asked Jim.

“No, he was cooperative, but he really had no information. He gave me a copy of the contract that Donna apparently signed, but I can’t even read her writing. Even if I could, I’m sure it was an alias.”

At that moment, the patrolman who had taken Anderson to AU entered Jim’s office. 

“Oh, sorry, Jim, I was looking for Lieutenant Harris, but he wasn’t in his office.”

“He’s on the phone with me now, he’s in Venice. What did you want to say to him?”

“Tell him that I delivered Dr. Anderson to AU as he directed me to.”

“Wait a minute, why didn’t you stay with Anderson?”

“I wasn’t told to.”

Jim realized that he had earlier removed the sole police guard from AU. The only protection remaining now to guard Anderson was the company security guard.

Jim said to Fred over the phone, “Fred, Dr. Anderson is at AU but he’s there alone! He has no police guard remaining!”

Fred said, “I’m a distance away, but I’ll give Sergeant Lewis a call to get over there right away. I’ll get back to you.”

Fred kept the cell phone numbers of all his subordinates in his cell phone directory. He dialed Lewis. Fred bellowed out his order, “Lewis, get over to AU right away! We delivered Dr. Anderson to the building a few minutes ago; but due to a major error on our part we didn’t provide any police protection for him.”

“Fred, you forgot, this is my afternoon off. I’m visiting a friend in Bradenton. I’m driving my personal car with no police radio. I’m glad you contacted me via my cell phone, or I never would have received your call. I’ll try to get there as soon as I can, but in the meantime I’ve got Stewart’s number. I believe he’s home and he lives just down the street from AU. I’ll give him a call and send him over there right away.” 

Fred said, “Okay, I’m approaching I-75 now. I’ll head directly to AU; I’ll meet you there.”

In a half-hour Fred arrived at AU’s front door. He pushed the buzzer and waited a couple of minutes. He buzzed again—still no response. Finally Sergeant Stewart came to the front door. 

“Where the hell were you? I buzzed twice!” 

“I’m sorry, I just got here and—well, you’d better take a look.” 

Just inside the door, to the right was the body of big Don, a bullet hole in the middle of his head. 

“My God!” Fred said.

“That’s not all the bad news, come with me.” 

Sergeant Stewart led Fred into the Science Division. About ten feet in the room, blocking the medical unit’s door was the lifeless body of Dr. Anderson. He also had a bullet hole in the middle of his head. 

“Donna’s trademark,” Fred said. “Sergeant, was anybody here when you arrived?”

“No, the door was open, which I found strange; I entered and immediately saw the body of the security guard. I checked his pulse but I knew he was already gone; then I came in here and found Doctor Anderson’s body.”

At that moment Sergeant Lewis arrived in his new Ford Fusion. Recognizing Fred, he stopped just past the front door of the gigantic lobby. 

“Hi, Fred, I’m terribly sorry. I wish I could have gotten here sooner.”

He looked at the guard’s body and said, “Damn, he was such a decent guy. And, oh God, after all we did to find Anderson, we’ve lost him as well. I’m so sorry that I wasn’t closer to AU when you called, Fred.”

“You did all you could,” said Fred. “It was my and Jim’s fault that we didn’t make sure we had adequate protection for Anderson before we left him here unprotected.”

* * *

An hour later Fred was sitting in Jim’s office. “Fred, it was totally my fault; I should have told you that I had removed the police security at the AU building. If we had even one cop there to protect Anderson, this never would have happened.”

“I’m not sure about that. With Donna’s powers she might have easily eliminated anybody in her way. But something else bothers me about the two murders.”

“And that is?”

“About four years ago Don had some information which would have incriminated Donna; that happened before she was even considered a suspect. Donna didn’t kill him then; she simply used her powers to make him forget what he had learned. When I talked to Donna just before she was apprehended, she told me at the time that she liked Don and that there was no reason for her to kill him; in effect it was much easier to erase his memory.” 

“But, Fred, you said since her confinement she’s not the same. She has no compassion for anyone anymore, even though I can’t say she had much before she was sent to prison.” 

“You’re right, Jim, but there’s something else. Why did she kill Dr. Anderson? I doubt that he had any special information concerning her that would lead to her arrest. They had already deserted their hideout. Anderson was her pawn; she had needed his expertise to re-install the device. In fact I’m sure she purposely kept him alive even after he operated on her, perhaps in case something went wrong. I really don’t have any technical information concerning the device, but I would assume it might need some fine-tuning over time. I don’t know why she would have killed him; she certainly couldn’t have considered him a threat. Think about it, whenever she left the trailer she apparently secured him to the vent pipe to make sure he couldn’t escape. Wouldn’t it have been easier if she had just killed him while she had him in captivity?”

“I see your point,” Jim mused, “but you said that Dr. Anderson was killed with a bullet in the middle of his forehead. And that is her special macabre trademark. In addition, it appears when Donna gets angry, her reasoning goes by the wayside. She must have been extremely revengeful toward Anderson when he escaped from her. It appears killing him was her form of getting even.” 

“There’s no question about that,” Fred agreed. But look at how limited the time frame was for Donna to have learned the location of Anderson, drive to the AU site, kill two people, and escape before the police arrived. What was her rush to get rid of him? I was certainly a much higher priority on her food chain than he was.”

“Fred, who on earth knows about the tendencies of crazies like her? Were there any clues at the trailer that might give us some idea where she might be headed?”

“No, but Donna can’t be too far away. Let’s assume she read our minds when we had Anderson confined to the county jail. As I stated, she would have had a very limited time to drive to AU. So her starting point had to be very close to downtown Sarasota. But that time line still bothers me.”

“Fred, if she read your mind, she most likely reacted immediately.”

“Yeah, Jim, I give you that, but how did she know that you had removed the police guard at AU?”

“I suppose that she read my mind as well.”

“But, Jim, you weren’t even in the cell block; you were back at the station.” 

“That’s true, but how do we know how strong and flexible her powers are? Remember she had this device in her previously. Her learning curve to adapt should be fairly fast.”

“I don’t know; maybe you’re right. Her capabilities may be evolving at an unprecedented rate, which I might add scares the shit out of me.”

Fred’s cell phone rang; it was Detective James who was at AU in charge of investigating the murder scene. 

“Lieutenant, sorry to bother you but the phone rang in AU; it was your wife on the line. She wanted you to call her back right away.”

“Yes, thanks, I usually call her back from the AU conference room for the sake of privacy.”

“You have to take her calls from here?”

“Yes, but don’t question me on that. I’ll be over there in a few minutes.”

When Fred reached Maureen he said, “Honey, it’s great to hear from you.” 

“Fred, I’m quite a few miles past Seattle and still heading due east. Any luck on catching Donna? Please, please tell me that you did!”

“Sorry, honey, we located her hiding place but she got away just before we got there.” 

Fred decided not to tell her about the death of Anderson; that would just scare her more, and the information would be of no practical use to her.

Fred said, “I have to ask you something about Doctor Anderson where your insight into the psyche could be of immense value. First of all, I told you previously that Anderson had been kidnapped by Donna. But he managed to escape from the trailer where he had been held captive.”

“That’s good news, but what do you want to tell me that I can help you with? And let me tell you I’m not sure I’m in the mood to be able to analyze anything at the moment, but go ahead.”

“Anderson was terrified of Donna.”

“Nothing strange about that, if I was killed in your presence and then you were kidnapped by the same person who killed your wife, you would be terrified as well.”

“Yes, but we held Anderson in a jail cell to protect him. He was emotionally distracted so he was given a sedative to sleep through the night. That didn’t seem to help, he started to believe Donna was in the same cell block with him; and he became more terrified as the night wore on.”

“Sounds to me as if he simply had nightmares about her and that amplified his fear.” 

“I guess, but with her powers I suspect she may have projected herself into his mind.”

“Fred what you are talking about is not psychology; it’s a field I know nothing about and didn’t even believe in until you told me about Donna’s extraordinary powers. There’s absolutely nothing in my studies or my research that applies to this situation.”

Maureen started to tell Fred about her phone call but, considering the comments he had made about Sue, she decided it was best not to mention it..


 

Chapter 42

 

 Fred was just beginning to stir from a disturbed nighttime sleep. Molly had two of her paws on his face and was lightly whimpering to be taken out. Who Knows, who hadn’t had enough seniority to sleep in the bed, had stretched up as far as she could with her paws just reaching the edge of the mattress. Fred said, “Okay, okay, I get the message from the both of you.” His cell phone rang. Now what, he thought? 

“Fred, this is Debra.”

Fred was still trying to wipe away his mental cobwebs.

“Debra, oh yes, how can I help you?”

“Two things, one I need for you to stay in the area for the next couple of days; at this point I can’t tell you why. But also you told me you would get back to me relative to what you found out from Mrs. Brown’s census records.”

“Yes, I’ve been so involved with a murder case—well, you know the story. Meet me in my office if you will. I need one more favor from you. I need you to pull out some additional census records. This time the location is Sarasota.” 

Fred provided Debra with the necessary information to pinpoint the area he was interested in.

* * *

An hour later Fred was at back at his desk with Debra, going over both the old and new batch of census records. 

“Not what I expected,” Fred said.

“Want to let me in on what you’re looking for, Fred?”

“Yes, sorry. In the first batch of census records, there were four girls living at Mrs. Brown’s house.” 

“So?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you that Donna is Mrs. Brown’s daughter.”

“I see, and according to the census records she had three sisters.”

“Yes, and one sister was murdered at her aunt’s house in Sarasota. I’m sure the murderer was Donna.”

“And the second batch is a record of the census taken at her aunt’s house in Sarasota?” 

“Right, and it provides a record of Donna and her sister who was subsequently murdered. But it shows no record of the other two girls.”

“So where does that leave you?”

“Mrs. Brown seemed to have some hidden secret when I met with her, which was painful for her to divulge. If you look at the census records, you will see that her husband had been unemployed at the time of one of the census reports; actually the information about his being unemployed appeared during two census periods. On the other hand, I know that Mrs. Brown’s sister in Sarasota had built up quite a fortune. The Browns felt they could no longer care for their children properly, so they shipped two of them off to her sister. I bet they put the third and fourth ones up for adoption. My gut tells me that.”

“Well, it’s certainly interesting, Fred, but I have to get back to work. I’ll check in with you later.”

Fred placed a call to the police chief in Lancaster. “Chief, I need for you to check into something for me. I need to know if any of Mrs. Brown’s children were put up for adoption. The names that were recorded when they were living in Mrs. Brown’s house were Jane 

and what looks like Theresa Brown. According to the census records Jane was born around 1975 and Theresa about a year later.”

“Does this have anything at all to do with the murder case I’m investigating at the Brown home?”

“I don’t know, but it’s a remote possibility that one of her children murdered her. It’s just a hunch, mind you, but it might be worth pursuing. My gut tells me that Donna murdered her mother, but I’m not sure why.”

“Fred, pulling out adoption records is no easy task with all the court restrictions nowadays. But my brother runs the local agency; so with that in, maybe I can find out the information you’re after. I’ll give you a call.”

“Okay, but in case I’m not in, please provide the feedback to my boss, I’ll make sure he knows what’s going on.”

Just after Fred hung up the phone he received a call from Debra Black.

“Fred, I told you earlier that something important had come up. The call I just received provided the details. I don’t want to answer any questions, but you have to trust me. Pack your suitcase for a few days. I’ll pick you up in a half hour outside of your house; be there.”

“Wait a minute! I have a meeting later with Jim this morning at the station and—”

“—He already knows you will be gone for the day and perhaps more, perhaps many more. See you in half an hour, Fred.” 

What the hell is this all about, he wondered.

Fred quickly dressed, took the dogs out, and deposited peanuts for Abraham and Dennis. He was just refilling the dog’s food dish when Debra sped into his driveway and impatiently beeped her horn. Still confused over the mystery of Black’s call, Fred dashed to the waiting car and entered the passenger seat.

“Now Debra what’s the big mystery and the big rush?”

“It’s a affair, Fred, what do you think? Don’t think I didn’t notice you observing my legs?” 

Fred blushed and Debra smiled. “I’m kidding, we’re flying to Washington. You’ll be fully briefed when we get there.”

In a few minutes Debra was driving south on route 41 passing the Sarasota-Bradenton airport.

“Where the hell are you going?” Fred asked. “We just passed the airport!”

“Fred, Fred, Fred—when will you learn to trust me? Just sit back, enjoy the ride and don’t be a nag.” In a half-hour she was turning in at the small Venice airport. 

Fred said, “I know this airport; it’s where the 9-11 terrorists trained. In fact I sometimes play golf at the club next to it; and there’s a great bar on the right side of the road that sits right next to the Gulf.”

“Yes, ironic isn’t it, concerning the airport; now the good guys are using the same airport to further our objectives.”

They left the car and started walking out toward the runway. Fred moved in the direction of the closest small jet.

“It’s not that one, Fred.”

“There’s no other plane nearby.”

Donna pointed. “We won’t be landing at an airport.”

For a moment Fred thought her line came from the old movie Back to the Future.

Fred’s eyes followed Black’s pointing finger toward a Sikorsky Sy6 helicopter.

“This way, Fred, we can land right at our destination.” 

“How fast will this baby go? I never rode in one of these before; and frankly, I’m not that happy about it right now.”

“It’s perfectly safe, and it will go up two hundred miles per hour; we’ll be there soon.” 

 A few hours later, Fred was looking down at the traffic-stalled Washington D.C. Beltway. A couple of minutes later, the pilot pointed out the home of Ethel Kennedy near McLean, Virginia. The copter was starting to rapidly descend. 

Before the helicopter touched down, Fred spotted the CIA Langley welcome sign. Fred recalled at one time the Feds wouldn’t identify the location of CIA’s headquarters. But since even tour guides had been clandestinely pointing out the site for several years, the secret that was already known to everyone finally became public. Now even the internet provided information as to its location. 

Fred knew full well that this area was the hub for the nation’s intelligence operations by the U.S., as well as other cooperating governments.

The only reason he could think of that he was landing here was that the Feds were going to prosecute him for holding on to the monolith, and worst of all, for not safeguarding it. Why they took him here and not to a federal court for prosecution he could not understand. Maybe this is their first step in that federal judicial process, he thought.

Two tall men dressed in black suits were waiting on the pad, impatiently waiting for the copter to land. They escorted Debra and Fred into a white stucco coated circular building encased in reflective glass windows. As they entered, each of the agents pressed their eyes against some type of security device that Fred had never seen before. Immediately a green light went on. On the nearby guard’s table, a computer monitor displayed the name and a confirming picture of the agents, as well as the level of their security clearance. 

“Impressive,” Fred said.

Black showed the guard a letter which Fred assumed provided authorization for his entry into the bastion of world secrets. The guard said, “You will not be allowed to go above floor six.” Fred assumed that, since he held no clearance, that was the limit of his access in the building.

All four entered an elevator, and got off at the sixth floor. They walked to the entrance of a large office whose walls displayed the photos of past and present CIA heads. The two security men waited outside. 

At the other end of the room a well–dressed woman acknowledged their presence. She said, “Mr. Shade’s busy at the moment, but he won’t be long. Both of you please take a seat.” 

Fred said “Debra, I’ve been good for all this time; do you want to tell me what this is all about?”

“Fred, please don’t be so impatient; you’ll know in a minute.”

In a short time a man about Fred’s height with a well-trimmed salt and pepper beard which seemed to dominate all the other features in his face, opened the inner office door. 

“Please step in. I’m John Shade. Nice to meet you, Lieutenant.” 

Mr. Shade extended his hand. Shade’s grip was strong; Fred, still unsure what was going on, returned a meek uncertain handshake.

“I’m not yet sure if it’s nice to see you or not,” Fred said.

Shade ignored Fred’s comment and turned to face Black. “Has the Lieutenant taken the security oath yet?”

“No, sir.”

“Are you a good American, Lieutenant?”

Fred hated an open-ended question like that. Did he mean do I eat apple pie regularly; do I have a turkey on Thanksgiving Day, hold my hand over my heart when I hear the national anthem, know all the words to the Star Spangled Banner, or never buy a foreign car? Maybe all the above, Fred thought. 

“I suppose I’m as good as the next guy.”

Shade paused for a moment, not quite sure if he approved of Fred’s terse response.

“Fred, why did you take the psychic chip, and what were you going to do with it?”

No more pleasantries, now Shade was cutting to the heart of the issue.

“I don’t know why I took it; a guy by the name of Marv Atwell gave it to me. I simply took it and didn’t know what to do with it afterward.”

“We know all about Atwell, and we know that he gave it to you. My question is why did you take it?”

“I don’t know; I really don’t—I just did.”

Shade continued to press, “What was your end objective, what did you ultimately intend to do with it?”

“I had no end objective; that’s why I kept it on my dresser for four years.” 

“That’s an answer that makes little sense, but I’ve found that truthful answers often don’t make a hell of a lot of sense. Please come over with me to the corner of the room.”

Shade pulled a Bible out of a drawer from his desk; he then retrieved a typed page from the top of his desk.

“Fred, please put your hand on the bible and respond honestly to the series of questions I will ask you.”

Fred did as he was told.

His responses proceeded from, “No, I was never a member of any organization whose objective was to overthrown the United States government,” to, “Yes, if my wife turned out to be a foreign spy I would turn her in to the proper authorities.” But his response didn’t come so easily when he was asked, “Would you do all in your power that you could to support the Constitution?” 

Fred lived his life in a gray world; he rarely perceived issues to be totally correct or entirely wrong. He felt the constitution was an evolving document, scrapping, as society changed, the components that were the expressions of an earlier more uninformed culture. Fred felt that in recent years, meaningful changes came simply through the Supreme Court’s interpretive powers without the need for, or the political ability to enact, formal amendments. With the Democrats, Republicans and now the Tea Party fighting for control to win the hearts and minds of the voting public, constitutional amendments were a thing of the past because there was no longer any way to secure the necessary requisite state votes to effect a change. 

Fred’s answer was, “Since the constitution is not static, I’m not sure what your question really means.”

Shade was in no mood to play semantic games.

“Look here, Harris, you took something that rightfully belonged to the CIA. You’re a police officer; you can hardly claim that, due to ignorance, you didn’t understand the consequences of your actions. Do you have any idea of what we could do to you?”

“I don’t, but I’m sure it wouldn’t be pleasant. Something like a really painful root canal, I would guess.” 

“Damn right, it wouldn’t be pleasant. Ms. Black, get this sarcastic bastard out of here. I don’t want to see his face again.”

Debra Black wasn’t happy. As she escorted Fred out of Shade’s office she said, “Damn it, Fred! I did everything I could to protect you, and now you can’t say yes to a simple question? You deserve to have your ass thrown into jail.”

“Well, I just had a hard time answering the stupid questions he threw at me. I still don’t know why I’m here.”

“And you never will, unless Shade tells you, which he won’t do unless you comply with CIA procedures.”

“So where do we go from here?”

“We have an area in which you can spend the night, and sleep on your answers to Mr. Shade. I’ll call you in the morning; I hope by then you’ll have reconsidered your response. If you do, I’ll try to get another meeting between you and Shade.”

“I guess I did blow it,” Fred acknowledged.

Fred’s mind shifted to Maureen’s well being; actually it was there in his subconscious all along. He didn’t enjoy playing this robotic game in this geographic center of the super-spies, while he was concerned about protecting his wife’s life. 

“Debra, I need to call AU to see if Maureen called. Do you have a phone?”

“Sure, there will be one in your room; and, no, it will not be monitored. We’re not the bad guys you seem to perceive that we are.” 

Fred checked his phone calls at AU, and returned one that he had missed from Maureen. 

Maureen was at the Red River Bar in Boise, Idaho. He could tell by her slurred speech that she had consumed quite a few drinks. Maureen was not a person who enjoyed the hard stuff; and when she did drink it didn’t take much for her to get drunk. This was not good. It was obvious that she was in a highly depressed state. Normally she tried to hide it from Fred when she migrated into her dark, quiet moods, but her depression was now buried so deep that she could no longer camouflage her feelings, nor did she care. 

Fred said, “Hon, I have to tell you something that’s very important.” 

Maureen was not listening. “Fred, I can’t live like this; I’m going from place to place; most of the time I don’t even know where I am. I look for a motel in the busiest part of town with a window facing street lights so I can see who might be coming to kill me. I stay awake most of the night; and when I do fall asleep, it’s always on the damn window sill facing the street. I fear the dark, I fear it more than I ever had in my entire life. And each morning when I get into my car to move to the next town, I’m totally enervated. 

“Fred, on two occasions I almost fell asleep at the wheel. I was headed directly into oncoming traffic, but in both cases something woke me at the last second.”

 Fred’s belief in a God was significantly different from hers. She believed, as Steven Hawking did, that once God created the universe he could rest because it could now operate efficiently forever without the need for further intervention. Her interpretation of a deity, if he existed at all, was one who gave man the skills to resolve his own destiny and then remained removed from human affairs. In her mind, he’s a laissez-faire God. 

To Fred, the positive serendipitous events she had experienced were caused by the direct hand of God. The precise collision of the galaxy of events that had to unfold to allow Maureen to avoid head-on collisions could only be due to God’s direct intervention in man’s affairs. 

“Honey, I’ve got an idea. I know you’re exhausted. I don’t think you have to move on. I’ve concluded that there’s no way Donna could know where you are. You’ve covered your tracks well; and most importantly, Donna can’t pick up any of your mental processes from the distance where she is.”

“But how do you know where she is, and how do you know she can’t get into my mind?” 

Fred didn’t want to divulge to Maureen that he knew the general area where Donna was, because she had just killed both AU’s security man and Dr. Anderson; and therefore, he was sure she must be in or near Sarasota. Maureen’s emotional state was much too fragile to hit her with that revelation. 

Instead he said, “All evidence points to the fact that she’s still in the Sarasota area. As far as her ability to read your mind, Atwell once told me his ability to do that was limited to short distances. Donna has only a fraction of the powers that Atwell had, so we shouldn’t be concerned about that at all; you are much too far away for Donna to pick up on you.”

“But Fred, somehow she knew where Atwell and I were. She found him and killed him; I read about it in the newspaper. I’m sure I’m next on her list.”

“Maureen, please listen to me. She knew where Atwell was because he was easily traceable; his location wasn’t a state secret. She could easily have used information she gleaned from a home computer to track him down. I know that she took classes in prison to become familiar with a computer’s operation. He was not in hiding; he had no reason to be, the authorities were not after him. I’m sure her psychic powers had nothing to do with her ability to find him. I think her sole objective was to kill Atwell; and it’s entirely possible when she got into the area she picked up your psychic scent, so to speak. 

“I have a plan, stay where you are, you’ll be perfectly safe there. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, and maybe we can work something out.”

“Fred, I love you so much; I so need to see you again and soon.”

Fred only had the barest outline of a plan; it still had to unfold and be given body with details. First, however, he had to get back in the good graces of Mr. Shade. 


 

Chapter 43

Fred’s phone rang early the next morning. Debra was on the other end. “Fred, have you reconsidered what your answer will be to Shade?”

“Yes, I’ll be a good boy and answer all of his questions without any issues or challenges.”

“Good, let me see if I can arrange another appointment with him. I just hope that you haven’t pissed him off too much.”

In just minutes, Debra called right back. “We’ll see him this morning at 10:40 a.m. Remember, Fred, he has no sense of humor and he is without a doubt from the old school. He believes in his country without reservation. Reagan was the world’s greatest leader ever; every Democrat is a socialist as well as a communist; and there are no exceptions to his dogma whatsoever. His world is all black and white; and if you’re not white you’re black, metaphorically speaking.” 

“Then, I guess I won’t invite him to any of my pin-the-tail on-the-donkey parties.”

“Fred, no humor please; I would bet he doesn’t even like Good Humor ice cream.”

At 10:15 a.m. she knocked on the door of Fred’s unit; it was a short walk to the main CIA building. Two agents walked closely behind them all the way to the conference room where they would meet Shade. 

The receptionist barely looked up when the entered. Fred whispered to Debra, “We’re a bit early, aren’t we?”

“You don’t want to be late for a meeting with Shade. If one of his earlier appointments gets canceled, he wants us here so that none of his precious time will be wasted.” 

“Seems a hell of a lot like a doctor’s office to me, with the pain and all of that.”

At 10:40 on the dot, the receptionist motioned for them to come in. This time Shade was not welcoming them at the door. He was sitting at his desk working on some papers. 

Debra and Fred were kept standing for at least five minutes before Shade finally looked up and spoke. He looked directly at Fred. “Miss Black indicated you had a change of heart since yesterday; is that true?”

“Well, sir, I never really had a problem with anything you were asking me about; but as a detective I do tend to over analyze at times. Unfortunately, yesterday was one of those times.”

“I understand. Go over to the corner.”

What the hell comes next, Fred wondered, a dunce cap perhaps?

Shade picked up from his desk the same piece of paper that he had yesterday when he asked Fred the series of questions. He retrieved the Bible again and had Fred put his hand on it. He started the questioning process all over again. 

Shit, Fred thought, can’t this guy just get on with it? Then Fred thought, maybe this spook can read my mind, I’d better be careful what I think. Fortunately, it was apparent that Shade could not read Fred’s mind; Shade carefully re-read the entire paper, patiently waiting for Fred’s response to each question. Only then did he move on. Finally he got to the constitutional question, and Fred replied, “Yes, sir, I will honor it and obey it without question.” 

Shade had only one more question and Fred’s final response to it seemed to please him. 

“Congratulations, Fred, you’re now one of us.” Shade put his hand out and Fred started to shake it; instead Shade hugged Fred long and hard. Strange, strange reaction, Fred thought. Maybe this guy is related to J. Edgar Hoover. 

Fred turned to Shade, “Now may I ask you a couple of questions, sir?”

Fred glanced at Debra, and she was mouthing the words, “No, no, no.”

Fred plunged on. “I thought you guys always did some background checks before one could become a CIA agent.”

“That’s already been accomplished. If everything in our check had not been positive you wouldn’t be here today.”

So that’s who those guys were who were following me to the diner when I met with Debra, Fred concluded.

“I still don’t understand; if I’m an agent now, what will be my role relative to my police department’s responsibilities?”

“That will not change, nor will you receive any salary from us. You will, however, be reimbursed for any trips you take for the agency. We use the standard government per diem rates, so you’ll never get rich even though many non-government workers believe that we do. As far as assignments, your boss has agreed to grant you leave whenever we request you for an assignment; but officially, you will always remain an employee of the Sarasota Police Department.”

“Jim has a big heart,” Fred said.

As he glanced at Black she was again mouthing, “No, no, no.” 

Not picking up on Fred’s obvious sarcasm, Shade said, “I wouldn’t know about that,” 

“Now, Fred, we have to put you through a series of psychological tests and the like.”

“Wait a minute. I thought everything was completed when you did the background check on me and I took your oath.”

“Ms. Black, did you brief him on the operation?”

“No sir, I thought that, until he took the oath, it would be premature.”

“Oh, yes, good point.” 

Shade continued looking directly at Debra. “In fact we should continue this sequentially. We have completed the nearby checks and the family and friends investigation. He has taken the oath, next will be the battery of psychological tests. Depending on how he does on them, we will then brief him on the operation.”

Black and Shade were talking as if Fred was not in the room.

“Wait a minute,” Fred interrupted. “How about letting me know what’s going on?”

“In due time, Fred, in due time.” Shade said.

Fred asked, “How long will I be here?”

“Most likely three weeks to a month, or even possibly more. We’re never quite sure how these things will pan out; and at this early stage, I have no way of predicting.”

* * *

A thousand miles away a brunette had just landed in Idaho. Her selection of a private flight had a purpose—she could take a weapon onboard without the usual strict security precautions that she would have experienced on a regular commercial flight. 

The sky was darkening as she provided the false driver’s license to the Hertz employee. She held two versions of the license, one for the rental card identification which was to be thrown away after she completed her mission, and another for her permanent relocation from Sarasota. She knew if she executed the murder carefully, she would never be traced; but regardless she was still prepared to relocate somewhere outside of Florida. She was going to dispose of the rental car in some large city and take the train or bus to a city of her choice. 

The town where she was heading was experiencing a severe recession. In an austerity effort the local officials had decided not to light every other street light in an attempt to reduce the municipal budget. This fit her plan perfectly since she definitely preferred the dark to execute her plan. 

* * *

Fred felt he might have a bargaining chip with Shade, and he decided to use it. “I have just one request; and if you agree to it you, can give me your tests until the cows come in.”

Shade didn’t like to relinquish his need for absolute control, but he reluctantly asked, “What is it?”

“I want to bring my wife here. She’s been continuously on the road, desperately trying to avoid Donna Lang; she’s physically exhausted, and emotionally on the edge. I don’t see how I can concentrate on any test while knowing that Maureen is suffering as much as she is.”

Shade’s response surprised Fred. “I have no problem with your request. We encourage a good family relationship; that always helps our agents in their execution of duties. 

“Miss Black, we won’t begin testing Fred until Monday. Meanwhile, have him transported to wherever he needs to go to pick up his wife; when they return, she can stay with him in his present quarters. Now, please immediately arrange for the transportation to get Fred’s wife here.”

“Great,” Fred said. “Finally, things are starting to look up.” 


 

Chapter 44

 

That same day the CIA provided a company jet to fly directly to the Boise, Idaho airport. Fred called Maureen at her motel and provided her with the flight schedule. He told her that when she got back to Washington they would be staying in the center of the CIA compound where they would be well protected. 

Maureen was ecstatic. “Finally!, she said. “We’ll be together again and safe. And, Fred, what are you going to be doing while I’m there?”

“Other than taking a massive number of psychological tests, I have no idea. I understand that Monday I will start on the tests. In all that should take about three days. I don’t have a clue as to what they have planned for me after that.”

“Did you get into any trouble because you had the monolith for all these years?”

“Not really. In fact I’m one of them now; I took the oath. Don’t I sound different?” he teased. 

“Yes, I sense that you’re taller and much more mysterious.”

“I guess I’m taller because of the thick socks I recently bought. As far as being more mysterious, now that I’m part of the CIA, that’s already become part of my new persona.”

“What do they expect from you?”

“Again I have no idea, but they have made it possible for us to be together again. So whatever they want from me as a tradeoff will be well worth it.” 

“Okay, darling, I’ll see you at the airport.”

“I can’t wait, hon. At last we’ll be together again; and this time it will be forever, I promise.”

Maureen spent a few more hours at the motel. About 6 p.m. she called the motel owner and asked if he could help her take her limited luggage to her car. He said he would come to her room in a few minutes. 

Maureen had just finished putting the last of her clothes in the small suitcase she had purchased when she heard the knock on her door. She was in much too positive a mood to remain cautious; so she flung open the door and turned around to go to the bed to pick up her suitcase. When she turned around again, she couldn’t believe who was standing there.

* * *

 Earlier, Fred had received a call from the pilot who had been directed to take him to Boise. “Mr. Harris, I’ve got some good news; we can leave earlier on your flight. My other scheduled flight was canceled, and Mr. Shade said to make sure I take good care of you. You must have really impressed him.”

“That’s great news. I won’t even tell my wife that I’m arriving early; I’ll just surprise her.”

* * *

Jim had some urgent news to pass on to Fred. He called his cell phone, but the phone had been shut off. He then called his only CIA contact at Langley, Debra Black. “Debra, this is Captain Herbert, Fred’s boss.” 

“Yes, Jim, I know who you are. Don’t you recall I met you a couple of times about four years ago?”

“Sure, now I remember. Look, I have to reach Fred. It’s urgent but he’s turned off his cell phone.” 

“Fred’s flying to Boise, Jim, and he’s taking a special CIA flight. With our flights we stay off communication lines while we’re in the air. That’s so the enemy can’t locate our positions.”

“How do I reach him?”

“I can try to get in touch with the airport where he’s landing, and they can get the message to him when he leaves his plane. Give me the message and I’ll convey it.”

Black took down the chief’s message verbatim. She couldn’t believe what he had to say.

* * *

Fred landed almost two hours earlier than originally scheduled. The CIA rented a part of the commercial Boise airport for their private use. A car was waiting for Fred when he arrived. 

Debra Black’s message to the CIA was never delivered to Fred. The person who received the call didn’t realize the flight was arriving earlier than scheduled. By the time he learned of Fred’s arrival, Fred had already driven off in the private CIA car loaned to him. 

When Fred reached Maureen’s motel, he went into the office to determine what room she was in. The manager said, “I was just going up to her room to pick up her luggage.” 

Fred said, “I’ll be happy to get it.”

“Going to be busy up there in that room,” the manager said. “You’re the second visitor she has had in the last few minutes. Some lady is visiting her right now.”

Fred was overcome with panic, as he knew no one should be visiting Maureen. He bounded up the motel stairs. 

* * * 

Maureen was frightened, but not surprised. “How did you find me?” she asked.

“Oh, it wasn’t hard. Did you forget that you told me where you were headed the day I called you? I just made a few phone calls to the local motels and hit pay dirt on my tenth call. Remember, Maureen, we’re best buds—I told you I would do anything for you; and you seemed so alone and helpless when we spoke on the phone.”

“Of course, I’m sorry I haven’t been more hospitable, you just surprised me coming out of the blue.”

Maureen stepped forward to hug her visitor. But sensing something different in Sue, something that was somehow ominous, Maureen backed away.

Sue said, “Hey, don’t run away from me. I’ve a message for you from a mutual friend.”

“Who’s that?”

“Why, Donna, of course! Oh, my! Didn’t I tell you that she’s my sister?

“Stop it, Sue! You’re frightening me; this isn’t funny.”

Sue pulled a large knife from her pocketbook. “It’s not intended to be. I’ve been after you since I took steps to insure your car would break down while I was nearby so I could meet you and offer you help. Unfortunately, every time I attempted to visit you at your house, Fred or some damn policeman was on guard. Then, when you took off for only God knows where, I thought I would never find you.

“Then I recalled you once gave me your cell phone number. When I called you, and you told me where you were headed, I knew that it wouldn’t be long before I’d find you. Now I’m here.”

Sue swung her knife, cutting a deep gash in Maureen’s right arm. She continued advancing toward a retreating Maureen, until Maureen reached the motel’s outer wall. Having nowhere else to escape and weakened by shock and fear, Maureen slumped down helplessly on the motel’s floor.

Sue smiled, “It will be over soon. Donna will be so happy.” 

At that moment Maureen screamed. 

“Useless, my dear, absolutely useless,” Sue said.

A second later Sue heard the jarring sound of the motel door’s latch breaking. She had her arm fully raised above her head and was about to plunge the knife into Maureen; but the noise of the breaking door made her pause for a moment. She never turned around but started the fast final descent of the blade toward Maureen’s chest. 

Sue never heard the shot that pierced her head, ending her life. 

Fred ran to Maureen, pushing aside the lifeless body of Sue Granton. Seeing the blood oozing from Maureen’s arm, Fred pulled off his tee shirt to make a temporary tourniquet. 

In a few minutes Maureen was in the emergency room of the local hospital. While Fred was waiting impatiently outside, hoping for a positive report from the emergency room surgeon, his cell phone rang. 

“Fred, thank God I got in touch with you! Sue Granton is Donna’s sister, you have to warn Maureen!”

“It’s all right, Jim; I just shot and killed Sue, but she severely injured Maureen before she died. I’m outside the emergency room now waiting for the doctor’s report.”

“God, Fred, I pray that Maureen will be okay. But I had done what you asked me to do on your hunch. I sent a photo of Sue to the warden at the Tallahassee Prison. She checked with the guards, and one remembered that Donna had a female visitor not long ago; and he recognized Sue from the photo I sent. Right after that, I got a call from the Police Chief in Lancaster and he said that Mrs. Brown’s third child, who was adopted, ultimately married a John Granton. No question that Sue Granton was Donna’s sister.”

“Good work, Jim. The only clue I had was that when I met Mrs. Brown she seemed to be troubled over something in her past. The census records I obtained listed the third child as a Sue Brown. I just had a feeling it might have been Sue Granton, but I couldn’t prove it.”

“Well, now you can. I’ll call the local police and try to facilitate your ability to get out of the area once Maureen’s okay. But you will most likely have to go back there to testify if they need you.”

“One question Jim, there was a fourth child—Theresa, I believe was her name.”

“Sorry Fred, I had no luck on finding out about her. But I guess we did get the info we needed.”

“Yes, I agree, but I have to cut off. The doctor is coming out of the emergency room.”

Fred received positive news that although Maureen’s cut was deep, no tendons were severed and they had given her transfusions to replenish her blood loss. She had been placed in intensive care and would spend some time in the hospital recuperating.

When Fred informed Mr. Shade that he could not make it back for the Monday morning marathon of tests, Shade was not happy. But he reluctantly put off the tests to the following week.

* * *

Their flight back to D.C. was a smooth one, much smoother than the helicopter flight that Fred had taken from the Venice airport to the D.C. area. In Fred’s eyes copters were like metal bumble bees, God never created them to be able to fly.

The plane landed on a private strip a few miles from the CIA compound. 

When Maureen entered the apartment assigned to them, she investigated every room in their unit and turned on a light in each room. Most importantly, she insured that the blinds in each of the rooms were tightly closed. Fred realized that her fears were deeply rooted now.

That night Fred and Maureen came together passionately, with a desire that had grown during their time apart. Fred was especially careful not to hurt Maureen’s injured arm. For Maureen the night was a strange brew between pure ecstasy and intense pain; but it was worth it to have Fred back in her arms again.

The next day the agency loaned them a government car and, responding to Maureen’s urgent request, they went directly to the Tyson’s Corner Mall, just off the continuously frantic Washington Beltway. 

The day that Maureen had left San Diego, so seemingly long ago, the weather had been pleasant and warm. Other than the light jacket she wore that day, she had no protection from the ravages of the northern climate through which she had traveled. She could have stopped in any of the towns she went through to purchase warmer clothing, but her constant fear of Donna haunted her and she had never dared to venture out in public to do any shopping. 

Now Fred was here to protect her so she was able to spend hours without any lingering fear, shopping for needed clothes, enjoying gourmet food and tasting white wine at one of the mall’s numerous restaurants. 

Fred stayed close to Maureen at all times. He felt fairly positive that Donna was not in the area, but a couple of times he spotted blondes with the same figure as Donna’s. In each case he approached them with his hand inside his sports coat, firmly holding the handle of his revolver just in case. 

Fred was not a shopper; his routine during his annual one-day Christmas purchasing trek was to go to pre-selected stores by himself and eradicate his misery with two hours of concentrated shopping. Maureen, on the other hand, enjoyed looking over every article in detail even if it was not on her shopping list. Normally, Fred would be bored watching Maureen’s methodical and unproductive process; but today he saw how much she was enjoying herself. As an added bonus, for the first time in weeks they both felt relatively secure. 

Day transitioned to night quickly in the wintry northeast and Maureen started to grow more concerned as the sun dipped lower in the sky. Maureen had already bought enough clothes for a three month stay, including a well insulated black leather coat to get her through a harsh northern winter. 

“Let’s go,” she abruptly said to Fred.

Fred could sense the shift in Maureen’s attitude as the sky darkened; she was no longer enjoying herself and her feelings of security were dissipating proportionately as the evening crept slowly into night. 

Back at the CIA unit, Maureen repeated the methodical security measures she had followed the day before, checking out and securing the unit before she could try to relax. 


 

Chapter 45

 

That night both Maureen and Fred retired early. The next morning Fred had his usual breakfast. Maureen made sure they bought a week’s supply of food and plenty of coffee. Before Fred left Florida for the CIA headquarters, he had delivered Molly and Who Knows to his favorite dog sitter. Molly was never happy when she was away from her house, but this particular dog sitter bribed her with several treats during the day. As small as Molly was, she usually gained a pound or so whenever Fred and Maureen were away for an extended period.

Fred placed a call to the sitter—everything was fine except he was told that Molly and Who Knows both missed him. Fred’s next call was to Jim. 

“Jim, I’m sorry, but they may keep me here a few weeks or more.” 

“It’s all right, Fred, I know your return will be delayed and I can deal with it.”

“Any recent news concerning Donna?”

“None, Fred; and unfortunately we didn’t obtain any additional evidence back at the AU murder scene.” 

“I assume the only new prints they found were those of Donna.”

“No Fred, she apparently wiped them clean before she left. Hey, Fred, this is my day off, and the wife and the kids want to take off to Disney World in the next hour. So give me a call tomorrow.”

Maureen had just entered the kitchen as Fred was saying goodbye to Jim.

“Who was that?”

“It was Jim, I was just checking in.” 

“’Is everything okay with him?” 

“Yes, and the dogs are fine as well; I just talked to the sitter.”

“I really miss them; they’re like the only kids we’ve had so far.”

“Yeah, I miss them, too, hon. They can be a real nuisance but when they’re gone it’s like a missing piece of my life.”

Fred paused and thought about Jim’s comment. 

“Gee, that’s strange,” he thought aloud. 

“What’s strange?” asked Maureen.

“Well, I guess I can tell you now. The security guard at AU was killed, and so was Doctor Anderson.” 

“My God, Donna got to them both.”

“That’s what’s strange, at least in my mind. The fingerprints at the scene had all been removed.” 

“Fred, Donna’s a smart woman so she’s hiding her tracks; what else would you expect?”

“But we found her prints at the home of Anderson where she killed Mrs. Anderson. Her prints were also found at Atwell’s condo. She didn’t attempt to wipe them clean at either of those places, so why would she suddenly be concerned about that issue? Besides, she has already been convicted of being a mass murderer. A few more murders, more or less, wouldn’t change her sentence when we catch her.”

“I’m glad you said when, rather than if.”

“Don’t worry, Maureen, she will be caught.”

Maureen didn’t respond, but she was thinking, I’m not so sure about that.


 

Chapter 46

 

Early Monday morning Fred was escorted to what in all ways appeared to be a classroom for spooks. It contained a series of large blackboards all around the room. A speaker’s podium was situated at the front. There were about twenty desks in the room, all facing the front of the classroom. Only two people were in the massive room—Fred and an elderly man with bifocals and thinning white hair, who was standing at a podium carefully arranging his papers.

“Lieutenant, my name is Dr. Cunningham; I’m going to give you a series of psychological tests. You have exactly two hours to compete each of them. When you’re done with the first test, you will have a fifteen minute break. When you have completed all of the first series, there will be a one- hour lunch break; and then this afternoon you will take two additional series of tests. There are no rights or wrong on the tests; I want you to put down the first response that comes to mind. We will give you a total of three series of tests today and an equal amount Tuesday and Wednesday. When you are finished with the battery of tests, I will evaluate them and you will be given feedback on the results Thursday afternoon by Mr. Shade. Do you have any questions?”

“No.”

“Then let’s begin.” Cunningham pushed a button on the bottom of a clock that was residing on his podium. Seems almost like a timed chess match, Fred thought.

Fred had some experience in taking psychological tests; he had taken them at the police academy. There they tested him in areas of self control, how he would react to a stress situation, and whether his response would vary if a minority member was involved in the confrontation. He also recognized several traps which were cleverly buried into the tests. Each question had a series of four possible answers. Fred was asked to check the appropriate answer which first came to mind. Fred often saw the same type of question reappear with a different combination of potential answers. Consistency was the keyword for this test; if he tried to distort his true feelings, the scorer would recognize uneven patterns in his responses. Although he had seen this type of test previously, he had never seen it given with so many questions and so many gradations. He completed the first test with about five minutes to spare.

The second test had a different set of questions, but he recognized even more traps. If he had been intentionally distorting his responses on the first test, the second test was cleverly constructed to pick it up. 

He noted that he was given just enough time to complete each test. If he tried to analyze his responses, he would soon run out of time. That in itself would be the metaphorical kiss of death for Fred.

When he completed the morning’s tests the instructor said, “You will now have off for one hour. Come back at 2 p.m. and you will then take two more series of tests. By the way, don’t even think about talking to your wife about this; we know she has a doctorate in psychology. We don’t want her helping you.” 

And our unit is most likely bugged as well, Fred thought.

When he returned to the unit, Maureen said, “I’ve been bored all morning watching civil TV cases. I think I could switch my profession to law after my heavy dose of Judge Judy and People’s Court. I just wouldn’t yell at the defendants as much nor as loud.

And by the way,” Maureen added, “I was thinking about what you were saying about the missing fingerprints at the AU murder scene.”

“Yes?”

“You told me that you thought Donna had her powers back. Then why couldn’t she have programmed someone else to commit the murders?” 

“I thought about that. She seems to be traveling with the boy friend of Jane Doe. He doesn’t have a murder rap on the books, so he would most likely not intentionally kill anybody even if Donna wanted him to.”

“That makes sense unless she programmed him to do it; and we know she can and did do it in the past.”

“Okay, for the moment, let’s embrace that premise.”

“Fred, right now I’d rather that you embrace me; but go ahead with your hypothesis.”

Fred ignored her sexual overtone. “How would the murderer get into the AU building? The offices were all closed for the night, so there was no coming and going to distract Don. He was always told to be especially vigilant about anyone trying to get in at night. The entrance has bullet-proof glass doors. Schultz, who is a security fanatic, made sure they were bullet-proof, and that there was no other possible entry into the building. For a short time span, no patrolman was on duty at AU, so Don would have been doubly sure to be careful of visitors—especially those he didn’t know. He was the most professional security guard I ever met, so he would never have let a stranger in; and he would have carried a weapon with him when he went to the door. Sergeant Stewart said the door was open when he got there. So it had to be big Don who opened the door, unless Doctor Anderson did, and that would make even less sense.” 

“So what are you saying, Fred?”

“I’m saying I don’t have the answer yet, but rest assured, soon I will.”


 

Chapter 47

 

It was early Wednesday evening. Fred had finished the last of his psychological profile tests. He was told that Black would call him that evening and advise him what time Shade would see him on Thursday.

Fred returned to his unit totally mentally exhausted. 

Maureen said, “You look like you spent the day lifting 300 pound weights.” 

“I think that would have been easier,” Fred groaned. “I really think I have a mental hernia.” 

“I know I can’t ask you any details about the tests, but how do you think you did?” 

“Who knows? With these damn tests they may categorize me as an ax murder and throw me in a CIA prison for the rest of my life.” 

“What’s the story for tomorrow?”

“I’ll meet with Shade, and I guess he will give me the results of the test. After that, who knows?”

“How long do you think we’ll be able to stay here?”

Fred knew Maureen had found a comfort zone in the unit. She was well protected in the compound; it was as close to a fortress on American soil as she had ever seen. She had almost forgotten about Donna over the last two days; and even her deep fear of the night had abated somewhat. 

“I’m not sure, maybe we’ll find out tomorrow.”

* * *

Shade met with Fred and Black the next afternoon.

“Well, Fred, everything looks good on your profile; so now I’m free to tell you what I want to do for America.”

Fred enjoyed the way Shade expanded on the meaning of his assignment to somehow relate it to abstract patriotic objectives.

“What I’m going to tell you is top secret. Much of it, however, I’m sure you already know. AU produces products for the entire black world; we’re simply one of its customers. The development of the psychic device was paid for by our agency. But other government agencies, including the Department of Defense, were interested in its development as well. Our initial intent was to use Donna as an agent assigned to various hot spots of the world. But then we were hopeful that she could use her remote viewing capability so she could do much of her spying out of danger on American soil.

“We had unsuccessfully tried remote viewing years ago; we tested it again in the last few years to evaluate its value to our community. Marv Atwell was the AU employee with the greatest ability in that field; but even he could only penetrate minds within a fairly short distance from his location. Our broader problem was that we could never use Atwell as an agent; he was too unpredictable. Hell, according to our research, he might even have murdered someone during his adolescence period. We decided to use his skills in a limited role as a type of conduit to place them in another subject - one that was more predicable, more malleable if you will.”

“When you say conduit, I assume you mean he was responsible for the software ingrained in the ESP unit. I also presume that the other subject was Donna Lang.”

“You presume correctly, Lieutenant.”

Shade gazed into the distance, his face revealing deep regret, failure in fact. His voice almost broke as he spoke. “She seemed to be the perfect subject. She was given a shortened version of the test that we administered to you. We conducted the same background investigation that we did for you. Damn it, everything seemed to be all right—everything. After her operation, we wanted to analyze Donna for an extended period to make sure our efforts were successful and to fine tune the device. Well, you know what happened.” 

“Wait a minute! Are you suggesting that you want to put the device in me? That makes no sense, I don’t have it; it was stolen from me.” 

“Oh, we know that too well and we also know that it’s in the hands of someone who could do us all great harm. We know she murdered Atwell and we learned recently that she murdered Doctor Anderson as well. Fred, we’re talking about another device.”

“But how would you duplicate the original?” 

“The truth of the matter is we still have the specifications as well as all the program data that we used in our prior experiment. Duplication doesn’t take that long; but actually, it won’t even be duplication. Due to technical advancements, we now have much smaller chips and are able to incorporate more sophisticated programs into a smaller version of the original. Because of the smaller size, it will be a safer operation.”

“How do you know that I wouldn’t turn out the same way as Donna did?” 

“To be completely honest, we don’t. Actually, Donna’s psychological tests revealed a latent ego issue, but we didn’t think it was material at the time. We were wrong. That’s one reason that we changed the battery of psychological tests. You were given the more comprehensive version. The good news is that you, Lieutenant, show no psychological problems except that your profile indicates you’re quite risk adverse, you tend to analyze thoroughly before you respond to a situation. But, actually, that’s a trait that we prefer in the Company. We don’t want our agents acting like Rambo and destroying our cover.” 

Fred was caught off guard, so he asked the obvious question again. 

“So you want to install the device in me?”

“Yes, because much earlier we had learned through Mr. Atwell that in the past you had already showed indications of some well developed psychic abilities. And, Fred, once you have such ability, you’ll never lose it. Oh, you might have to mentally exercise to return it to full function, but it will always be with you. Donna had none before we implanted the device in her. We believe you will be much more powerful than Donna, and with that super-charged power you should be able to capture her without incident. 

“But there is something you have to know before we proceed. We will be introducing a foreign object in your brain, an object intended to amplify the abilities you already have and to create new capabilities in you. Your neurons and synaptic connections will be impacted. They have to adapt somewhat to permit the integration of a piece of marvelous electronic equipment with your organic brain. I must tell you that you will never again be the same person; your skills will be beyond any that you ever had in the past. We worry slightly, very slightly, that this could affect parts of your brain which control your adherence to conventional social norms. We don’t have much empirical data, so we don’t fully appreciate what it might do to your emotional character but we do have safeguards—many safeguards.” 

“Like you had with Donna?” Fred’s response was rhetorical. He didn’t wait for a response, but moved on to that which he needed to know. 

“What’s the worst case scenario?” 

“You could, in fact, degrade into a type of psychopath where you start to set your own social standards and become indifferent to those of others.” Shade laughed, “But of course that won’t happen to you, and that’s the worst case in the extreme. You know the game—you can take a simple aspirin and it might have a book of possible side effects listed, none of which would ever actually happen. All that will ever happen is that your headache will go away.”

Fred didn’t understand Shade’s strange sense of humor. “Wait a minute; I didn’t think you guys were all priests. I’m sure that the company has had to disobey the law at times in order to reach its objectives, and that you sometimes violate an individual’s social mandates in the process. No, you’ll have to give me time to think this over.” 

“That’s perfectly acceptable. In fact, you can and should talk it over with Maureen. We are now starting to take the specifications, and are at this moment translating them into a finished product. We estimate that development will take about a week. And, Fred, that is all the time we will give you to make your decision.”


 

Chapter 48

 

Donna was getting restless. Too much time had passed, with no action. It was about 6 p.m. when Polish returned to the condo unit that they had rented in Punta Gorda. Donna liked the city with the old tropical houses that reminded her of Key West. She also enjoyed the water ways found in so much of the town. What she definitely did not enjoy was being cooped up in this small apartment, unable to move about freely for fear of being recognized.

As Polish entered the room, Donna was deeply engrossed in a made for TV movie. The script was terrible, the actors were unknown, and the ending predictable, even by a child. But somehow she was caught up in it. She remembered the joke about the guy in a restaurant who complained about his food—it was overcooked, it tasted terrible, and worst of all, the portions were tiny. 

“Honey, I’ve got some great news,” Polish announced.

“Shh, I want to see the end of this. But God knows why, I knew who the killer was, two minutes from the start.” 

He went to the TV and hit the off button. One thing he had learned, don’t make Donna mad. But this time he was certain that she would forgive him. 

“I found out where Maureen and Fred are hiding out; it wasn’t easy, but I did it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Damn right I am, but it won’t be a cakewalk for you to get to them because they’re in the middle of the CIA complex in Washington, DC.”

“No, you’re right, it won’t be easy. But I can at least go up there, probe their minds and maybe find out when they’re going to leave the area. They can’t hide out there forever. Well, perhaps I’ll keep you after all,” she said to her smiling partner.

“Of course you will, babe, you need my arms around you all the time.”

She thought, what an idiot, I only meant keeping him temporarily alive.


 

Chapter 49

 

Maureen and Fred were conflicted whether he should have the operation or not.

“What’s the mortality rate on this type of operation?” she asked. 

“I asked that same question, but there are no statistics. They’ve had only one human operation experience, and that was Donna. Of course, medically speaking, that operation was successful. But psychologically speaking, she had just a slight defect after the operation—she became a goddamn mass murderer. But the CIA’S explanation for that is that she had some significant latent personality issues that didn’t surface before the operation. Her murderous tendencies were apparently there all the time, the operation didn’t produce them.”

“Of course, that’s what the CIA would tell you, they want you to have the operation.”

“Understood. But do you think I would turn into some delusional, aggressive creature if I had the operation? Come on.”

“Fred, the tests that you were administered extrapolated on the basis of what your personality is now. But when this damn thing is put into your brain, who knows if you will be the same person?” 

“And why would we think that I won’t? We have one data point based on a person, who was dysfunctional from the start.”

“Fred, that same data point is our only indication that the operation is physically safe. The fact is that it’s an experimental operation and anything could go wrong.”

“Maureen, please look at the other side. I can’t protect you from Donna as it is; hell, I can’t even protect myself. She has become more violent and less selective as to picking out her victims. 

“Hell, she would murder the paper boy if its daily arrival was late. She’s out to get both of us, and I don’t even know how we can protect ourselves except by running from her. And we can’t do that forever. With the device in my brain, I will be every bit as powerful as she is—even more so. Atwell said I already have superior psychic skills, whereas he said that without the device inserted in Donna’s brain, she would have none. Maureen, I can defeat her—but to do it, I need to have the operation!”

“But, Fred, it’s a choice between two negatives. I hate that type of choice, but I guess you’re right. The operation may be the only way to save ourselves. But what will they have you do after the operation? They won’t be giving you that device for nothing; they will hold high perpetual expectations for you.”

“Yes, I recall Dr. Anderson was a reluctant employee of AU, but he had no option other than to be a player with the super spooks leveraging him. I guess it’s a chance we will just have to take.”

“Fred I don’t like this, not at all.” 

“Nor do I, hon, but I think it’s our destiny.”


 

Chapter 50

 

The day of the operation Fred was escorted to the onsite hospital building. Maureen insisted that she be allowed to be by his side before and after the operation; Mr. Shade reluctantly agreed.

Fred was placed in a regular hospital bed; a needle was inserted in his arm. The nurse attached a plastic tube which connected to a hanging plastic bottle with clear liquid dripping from above. 

“Don’t worry,” she said, “it’s just a mild sedative.” 

“How long will the operation take?” Fred asked. 

“Barring complications, we anticipate that it will range between one and two hours. You’ll be completely out, though, so you won’t really care.” 

“Which part of my brain will the damn thing be inserted in?”

The nurse placed a finger on his scalp. “Right about here.” 

“How can you do that without removing part of my skull?” he asked.

“The surgeon will talk to you before the operation; you can ask him anything you want to.”

Fred felt that she knew the answer, but she wanted the doctor to deal with the more disturbing aspects of his operation.

In a few minutes the anesthesiologist entered and asked the standard series of allergy questions. Concluding, he said, “Dr. Factor will be with you in a few minutes.”

Through it all, Maureen had her chair pressed next to Fred’s bed. He could see that she was trying to hide her concern.

“It’s okay, hon, it will be over shortly; and then you will see the old Fred come out of it.”

She said nothing.

In a few minutes a stocky man in what Fred guessed was his mid- forties walked in.

Fred noticed the length of his fingers were disproportionate to his other features. He assumed that was a definite advantage for a surgeon.

The man held his hand out. “Fred, I’m Dr. Factor, I’ll be doing the operation. I don’t anticipate any problems, so let’s both relax.” 

He grasped Fred’s hand firmly as if to symbolically instill additional confidence in his patient. To Fred, all it meant was that he had a strong handshake.

“I hope you’re right. But I do have a couple of questions.”

“Shoot.”

“How can you operate on me, place the device in me, and still leave my skull intact?”

“We can’t. We have to remove a piece of your skull for two reasons; obviously, so we can insert the unit, and also to allow room in case your brain swells. That’s the same procedure we use in the case of a serious brain injury, due to an automotive accident or a bullet wound to the head.” 

“What undesirable things could happen if the brain swells?”

“No reason for me to even respond to that, Fred, because nothing bad will happen. If it does, it will be minimal and the segment of the skull we remove will provide plenty of tolerance for expansion. Besides, if there is any swelling, and again I’m sure there will be none, your brain will return to normal in a fairly short time. We would use drugs to counteract any possible expansion of your brain.”

“Do you replace the part of the skull you took out?”

“Yes, of course. Normally, any swelling will occur in the first three days. If there’s no swelling, after five days we’ll replace the segment of your skull that we had removed. Of course, if for some reason the device doesn’t function as planned, it also allows us to remove it within that five day window.” 

“You can’t remove it after that?” 

“Oh, sure, it could be removed, but that would require removal of the same section of your skull that we removed previously. So, we wait the safe period before your skull piece is returned. We don’t want to perform that operation a second time. Don’t worry, you’ll be well- bandaged and a piece of sterile plastic will be applied as a temporary cover to prevent infection.”

“Besides the inflammation of my brain, what else can occur?” Fred had become more and more anxious. Why the hell am I doing this, he thought again to himself.

“We also have to be careful about bleeding. We will be connecting the miniature wires to parts of your cerebrum and that will require us to surgically open your brain. We will cauterize any areas of bleeding during the operation. But remember, the wires are tiny; so much of the operation will be performed using a medical microscope.

You should have no problems, Fred.” 

With that, the doctor patted him on the shoulder and left the room. It was obvious that he didn’t want to field any more questions. 

In truth, Dr. Factor couldn’t respond to many more questions. Although he was a neurosurgeon, he had never conducted this type of operation before. The spot in the brain in which the insertion was to take place was responsible for higher brain functions. Specifically, he was going to enter Fred’s parietal lobe which controlled movement, balance and the perception of stimuli. That was always a nasty area for a neurosurgeon to play with.

For years there had been an ongoing disagreement between the western and the eastern world. The eastern world was rooted in the belief that powers such as ESP existed outside of the body, and such capability was possible only when there was integration between the brain and the metaphysical. Dr. Factor believed in none of that, he knew that all human experiences were processed solely by the human brain, and he also understood the detailed functions of all segments of the brain. The extensive work done at AU had provided him with limited additional insight as to where the ESP capabilities were situated in the brain. The problem from Factor’s perspective was how the functioning brain integrated various activities, and how this device was going to communicate with all the other brain functions. He was delighted that soon Fred was going to be the living experiment that was going to answer that question for him. The optimism concerning the operation that he had conveyed to Fred was false. In truth, he had no idea what was about to happen. But he was delighted that he was about to find out.


 

Chapter 51

 

Donna took the Amtrak high speed rail to Washington. When she arrived at the cavernous, ornate Union Station she went directly to a phone stall. Removing the yellow pages directory, she fingered through the motel section. Her objective was to find a motel within a short distance from the CIA compound. She found a motel that seemed to meet her objectives in McLean, Virginia; she called asking the clerk how close it was to the CIA headquarters. 

The clerk said, “Oh, it’s only a five minute drive, and if you give me a minute I’ll tell you the price of the room.” 

Satisfied it was within the range of effectiveness for her psychic powers, Donna said, “Cost is not a factor.” She reserved a room. 

Being a fugitive had a labyrinth of negative issues. The first was her fear of being recognized. She resolved that by using an assortment of different color wigs, body altering makeup and various costumes. She was a petite 110 pounds, 35 years old, with thick flowing blonde hair and a symmetrical face that, from a beauty criterion, would easily qualify her to be a Hollywood actress. But now, with latex padding placed at various areas of her body, and a wig which added years to her age, she had become an elderly gray-haired woman, who had lost her body tone to age decades ago. Her dress size had artificially ballooned from a muscle-toned size six to a bulging fourteen. 

She hailed one of the station’s numerous queued taxis. Each driver was patiently seeking customers, hoping their destinations were some distance from the terminal, which would provide them with a source of reasonable income. Donna only had one dress in her present reconstructed configuration; the artificial hair that was part of her flimsy inexpensive wig was already starting to come detached from its skin colored latex base. She told the taxi driver that she wanted to go to Tyson’s Shopping Center and wanted him to wait for her until she completed her round of shopping. The driver was pleased; this was the perfect customer since the meter continued to run while he leisurely read the Washington Post. 

Ironically, Donna walked down the aisles of the huge stores, almost retracing the steps that Maureen had taken a few days earlier. Donna could vaguely sense the past presence of Maureen and Fred just as a dog can detect the scent of a quarry that vacated an area sometime ago. Donna found what she was seeking and returned to the cab.

She would have preferred to drive her own vehicle, but rental agencies required a credit card for security. And that was a dangerous transaction in her present situation. 

She thought about how she would eventually relocate to a place where the cops would never find her, but first on her priority list was the elimination of Maureen and Fred Harris. She deemed it unfortunate that her sister had failed to eliminate Maureen, but she considered Sue a rank amateur. 

Once Fred and Maureen had been taken care of, she planned to take care of her partner. There was no way she could let him keep his freedom, but for the present he was still useful to her. He did most of the shopping for her and he had taken care of renting her condo unit while she remained in the background. If I have to relocate quickly, she thought, he can find another site for me while I remain undetected.

Donna had recently added a cane to her disguise, and she had manufactured a slight limp befitting someone of her advanced age and slight arthritic condition. 

The cab pulled into the circular drive adjacent to the motel’s lobby. She paid the cab driver, including a significant tip. She said, “If I need you again, I want you to come right away.” 

Looking at the size of the tip, he said, “Anytime at all, lady, I’ll be at your beck and call.” 

The run-down motel was not one that she would have selected under normal conditions, but these were not normal times. As she entered, the motel clerk noticed her slight limp and offered her a room on the bottom floor. 

She didn’t care where her room was; her only objective was to pick up mental signals from Fred and Maureen. She had no idea how her brain was able to do that, she only knew that she had to be relatively close to her targets, otherwise the signals would be either too diluted or so weak as to be non–existent. 

Donna had watched the movie Ghost a few years earlier, where Whoopi Goldberg was portrayed as a legitimate psychic. In the movie, Goldberg had attempted to explain how the process worked, but in actuality she had no clue. She had the capability without the knowledge of how or why it worked as it did. Donna didn’t know how hers worked, either; she just knew it did. 

When she first had the device installed over four years ago, she had trained herself to be more and more effective in its application. At first she could mentally insert herself into others as a vaporous fog would invade an area without leaving any tangible trace of its physical existence. But after awhile, she had advanced to the point where she could literally take over a victim’s higher mental processes, creating false memories and altered values. She knew that not everyone was a good subject and it took her time to find those that were. Some could protect themselves with mental blocks just as a well ordered military could protect its flanks with a refined defense. 

She had found Maureen to be an easy subject to manipulate; Fred, a difficult one. Before she had been captured four years ago, she could enter Maureen’s mind at will. She had created false impressions and vivid memories of events for Maureen that had never even occurred. 

Donna knew she had to re-train herself to reach the level that she had previously ascended to. It had been only a short time since she had her insertion operation, and she needed more development time. At her current level she could still enter minds, but she didn’t yet have the sophistication to deposit her special pictures. That will come soon, she thought. 

Her trip to the D.C. area was to find out where her adversaries were and determine if there were vulnerabilities that she could exploit. She could sense their nearby presence just as a hungry lion could detect with absolute certainty the vivid scent of a nearby vulnerable prey.

* * *

Fred woke up in what was the CIA’s version of intensive care. He had an IV hooked up to his left arm; as his eyes cleared, Maureen came into his vision.

“How are you feeling, baby?” she asked with concern.

“Like I’ve been hit by a truck, but overall not so bad, I guess it must have been a small pickup—maybe a mini-Cooper.”

Maureen smiled; at least, Fred had not lost his sense of humor. “The IV contains some pain medication,” she told him. “They said you will be in some minor pain for a few days, but they can control it.”

“I thought the brain can’t feel pain.”

“That’s true, it can’t; but parts of your head can.”

Dr. Factor entered Fred’s field of vision. He’s an ugly bastard, Fred thought.

“How’s my patient?”

Fred hated it when he was spoken to in the third person. 

“Your patient feels like he is hurting a bit; was the operation on the patient successful?”

“It went swimmingly; we’ll keep a close eye on you for the next three days. After that you’ll go to a regular room. Late tomorrow we’ll test you to see how the device is working.”

A distant disembodied voice registered in Fred’s mind as a nail would be drawn to a magnet. “I’m going to be late for lunch with Sally; she’s going to be mad as hell again.”

“Then you should go,” Fred said.

“What?” the doctor asked, “Go where?”

“Go to meet your wife for lunch.”

The doctor might have known how to insert a paranormal device into a patient and fuse all of its critical connections; but he obviously wasn’t prepared to witness the dramatic effect of its operation.

“I didn’t say that out loud!” he said in a shocked tone.

Fred was too tired and too medicated to understand the magic of the moment. He could only mumble, “Well, it sure sounded like you said it out loud.”

And with that, Fred immediately fell asleep. 


 

Chapter 52

 

Fred stirred from a narcotic-induced sleep. Most of the pain he had experienced the previous night was gone. He looked at his arm; the intravenous hookup had been removed. 

“How are you feeling?” It was a soft male voice from above his bed.

Fred looked up expecting to see the unpleasant face of Dr. Factor. Instead it was Dr. Cunningham, the person who had administered the marathon of psychological tests the previous week. 

“I guess I’m okay.”

“Good, then we’ll begin the operational testing.”

“Isn’t it too soon?”

“Not at all, Dr. Factor told me that you’re progressing ahead of schedule. He also told me you had picked up some of his thoughts. Congratulations.” 

“Oh, yeah, something about his being late for a meeting with his wife. I thought he had mentioned it out loud.”

“Not at all; you really surprised the good doctor.”

“Wouldn’t he have expected it? I mean that is what the operation was supposed to be about.”

“The doctor was given a road map of where to implant the device and how to make the necessary connections. He worked on your hardware; he had only a general idea of the details of the software contained within.”

“I see. Now what kind of tests are you going to give me?”

“Not the written type, I assure you. We’re all over that. I’m just going to determine how well the device works. I don’t expect too much from you early on. It’s just like when a patient starts to walk after an artificial knee replacement; your mental processes will have to slowly start making the adaptation to the new piece of hardware and be conditioned to deal with the unique capability you have been provided with.”

“Okay,” Fred said testily. “Get on with it.”

“Fred, I’m thinking of something; I just want you to describe what you see. Give me your best articulated picture of what’s in my mind.”

The stunning image came to Fred immediately. It was a purple eagle with its razor sharp talons extended; it was viciously devouring a small yellow rabbit with forest green eyes. The eagle’s eyes looked like a raging fire escaping from the gates of hell.

“Good Lord!” Fred exclaimed.

“What did you see?”

Fred told him what he was viewing, including the bizarre colors of the animals. 

“Why did you have to make the scene so damn graphic? I could feel the appalling viciousness of the eagle and the absolute fear from the rabbit as well.” 

“The test actually had degrees associated with it. You might have not obtained an image at all, or you might have obtained the image of an eagle and a rabbit without the colors. However, you picked up the distinctive colors on each of the animals. So you did quite well. In fact you did as well as possible. To a degree, what you were experiencing was clairempathy.” 

“What the hell is that?”

“Fred, that’s a type of telepathy to sense or feel within one’s self, the attitude, emotion or ailment of another person or entity. I’m sure that Maureen knows all about that.” 

“I don’t recall having that capability in the past at all.”

“Well, you had better get prepared, Fred. You will start to experience a rush of new abilities created by that marvelous chip we inserted in you. 

“However, the test I just gave you was in one sense relatively easy. I provided you with a mental picture that was saturated with emotion; and that should be the easiest type for you to decode. In the future we’ll be asking you to pick up on signals with a more placid, subtle subject area that will be exponentially more difficult for you. I want to warn you. Even though your ESP improvement is positive news, as is your healing progress, we still have to worry about you with respect to your emotions.”

“I don’t get you.”

“Remember we operated on your cerebrum; unfortunately some nerves had to be cut in the process. We don’t believe this will happen, in fact the possibility is—”

“Get on with it. What could happen?”

“We’re not entirely sure. You could become somewhat more—more emotional.”

Fred watched Dr. Cunningham closely. His eyes were directed downward, avoiding Fred’s face. Fred sensed something was not right.

“You’re covering up something—tell me straight.”

“The area of the brain we’re most concerned about is the seat of your emotions. To put it bluntly, you could display uncontrolled hatred, even toward your loved ones. That could happen, if for some reason the control segment of your brain was impacted. You might be comparable to a severe stroke victim where the control of your emotions is, for all practical purposes, gone. In the case of a stroke victim, that might mean he will swear a lot and it could occur during inappropriate times. But in your case, you also have unparalleled mental powers which could be unknowingly unleashed with disastrous results. 

“I’m sure that won’t happen; but remember, there has been a major disruption of the circuits of your brain. Part of that disruption is caused by cutting parts of your brain; but generally the normal healing process will take care of that. The brain is highly adaptive, and we know that other parts of the brain can take over if one segment is damaged. If the damage is not major, the time frame will be short; if major, it can take considerably more time. Frankly, I’m not worried very much about that issue. Our neurosurgeons have had decades to map the brain and a lot of experience with brain operations. I don’t see that as much of a potential problem.”

Fred said, “But I understand the brain operations they normally conduct is nothing similar to the one I had. What other problems could occur?” 

“Please realize that the implanted unit does not function independently from the rest of your brain. It’s integrated and, most importantly, it’s adaptive. It interacts and responds. There is a constant encoding and decoding process going on. There is a part of the unit that goes through a learning process, and by doing so there is a physiological alteration of the software component.” 

Fred was getting nervous from all the medical terminology that was being thrown around. He just wanted the discussion to end. 

“Fred, we will just have to wait and see. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

Fred was no longer feeling optimistic about the operation. What the hell have I gotten myself into, he thought?


 

Chapter 53

 

Fred’s physical healing process was moving faster than anticipated. There had been no swelling of the brain, so Dr. Factor felt it was safe to return the small piece of bone he had removed from Fred’s skull. Fred was scheduled to spend the next week in the CIA hospital, and then he could return to his apartment.

Fred was scheduled to meet with the agency’s psychologist on a frequent basis. Those meetings would accomplish two things: to evaluate Fred’s progressive growth in his ESP capability, and to ensure that there were no undesirable emotional lingering side effects from the operation. 

Fred was not at all comfortable with how things were developing. He was becoming more and more unsettled about his new powers. The convergence of the disturbing images he was witnessing were becoming more frequent; and often he could not discern whether people were talking out loud or if he was receiving their mental communications. To him it seemed to be a confluence of strange sights and sounds. Nor could he any longer be selective in his mental control. 

Trying to find out just what was going on in his head, Fred asked Dr. Cunningham about the episodic images and voices he was receiving. The response he received was unsatisfactory. 

“Don’t worry unnecessarily, Fred. It will take time; but once you are back in your apartment with Maureen you’ll feel much better.” 

Later that day he picked up on a conversation that Dr. Cunningham was having with Maureen in the hospital down the hall from his room. The doctor was telling her that he was concerned about her husband’s progress. She asked him if there had been any permanent damage to Fred’s brain. 

“No, not at all; his healing is fine. It’s just that he seems to lack the ability to always discriminate as to the mental signals he is receiving. He processes a wide spectrum of signals, but he seems to lack the ability to be totally selective as to what he allows through. At times, he appears to be processing them all simultaneously; other times, he picks up everything clearly. To be honest, Maureen, we really don’t have a lot of experience in this area. We can do a rough comparison to employees in AU who have had extensive experience in their respective fields. Some have demonstrated their ESP ability since early childhood.” 

“Well, how is Fred different from them?”

“They can execute their powers at will. They seem to have erected a mental gate which shuts down their system whenever they want, and it also acts as a filter when they want selective signals to enter. Fred hasn’t yet developed that gate.”

“When will he?”

“Over time, I’m sure. I’ve stopped giving him any more ESP tests for the moment because he needs to relax, to figure this out for himself. It’s something like a powerful new Corvette engine being forced to fit into a 1950 Volkswagen. The power is there, and it’s there beyond all expectations. But the suspension, brakes and handling have to be adjusted correspondingly—to be optimized, so to speak. Only Fred can perform that optimization.” 

Fred was not at all happy with what he was hearing. Beyond his inability to channel the images he was receiving, he was starting to dislike the entire hospital staff. There was no objective reason for this, since they provided him with 24-hour dedicated and friendly care. Nevertheless, his perception of them was turning more and more negative. He hoped with the return of his missing skull piece and a few days of rest, he would return to his old self. 

 There was something else that concerned Fred. He reflected often on the Amish craftsmen who used no power tools in their work. All of their hand tools were, in essence, an extension of themselves. The furniture they built proudly displayed the marks of their human engineering, both their successes and mistakes. Such products were not a mass produced robotic effort, but one of dedication, care, and the sense of personal achievement reflected throughout the process. The tools they employed were hand planes, spoke shavers, and chisels—all of which were lovingly passed on through several generations. They believed that the painstaking furniture they built was a gift from God, thus their efforts were intrinsically linked to their religion.

Similarly, Fred had always loved to put his analytical skills to work in resolving his cases, to thread through the mass of evidence, to discern the subtle lynch pins that held his cases together. He enjoyed filtering through suspects’ testimony, finding inconsistencies and errors that helped him discern the guilty parties. 

But now, with his artificially engendered capacities, he would bypass the creative part of the process—the strong motivating magnet that brought him to his office each day. It would be as if the Amish craftsman’s hand tools had been removed and replaced with faster electrical labor-saving machinery. The raw material had become veneers and cheap, compressed wood pulp, rather than solid beautiful grained timber produced by God’s own nature.

With his new ESP capability, Fred would now be able to read suspects’ minds, discern who was guilty, determine where to find evidence, arrest the suspect, and go home for the rest of the day. From now on, he thought, my job and my life will turn boring and uncreative.

Also concerning Fred was the fear that more than likely the CIA would start sending him on assignments to places that weren’t even on the map, dangerous areas where Maureen would not be allowed to follow. He feared that he would spend his remaining days mired in inhospitable countries constantly seeking enemies of the state. The future won’t be fun at all, he projected. 


 

Chapter 54

 

From her hotel room, Donna started to employ her remote viewing skills, mentally casing the CIA expanse and all of its several nooks and crannies. Exercising her unique skills, she selectively filled her brain with the sights, sounds and the pulse of the agency. She mentally entered locked doors designated top secret, she bypassed with ease all of the latest technical advancements intended to stop authorized entries. Her skills were still distant from where they had been four years ago, but nevertheless she was now far superior to the person she had been reduced to during her extended prison sentence. 

Her mind roamed around the agency as freely as a butterfly would, searching through a yard plentiful with flowers, and selecting just the right one to extract nectar from. But what she saw was nothing like the world of a butterfly. The images that entered her mind were devoid of color; they transmitted only in washed out monochromatic images of black and gray. 

She was now viewing the area only externally; once she fixed on a human target, she would attempt to enter that person’s mind and share the view of what they were observing. Select targets were often not that easy to lock into. 

She understood that the device had been placed in that segment of her brain where her normal senses resided. At times her special powers became co-mingled with her other senses. When her special powers found their target, often a salty taste would develop in her mouth. She didn’t understand the esoteric link but she didn’t have to—she just needed to be alert to it and use it.

Suddenly, she started to experience that unique taste in her mouth; Maureen’s image started to come into focus. Donna shifted her mental processes from external to internal, entering the visionary segment of Maureen’s brain. 

The time was 3 a.m., but Donna saw no evidence of Fred with Maureen. Where could he be at this early hour, she wondered, and why in hell was he in the CIA compound anyway? Polish hadn’t obtained any information as to why was Fred was there, just that he was. 

She left Maureen and shifted back to remote viewing. She exited the unit and observed the host of buildings scattered throughout the complex. One by one she mentally entered each of the buildings. Most were shut down for the night, so the absence of conflicting activities and movements allowed her to progress more expeditiously than she would have been able to during busy daytime hours. 

It was approaching 5 a.m. She had been at this tedious work for two hours and was feeling mentally exhausted. When she viewed Building 14, she received the slightest hint of a salty taste. She became exuberant, “Got him!” she yelled out loud. 

Floor by floor she surveyed the building; on the tenth floor the taste became stronger. Her pulse was now starting to race. As she advanced, she progressed down long medical hallways, passing several nurses that were oblivious to her presence. Propelled by brain waves, she could have moved at any pace, virtually unconstrained by the laws of physics. At the moment, though, she consciously moved slowly, needing to be deliberate to determine Fred’s exact location. 

Then she saw him in one of the hospital rooms; he had a massive bandage on his head. Was he in an accident, Donna thought, and if so, why was he in a CIA medical facility? Donna had not even considered the possibility that another paranormal device had been developed. Maybe if I can enter his mind, I can find out what this is all about, she thought. 

As she attempted entry, she was immediately assaulted by a fury of uncontrolled sights, colors and sounds! At that moment Fred’s eyes opened. Donna became the recipient of a powerful psychic force, one that she had never experienced before. Its impact pushed her off her motel bed. She fell hard on the motel’s carpeted floor. As she lay on the floor, she realized that she was experiencing the worst migraine she ever had in her life. What the hell is going on, she thought. Is he crazy? And have I now somehow become part of his madness? 


 

Chapter 55

 

Fred woke up from an uneasy sleep. He had dreamed that something was trying to enter his brain and shut down his involuntary responses, which allowed him to breathe and his heart to beat. Automatically, he issued a fierce defense, mustering all the extrasensory powers he could generate. He abruptly woke up from the confines of his lurid dream. It was 5 a.m. 

He edged slowly back into his sedated sleep. He awoke five hours later to the sight of Dr. Factor standing over him, tapping gently on his shoulder. 

“Fred it’s time for you to get out of here and rejoin your wife. It’s been five days since your operation and you have healed well—better than expected. 

“By the way, your clearance has finally come in. Congratulations, you’re now classified top secret –the government’s top level. You can now walk around the compound at will without those omnipresent pesky escorts that I know you hate. You’re officially one of us now.”

 “One of you! That’s great.”

“Yes, we all think so as well.” 

It was obvious that Factor hadn’t picked up on Fred’s contained sarcasm, and for a second he thought the overjoyed doctor was going to try to kiss him out of sheer gratitude. 

Shortly after Dr. Factor left, Dr. Cunningham walked into Fred’s room. 

“You seem to be doing quite well from a psychological perspective,” the doctor said. “Get dressed, and get out of here. We’ll talk later this week.”

Fred got dressed, saying nothing. The hole in his head had been covered with his real skull flap, but he was still heavily bandaged; He presented a bizarre sight to the few CIA employees who were on the grounds this early hour as he strolled back to his unit. 

His eyes remained focused only on the icy path in directly in front of him. He didn’t notice the silvery sky, the bone chilling temperature, or the pallid snow that had blanketed the grounds while he was confined. 

He opened the door to his unit; Maureen was on the couch watching mid-morning TV. She had been notified that he would be coming home today, but she had expected his arrival to be later in the day. When the door opened, she knew immediately it was Fred; she turned around to greet him. Her mood had picked up. Now that Fred is back, things will finally return to semi-normal, she thought.

But what she saw was not Fred, but a person who only retained his basic appearance. His face seemed to have regressed to that of one locked in a primordial period. What stood above her was a snarling and animal-like creature issuing guttural sounds that she had never heard before from either human or animal.

He proceeded slowly and methodically to her couch. His hands were outstretched to her; but she didn’t see an embrace; this monster was going to kill her. She began to shiver uncontrollably.


 

Chapter 56

 

“No, Fred, no!” Maureen screamed.

“Maureen, honey, take it easy, I’m only kidding.”

“Oh, God, Fred, are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sorry that my attempt at humor was in such poor taste. Actually I’m feeling great. I guess my release from the hospital has really helped me psychologically. When these head bandages finally come off, I’ll feel even better.”

As they embraced, she slapped him lightly in the face. “Damn it, Fred, you scared me half to death.”

Finally relaxing in his arms, she asked, “What happens now?”

“I don’t know; they gave me a break from the battering ram of the psychological operational tests they were administering. I’m glad they did, because this morning I had a terrible dream. But since then I think I’ve been able to exercise greater control over these new powers that I’ve been given. I was in a sensory overload for awhile, but that’s not happening anymore, at least for the moment.”

Maureen’s curiosity wasn’t satisfied. “But what happens to us now?” 

“It’s to our advantage to stay here as long as we can. I suspect that in a few days they will begin the testing process again. But eventually they will discharge me, and then I’ll have to return to Sarasota. 

“Maureen, when I leave, if they won’t allow you to stay here alone, I want you to take off to the north. Somehow I feel this area is too close to Donna for your own good.” 

“We’re about 900 miles away from Sarasota, Fred. If that’s not far enough, what the hell is?”

“I don’t know, babe; it’s just a strong feeling that I have.”

In her days of solitude, while Fred had been confined to the hospital area, Maureen had been reflecting on the AU case. “Fred, the last time we talked about the case, you found the killings at AU strange and out of character with Donna’s MO.”

“Yes, it was a series of things; first of all I recall Donna liked the guard Don, I can’t believe she would kill him like she did. Also, the bullet hole in the middle of his head; that’s her signature all right, but it’s her special signal that she’s the killer and damn proud of it. It’s her own personal sign, lit up in a gigantic neon light. She might have killed Don in some type of self-defense, but I can’t see why she would be proud of it. 

“Anderson is a different case; he escaped from her, and maybe killing him was her personal type of revenge. After all, he had performed the second operation on her—maybe she needed nothing else from him, so perhaps killing him was her twisted revenge for his deserting her when he escaped.” 

“But, Fred, if she didn’t kill both of them, who else could have it been?”

“The only other person that could have logically committed the killings would have been Slim.”

“But you said you didn’t see how he could have gotten into AU,” Maureen argued. Although Jim prematurely removed the police protection from AU, Don was too smart and too cautious to let anybody in after hours. Besides that, I recall that you obtained a description of the make-believe cop who escorted Donna to the hospital. He had red hair. Does Slim have red hair?” 

 “No, but I assume the hair that the nurse saw was part of a disguise; Donna’s very instrumental at creating disguises, so you have to ignore the nurse’s description.” Fred hesitated. “Except—except for maybe one thing.”

Fred was deep in thought and Maureen didn’t want to disturb him. Maureen knew that when he escaped in thought in moments like this, he often came up with his most creative solutions.

Finally, he said, “Maybe Jim can help me out on this. I need rest; I’ll call him in the morning.”


 

Chapter 57

 

Donna was completely unraveled, she didn’t know how she had received so much negative psychic force when she tried to enter Fred’s mind. Since then, she had become very cautious. She mentally revisited the CIA unit where Maureen and Fred were staying. She observed that Fred was back at his unit again. I don’t understand what Fred’s operation was all about, she thought, but I’m going to find out. Meantime I’m leaving the Washington area; and in the interim I’ll try to determine what went wrong with my psychic powers. Damn it, now that Anderson’s dead, I can’t use his expertise to operate on me again to fix whatever is wrong. 


 

Chapter 58

 

Fred was feeling guilty that he had been away from work for such an extended period. Now he was going to impose even more on Jim to ask him to help him from a distance with the investigation. Jim picked up the phone on the first ring.

“Jim, Fred here.”

“Hey, how goes it?”

“It’s going all right. Is there any news on Donna’s whereabouts yet?”

“None,” said Jim. “She seems to have completely disappeared from view.”

“I see. Jim, I need you to check a few things out for me. I would do it but it’s not too conducive to work out of this compound.”

“Sure, what do you need?”

“How about checking with the nurse that gave us a description of the phony police officer who was with Donna the day she was operated on? Get as detailed a description as you can.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes, call the police chief who’s investigating the jail break in Tallahassee. His number’s on my Rolodex. Ask him for a detailed description of Slim, who escaped with Donna. We have a facial photo of him, but we don’t have a full-length one. If you can get a full-length picture, please take it to the nurse who gave us the description of the phony cop to determine if it was the same guy. Also, ask her to check Slim’s arms very carefully in his full length picture.” 

“His arms?” Jim thought he wasn’t hearing Fred correctly.

“Yes, I’ll explain it later, it may be nothing.”

“Okay, Fred, you take care.”

“Thanks, Jim, and you please be careful as well.”

Fred’s last comment was not just issued as a polite phrase. He really wanted Jim to be diligent. He recalled that Jim was not part of the group who had been directly involved in Donna’s capture four years earlier. Therefore, she should not be seeking revenge on him. But she was acting so indiscriminately in her killings, anything was now possible.

* * *

Around noon the next day Fred received a call from Jim. 

“Fred, I obtained a full length picture of Slim. The Tallahassee police chief had to get it from a reluctant family member. I took the picture to the nurse. Frankly, Fred, she said she had a hard time remembering the police officer who was with Donna. She said she recalled vividly that he had auburn hair, actually more of a bright red, and a sweet, in her words, mustache. I guess she was so taken in by his hair and his mustache she ignored the rest of him. But, of course, we already knew what features he had, based on her earlier description. Oh, yes, something else—she said the guy in the picture didn’t seem to have the same muscular development in his arms as the guy she saw at the hospital; but she couldn’t be sure about that. Otherwise, she said they seemed to be about the same height, to the best of her recollection.”

“Any information coming in on Slim yet?”

“No, the Tallahassee chief called me a couple of times. Local police still have a watch on his parents house in case he comes back. That’s about it. Sorry I couldn’t have helped more.”

“Thanks, Jim. Catch you later.”


 

Chapter 59

 

A week had passed and Fred felt he had physically healed well enough to get back to work.

“Honey, I’ve decided I have to return to Sarasota to lend my hand to Donna’s capture.”

“What will happen to me in the meantime?”

“I’ve talked to Shade, he’s agreeable to letting you stay here. You’ll be safe here. This might be the most protected area in America, and I will return as soon as I can.”

“I thought you wanted me to go further north.”

“Well, I don’t have the feeling that your life is in danger here anymore. I guess it was just a gut feeling that I had at the time, but it’s gone now.”

“How is your head?”

“Great, I’m as sexy as ever.”

“I don’t know, I always had a thing for someone with a bandage on his head instead of hair. I really think the bandage was becoming to you. Maybe you should dye it a nice blue color, though. I’ve always thought you wear blue well.”

Fred didn’t want Maureen to know, but in truth, his head was aching. He had hoped that in the last few days he would be healed to the extent that his intense pain would diminish. But so far, each morning that he woke up, the pain was more extreme than the day before.

“Fred, I worry about you going back there,” Maureen said. “Donna scares me, and she’s already killed so many people.”

“Don’t worry, hon. You forget that now I’m Donna’s equal.” 

“That may be. But she killed Atwell and, according to you, he had stronger powers than she did. “

“Yes, but I suspect he was not expecting her; I’ll be ready.”

* * *

Fred took the next Amtrak back to Florida. The end of the line was Sanford, Florida, a few miles to the north of Orlando. Jim was waiting for him when he got off the train. 

“What’s the latest with your operation?” Jim asked.

“Not much, I guess I’m healing all right.” Fred didn’t want to burden Jim with the details.

“And how about your psychic abilities?”

“They’re still being tested, but I certainly have some ability I didn’t have before the operation. And, no, you don’t have to put a police check on my house while I’m back in Sarasota.”

Jim said, “What in hell are you talking about?”

“Actually, I picked up on the thoughts in your mind. I wasn’t prying, but sometimes it comes to me unexpectedly.”

“God, Fred, that gives me the chills; I guess in the future I won’t try to keep a secret from you.”

“Jim, my sole reason for having the operation was to help me capture Donna. Frankly, this new ability I have is a pain in the ass. Is there any news about her?”

“None at all. Do you think she has fled the area?”

“No, I’m certain of that; she won’t leave until she gets what she wants, and what she wants is me in the morgue.”


 

Chapter 60

 

Many of the coalesced images that Fred had initially experienced shortly after his operation had disappeared. He now could selectively focus whenever he chose to engage his powers. He could, by simply observing someone, retrieve their mental signatures and affix it to his memory. After that, as long as he wasn’t too far from the subject, he could enter a person’s mind at will. He quickly created an effective mental filing system that facilitated instant retrieval. He didn’t understand how his powers operated; but like Donna, he was satisfied that they just did. 

He collected the mental signatures of almost a quarter of his subordinates, and he randomly violated their privacy by determining what they were doing, what their hobbies were, how they voted and how and when they made love to their wives and partners. No segments of their lives were held sacred to him any longer. He could ease into their minds gently without their knowledge, or he could gain entry forcefully, causing pain and distress to his subjects. Normally, he would be disturbed with the way he was violating what was previously his strict value system, but that no longer caused him concern. His old value system was progressively being displaced as his powers grew. 

He found that he no longer held Donna in disdain; in fact he thought, I tend to respect her, she is far more like me than Maureen is. He even played with the idea of using Donna as his partner, sharing their unique superior experiences together. But he reasoned that wouldn’t work. At her first opportunity, he thought, she would attempt to kill me for the sole purpose of revenge. And, in fact, he knew that they were not equal. He was sure that Donna did not have the refined ESP powers that he now possessed, powers that had been developing rapidly. He realized that he would have to kill her in order to protect himself. That was too bad, he felt, because she was likely the only other person on earth who even began to have the same breadth of ESP powers as his, and the only person he could fully share that understanding with. 

He also knew that if Donna lived, Maureen’s life would be in danger; but that, for some reason, no longer concerned him. Many of the stronger emotions and values that he had held dear prior to his operation were fading and being replaced with rawer, baser emotions. 

Love, loyalty, honesty, and higher qualities were becoming virtually nonexistent to him. Yesterday he had realized that he no longer loved Maureen; in fact he wondered if he ever had. He suspected he had never loved anyone in his life, including his parents. Yesterday, the emergence of this realization had troubled him; today, it didn’t bother him in the least. 

* * * 

Back at the CIA unit, Maureen was missing Fred deeply. She wanted his caring arms around her, his passion, even the emotional storm she encountered when he was near her. She missed his tenderness, his empathetic concern for her well being. God, I need him, she thought, I really need him near me. I would give anything if he were here, if he were holding me and making love to me at this very moment. 

But a thousand miles away, Fred was now positive that his past love for Maureen was nothing deeper than the release of nature’s cocktail of chemicals. His “love” had been initialized by testosterone; it was kept vibrant by the neurotransmitters of adrenalin, dopamine and serotonin. 

He remembered once when Maureen, referencing what she had learned during her psychology classes, had explained to him that his rapid pulse, which he believed was a function of his love for her, was simply a function of the copious amount of adrenaline his body was releasing. She had added that his constant thoughts of her were caused by the chemical serotonin, and dopamine was the fuel for his passion and desire. At the time, he had rejected all of this as scientific garbage. Now he was sure she had been correct.

He recalled a conversation he once had with Dodd, the Science Director at AU. Dodd believed that the evolutionary emergence of ESP capabilities was going to be a positive step forward for man. Fred knew that wasn’t true; because once one possessed this amazing ability, they needed to eliminate any other person that might also possess it. Fred recognized that this was no more than an extension of Darwin’s theory of survival of the superior species. 

The raw emotions that now guided his life were incompatible with social group functions of negotiation, compromise, and sharing. For now, he would continue to work with Jim and his subordinates to attempt to find and ultimately kill Donna. But after that he would no longer need them for anything. As inferiors, Fred knew that they would be of no value to him any longer, neither professionally nor socially. He needed no one.

When he returned home, Molly and Who Knows enthusiastically greeted him at the front door with tails wagging. He harshly pushed them aside with his leg. 

Before he retired for the night, he responded to their irritating whining by scattering their entire month’s supply of dog food on the floor. After today, he decided, I may not even feed the little bastards. Bewildered, both Molly and Who Knows retreated into a corner of the living room, no longer able to recognize their master, wondering who this impostor was who possessed his same unique chemical smell. 


 

Chapter 61

 

Donna drove past Fred’s house. She wasn’t sure how to deal with Fred; she had been able to eliminate Atwell relatively easily, despite all of his special abilities, by employing the element of surprise. She knew that things were different with Fred; he would be on the outlook for her, so surprise would be difficult, perhaps impossible. 

As she drove by the house she saw one car in the driveway—a red Miata. Fred has to be home, she thought. There was no police car in the vicinity, so she suspected that Maureen was still hiding out at the CIA compound. Donna’s goal had been to get rid of Maureen first; but as long as she stayed protected, that would prove too difficult. She thought that maybe she should just kill Fred, get it over with and forget about Maureen. She needed to get on with her life. 

She parked her car about two blocks from Fred’s house. She decided to key into his mind; but she recalled the last time she tried, that she had been repelled by disturbing images and unsettling energy flows. She blamed that on a defect in her device. Damn it, she thought, if Anderson wasn’t dead I could have him check it out, now I have no one to go to. Maybe the integration site in my brain still needs to heal more, she rationalized. 

She started to receive strong mental signals from Fred. Now it was just a matter of executing the process of entry, she thought.

The moment she crossed his mental portals, Fred sensed it as the attempted invasion of an alien link. Now Fred started mentally engaging Donna, almost as a fencing match would have proceeded. Donna jabbed, just subtle enough, she thought, to enter Fred’s brain without his recognition of her presence. Fred parried, blocking and defecting her entry.

Fred entered Donna’s mind; she could not establish any defense for his superior powers. He witnessed through his entrance into her primary visual cortex what she was seeing at this very moment in a muted black and gray display. He viewed a large park; a black and gray sign identified it as dedicated by the town elders for a children’s playground. 

Shit! He suddenly realized; it’s the park that’s only two blocks from my house. My God, she’s here! 

Fred flew out of his front door, not taking time to close it. He was running at a full pace toward his Miata parked in the driveway; at the same time he issued a full psychic slashing attack, releasing all the mental energy he could in the direction of Donna. 

Her reaction was immediate, she was pushed hard into the back of her car seat. Her vision temporarily became a cascading conglomeration of intensely colored dots, both large and small. At the same time a piercing sound of incredible decibels invaded the auditory section of her brain. This time she didn’t black out. She recovered quickly; and with all the energy she could muster, she pushed her accelerator to the floor. Her car snake-tailed back and forth across the narrow neighborhood street. 

I have to get some distance away from him, she thought, where his power will be weakened. Now she understood why he had been at the CIA headquarters; they must have put a duplicate paranormal device in him. And over her washed the cold realization that whatever he had it was much stronger than hers. For the first time since her escape from prison, she felt pure fear. She knew she no longer held mental superiority over him; now Fred had suddenly become the predator, and she his prey.

The psychic energy he had released caused Fred immediate enervation. He pulled back to give himself time to replenish. As he reached his car, he saw something disturbing; the light flaps which covered his headlights were in a raised position. It meant that he had not turned his lights off since he returned home early yesterday evening. He got in, turned the key and—nothing. The battery was stone dead. 

He remembered Maureen still had her aging car in the garage. Fred released the emergency brake on his car, pushing it into the middle of the road to allow room for the larger car to exit the driveway. He hated to do that because his beloved car was now vulnerable to being struck from either direction. I have no choice, I have to move quickly, he thought, as he opened the garage door and got into Maureen’s sprawling vintage 1982 Ford Victoria. He backed out of the driveway with his accelerator floored. Then he felt it—a large thud; he had just backed into his Miata! 

“Damn her, damn her!” he cried out, as he redirected the unwieldy lumbering machine in Donna’s direction. 

Donna had a head start and was driving a smaller and more nimble car; once she gained control, she negotiated the small city streets with ease. Fred was quickly losing time and distance from her. He hated to use any segment of his psychic powers because they had been so drained; but he desperately needed them to locate her. 

He placed his revolver on the seat next to him. Ever since he graduated from the academy, he had hated to use his gun to either kill or wound. But now he was thoroughly enjoying the thrill of the chase. He was ready and excited about the approaching seminal moment. He wanted to capture Donna and then he needed to eliminate her; he wanted to do that badly. It was no longer the fact that she was after Maureen, it went well beyond that. He had a hunger for the pursuit and the glory of his eventual kill. There are others out there who need to be killed as well, he thought. My new life will be exciting and adventuresome. 

Fred’s neighborhood was a virtual forest of live and silver oaks, and it was a daytime playground for squirrels that used the trees as their primary food source. A young squirrel ambled across the street in front of Fred; Fred swerved not to avoid it but to kill it. He missed; “Damn it!” he screamed.

Fred had been conditioned to the maneuverability of his tiny sports car, but now he was driving a vintage automobile limited by its obsolete technology, worn shocks and non-existent springs. As he struck the protruding speed bumps marking the end of his neighborhood, the car oscillated rapidly like a human heart’s final fluttering moments. He was trying unsuccessfully to maneuver five thousand pounds of an unmanageable wallowing machine. 

Donna was steadily losing him in her more contemporary small car. . She reached the Tamiami Trail, turning a sharp right while skidding across the congested traffic lanes. She was heading at full speed to the next northern town of Bradenton. 

Fred’s mental facility had experienced a dissipative process when he had directed all of his psychic force at Donna. He was now using residual psychic energy to invade the visual-processing sector of her brain to attempt to determine where she was headed. Through her eyes, he spotted the Sarasota-Bradenton Airport sign. He knew where she was; he was about five minutes behind her. 

Maureen had been telling Fred to get a tuneup for her car for several months, but Fred kept putting it off. Now he regretted his procrastination. He couldn’t get the old beast beyond sixty, a speed wholly inadequate to overtake Donna. 

Donna was in a panic mode and no longer possessing clarity of thought. She reached a major intersection in Bradenton and took a sharp left, heading toward the Gulf of Mexico keys. 

Fred found that he could try to locate Donna by simply linking to her mental signature. He found that effort was much less enervating than using any other segment of her brain. 

Then Donna made her second major mistake. At the intersection of Bradenton Beach she turned right, onto a road which would ultimately lead to the end of the keys and directly to the entry to the Gulf of Mexico. 

Fred’s signal was weaker than when he started his pursuit; but it held firm when he passed the intersection where Donna had turned left. Now they were both headed due north but on parallel roads. Fred periodically checked for Donna’s mental signature—the strength of the signal remained at the same level. Fred assumed he was remaining the same distance from her; but he assumed incorrectly that they were both traveling on the same highway.

Donna drove onto the last barrier island at seventy miles an hour, barely missing an elderly downtown shopper who was attempting to cross the narrow street. Within a minute, Donna slammed on her brakes, screeching to a sudden halt in front of a small cement wall. She was now at the end of the island, looking into the tranquil waters of the Gulf of Mexico with no place to go. She considered backtracking and heading back south to the adjoining key, but she knew she would be exposed if Fred spotted her going in the opposite direction.

Then she saw it—a small shack with peeling orange paint situated next to the water, with three small brightly colored outboard motor boats tied to the dock. She ran up to the attendant, “I want to rent a boat right away.” 

The attendant had a week’s growth of oily brown beard and long stringy hair which looked as if it hadn’t seen a comb for a year. He obviously wasn’t the owner, and he didn’t seem that much interested in renting one of his boss’s boats. 

“Well, lady, it’s late in the day, and I’d still have to charge you sixty bucks for a half of a day’s rental. Why don’t you come back tomorrow early in the morning, and then you’ll be able to get a full day’s worth of boating? Besides, the weather’s turning foul—too much fog out there to enjoy yourself.”

Donna pulled out three twenties. “Here’s my money!” she screamed. “Now give me a damn boat!”

“Have to see your driver’s license first, lady; those are the rules. I don’t make them, you know.” The man turned his head and indifferently spit out a wad of well-processed chewing tobacco into the vivid turquoise colored water of the gulf. 

Donna handed him her false driver’s license.

“Okay, lady, I’ll make a copy of this and be right back.” The disheveled man ambled toward his shack to process the transaction.

From the vantage point of the dock Donna surveyed the interior of each of the boats; one had an ignition key in it. She untied the rope tethering the boat to the dock, jumped in and turned the key. The engine roared to life.

At that moment the attendant ran out and yelled, “Hey! You didn’t sign the rental agreement, and I still have your driver’s license. Besides, that boat’s almost out of gas. Come back here!” 

Donna disappeared into the thick winter fog, not hearing nor caring what he was shouting about behind her. 

Fred was still heading due north, continuing on highway 41, and Donna’s signal was getting much weaker. He decided to try one more attempt to slip into her visual area and find out where she was. All he could see was fog and water. That makes no sense, he thought, there’s no way any road around here would give me that type of view. Somehow, my powers must have become corrupted. 

He pulled off the highway into a fast food restaurant’s parking lot. She won this one, he thought, but she won’t win the next time.

Donna was heading northwest, with the boat at full throttle. Because of the heavy fog she had difficulty seeing where she was heading. She crossed under Tampa’s Sunshine Skyway Bridge, where the bay’s waters were connected to a senior winter playground consisting of a swarm of retirement communities nestled next to the warm Gulf waters. 

A moment later her engine started choking, and she knew she was almost out of fuel. She turned to follow the path of the bridge, trying to stay close to the shore line. Up ahead she saw a secondary road where travelers could leave the main highway, pull their cars into parking areas, and watch the tranquil view of the Tampa Bay waters lapping the shoreline. 

The engine sputtered to a full stop as she ran aground next to a secondary dirt road. An elderly man and woman had just pulled up to the same area to check out the scenery. Donna noticed their driver’s door was slightly open. She vacated the boat and ran to the car. She pulled the driver’s door all the way open, and was elated when she realized that the keys were in the ignition. She started the engine and was on her way again. 

Still fearful that Fred was right behind her, she took a long circuitous route east, past Orlando. She kept going east until she intersected the north/south I-95 interstate. On it, she drove due south until she reached east/west interstate 75. From there she traveled across the wild alligator infested Florida Everglades. It wasn’t until late in the night, having crisscrossed the state twice, when she reached the community of Naples, that she finally felt secure that she had lost Fred. I’m no match for him anymore, she thought; I’ve got to get out of the area, maybe out of the country. 


 

Chapter 62

 

Fred was furious that he had not caught Donna. She had been almost in his grasp and the macabre mental dance between him and Donna would have been finally over. Had he caught her, she would have paid and she would have suffered mightily, he thought. On his return trip to his home, Fred noticed a stray dog crossing the highway. H He pointed his car directly at the stray and moved from his right lane to the extreme left lane, almost hitting a semi in the process. The dog sensed danger and bounded to the median strip. Fred swerved to go after her, suddenly finding himself on the opposite lanes facing oncoming northbound interstate traffic. Amid horns blasting and tires screeching, he again crossed the median returning to his southbound lane. 

Damn it! I missed getting both Donna and that useless stray, he thought. Equally upsetting was a debilitating headache that suddenly flared up. He figured that he had used too much of his psychic powers in the chase. He needed to understand how to harness this new gift, perhaps release it gradually and more selectively. 

It seemed to him that he had received with a single operation all types of capabilities; but activating some of them was more enervating than others. He needed time to experiment and replenish. He had no prior experience with his newly developed powers; so he reasoned a good night’s sleep might be necessary for him to return to normal.

As he entered his front door the phone rang. It was his poker buddy, Bill Cole. He asked if Fred wanted to go to the local Irish Pub and watch the Monday night football game. Fred didn’t feel social, but thought he could use a drink or two. Maybe, he thought, just maybe a few strong drinks would cure his wretched headache. 

Jim and Dan, and Fred’s poker buddies Bill Cole and John Stevens, were already sitting at a table in the back of the bar when Fred arrived. 

Watching the Monday night games had become a tradition among them. Dan was the only one to have played the game; and his interest was solely associated with a team’s, any team’s, defensive line and secondary. Bill Cole knew nothing about the game; his interest seemed to be isolated to the color and design of the various team’s uniforms. He traditionally rooted for Jacksonville, not because they were local, but because he thought their green color was harmonious with the artificial turf they played on. This night, Fred didn’t enjoy the game or his company, but he drank a steady stream of run and cokes, which seemed to momentarily reduce the intensity of his headache. 

The next morning his headache was even worse—much worse. He took a couple of aspirin and went back to bed. At noon he woke again; he still had no relief from the excruciating pain. He started to contact his personal doctor, but he reasoned the doctor wouldn’t know how to treat Fred with the thing in his head. Instead, he decided to contact the CIA doctors who were fully aware of his situation. When he told them of his symptoms, they directed him to get on the next plane to D.C. God, he thought, maybe something major has gone wrong with me.

A few hours later he was being examined by the CIA medical staff. The head of the medical unit was waiting impatiently for the results of the X-rays that the radiologist had taken of the site of the device’s insertion. When he finally examined the battery of X-rays, the findings were not good.

“Fred, I hate to tell you this but we have to operate on you again.”

“What in hell for?”

“We found a small tumor right below the site of the paranormal device.” 

“Is it cancer?”

“We have no way of knowing. But what we do know is that it’s growing very quickly and it eventually will result in pressure on your brain in some very critical functional areas. Your brain only has so much room to expand in your cranium before it experiences potentially fatal pressure when it touches the skull. I want to get rid of the tumor before it increases in size. Once we get in, we’ll know what’s happening.”

The only word that seemed appropriate to Fred was, “Fuck,” but what he said was, “I guess we have no choice.”

The operation took over three hours. Fred woke up to the surgeon’s smile, and Maureen’s concerned face. 

Fred didn’t return the smile. Reaching for Maureen’s hand, he asked, “So what’s the verdict, doctor?”

“We located and removed the tumor. It was benign.”

“That’s great news. Geez, I was just getting used to the device and how it works. How long do I need to recover before I can start using it again? I need to return to Sarasota to get after Donna again as soon as possible.” 

Besides the device being necessary in the capture of Donna, it had become not unlike an additive chemical dependency. Fred craved its return. He wanted it back as soon as possible.

“I’m sorry, Fred; we had to remove the device as well.”

“Oh, hell! When can you put it back?”

“Never, I’m afraid. We had to remove a fairly good slice of your brain as a byproduct of removing the tumor. There really is no way for us to reconnect the device to you. Unfortunately, the site of your tumor was the area in which all the critical connections are made between the machine and your brain tissue.”

Fred was silent. All the advantages he previously had over Donna had been extinguished with one operation. The rawness he felt toward the world was also gone. His strong love for Maureen returned as if it had never left. The removal of the unit immediately restored him to the way he had been prior to his operation. 

However, he knew with respect to his contest with Donna, the unacceptable status quo had also returned; Maureen would be forever vulnerable and he would never again be a match for Donna’s superior powers. He now knew that clearly. Right now, though, his first objective was to have Maureen call their neighbor and ask him to make sure that his two dogs were fed and had adequate water. He said, “Also, make sure he puts out peanuts for the squirrels.” 

He also placed a call to Jim and told him the circumstances. 

“I’m sorry, Fred, but at least you’re okay, and you’re healing quickly from the brain surgery. At any rate, your headache is now gone. That’s certainly good news.”

“I’d rather have the fucking headache the rest of my life if it was a tradeoff between that and the powers that were given and now taken away from me.”

Detective Stewart had been in the office when Jim got the call. 

“Sounds like Fred has a problem,” Stewart said. 

“Yes,” Jim replied, “he’s had a medical procedure; I really don’t want to go into any more detail.”

Stewart said, “I understand, but please give him my best wishes. Listening to you, it sounded like it was some sort of a brain operation and I know that can be serious. My cousin had a brain operation and he—”

“Yes, I’m sorry about your cousin, but Fred’s doing just fine; it’s nothing for us to worry about. It was very minor, comparable to having a decayed tooth removed. A day or two of recovery and that will be all. But I’ll tell him of your concern.” 

Jim didn’t like to fuel Stewart’s curiosity; but since Stewart had heard some of his conversation with Fred he had no choice but to respond to him. He tried to make the operation sound as insignificant as he could. He hoped he had succeeded, but he worried that maybe he had overdone it. 


 

Chapter 63

 

Donna was busily stuffing her clothes into a large suitcase when Polish walked through the door of their condo.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m getting out of here; Fred’s getting too goddamn close to me. His trip to the CIA must have been for the purpose of planting an ESP device in him, because he’s now more powerful than I am. Screw it, it’s best to leave the area and forget about him.” 

Donna decided to do away with Polish before she left—no use leaving a trail behind. She went to her dresser to retrieve a weapon hidden below her night clothes in the bottom drawer. She silently released its safety; the bundle of night clothes provided an effective sound buffer. She slowly started to pick her revolver up.

“Maybe you don’t have to leave at all.”

His comment froze her. “What in hell are you talking about?” Donna slowly started to put her revolver back into the dresser.

“I’ve got some good news; actually it’s great news. If you’re nice to me, you know real nice, I’ll give you the news.” 

“Screw you, what the hell is the good news?”

“Fred’s returned to the D.C. area.”

“So what, that doesn’t mean he won’t ever come back to Sarasota.” Donna started to pick up the revolver again.

“He apparently has had a brain operation. And that information comes from one of my very reliable sources.”

“What’s the operation all about?”

“I don’t know that, and it would be difficult to find out; but it sounds like good news to me.”

Donna thought for a long period, weighing the consequences of Fred’s operation before she spoke. “Yes, I agree; I suspect either they had to remove the device because it’s defective or it’s causing some organic problem in his brain. I can’t imagine he would be having a brain operation based on something else; the coincidence is much too great.”

“That’s my guess as well.”

Donna returned her revolver to its place in the dresser and started to unpack her clothes. “I think I’ll hang around a bit longer to check this out. Once he returns to Sarasota, I can determine if he’s still got his powers or not. If not, I’ll start right where I left off with both him and Maureen. All right, things are beginning to look up again.”

* * *

Donna learned two weeks later that Fred had returned to the Sarasota area. She understood that he was still staying in his north Sarasota house and that there were no longer any police guarding the place. She assumed, based on the release of the police watch that Maureen had most likely stayed behind, still protected at the CIA compound. 

Donna was also informed when Fred returned to work. She drove to an area next to the interstate which was about ten miles from Fred’s police station. She knew that was the geographical limit for her to be able to exercise her mental abilities; it was also far enough for her to escape if Fred had not had the ESP device removed, and remained a threat to her. She knew any sort of encounter with Fred was potentially dangerous, but she had to know if the device had been removed. 

Donna stayed in her car in a Publix supermarket parking lot and started to hone in on Fred’s mental signature. If he still had his powers she didn’t want to alert him. So when she mentally located him, her entrance into his brain was as soft and subtle as a butterfly landing on a soap bubble. She knew if he still retained his powers, he would immediately react and send back to her an undeniable powerful signal. If that happened, she would take off as fast as she could. She shivered with trepidation as she meticulously went through the careful probing of his brain, segment by segment. 

Fred was acutely aware when Donna entered his brain. He had no desire to block her, even though he had enough natural powers to do so. He wanted her to feel that he was, in comparative terms, powerless. He did nothing except recognize her presence in his mind as she moved from neuron to neuron. After what seemed like an endless time, she left, as delicately as she had entered. 


 

Chapter 64

 

Donna returned to her condo in Punta Gorda. As she exited her car, she uttered a passing hello to her landlady who was tending her miniature rose garden in front of the condo unit. Unfortunately, as was typical, the landlady wanted to talk with Donna about the weather, the economy and all sorts of things that were boring and banal to Donna. Donna remained polite to the lady only because she didn’t want to irritate her in any way. This was a good hideout and she didn’t want to spend any time trying to find a comparable one, which she might be forced to do if she blew her top having to listen to the useless life of this insignificant human being. Donna generated a false smile and nodded in agreement with all of the meaningless statements that were made during the woman’s ramblings. 

Donna’s anger was soaring, and she was just about ready to strangle this useless person when she regained control and made an excuse that she needed to go inside for an important call. As she left the woman, she said, “It was so nice talking to you.” But what she was thinking was far removed from ‘nice.’ 

Polish was sitting on the sofa absorbed in a rerun of In the Heat of the Night as she entered. “Damn!” he said. “Can you believe that Carroll O’Connor was the same guy that played Archie Bunker in All in the Family? What a fucking great character actor he was.” 

Donna ignored his fixation with Carroll O’Connor; she had other more important things on her mind. She thought that anything, anything at all would be more important than his mindless ramblings. To her he wasn’t a hell of a lot more interesting than her idiotic landlady. 

“Polish, we have to get rid of that old busybody outside; she’s really getting on my nerves.”

“Donna, take it easy. we won’t have to stay in this shitty place forever. Seems to me, when you get rid of Fred and his lovely wife, we can go elsewhere and start enjoying life. I was just watching the Travel Channel and it looks to me like Paris would be a good place for us to live. Did you know it was never bombed by the Nazis since Hitler wanted to keep it in pristine shape for his headquarters after he won the war? Damn lucky the French. The Brits did a lot more to fight the bastard, but look what happened to their homeland.” He rambled on. “The weather is not too bad in Paris, maybe a bit of snow in the winter.” 

He suddenly shifted his thoughts to how they would pay for their new life. “By the way, I recall that you said Atwell had been doing well financially and you suspected that he was using his powers to make a few million. It seems to me that you could use your skills equally as well. Yes, Donna, I think it would be a great idea for us to relocate to Europe or some place like that where you wouldn’t be known and we wouldn’t have to hide out anymore.”

“Good idea, we’ll do that,” Donna lied. She might go to Europe all right, she thought, but not with this guy. He had no idea that she had stored a million bucks inside of her car and that would be all she needed to start a new life alone. His usefulness to her was close to ending.

“Before we even think about going to Europe, I have to take care of Fred. I’m no longer even going to worry about killing Maureen. I did check Fred out, and it appears you’re correct; he no longer appears to have the device in him. He’s as vulnerable as he can possibly be. He still seems to have some limited natural ESP skills. I’m sure they have always been with him, but I can easily defeat them.”

“When are you going to go after him so we can plan our life together? And, in fact, why even bother with him at all?”

“Because you idiot, that bastard is the one responsible for me spending four years in that hellhole of a prison. And I swore each day in those four unbearable years that I would get even. Tomorrow will be soon enough. I’ll check him out after he returns from work. And when he’s home, I’ll make sure he’s unprotected and then I’ll strike.”

“Right after that you and I can go to Europe, huh, babe?”

“Yes, Polish. Just you and me and Europe.”


 

Chapter 65

 

Fred was at his desk when he received a game changing phone call. 

“Fred, this is Chief Patterson.”

“Hi, Chief, what’s new from the panhandle?”

“A lot, Fred. Late last night we brought in Slim Woods.” 

“So he returned to your area from Sarasota, huh?” 

“Not really, he had been deer hunting in the vicinity of Toronto, Canada. He was up there before the time that Donna Lang and Jane Doe escaped from prison. We checked out his story, and it’s solid as it can be. He also insists he hasn’t heard from Jane since she escaped from prison. And, Fred—I believe him.” 

“So there’s no chance that Slim is lying?”

“None, we got in contact with the general store where he has been buying his provisions and we talked to some of the nearbys where he rented his cabin. They all attest to his being there, and the timeline checks out.”

“Thanks, Chief, if anything else happens here I’ll let you know.”

Fred had expected news similar to that. He had become quite sure that Slim was not the murderer of Anderson and Don. Now he had to move forward quickly.

He knocked on Jim’s office door and entered without waiting for a welcome.

“Jim, I just got a call from Chief Patterson in Tallahassee. He told me he found Slim and he could fully account for his time prior to Donna’s escape, and since then as well.” 

“So Slim didn’t murder anyone?”

“He might have murdered a few deer in Canada in the last few weeks, but that’s about it.” 

“So that’s leaves us with no suspect,” Jim said.

“Not exactly. I know this might sound crazy, but I want you to arrest one of our own men and charge him with murder. But, of course, there is a story that goes with it.”

Fred noticed he had left Jim’s door opened a hair. He could also see through its upper glass segment that Jim’s secretary Judy was listening intently to their conversation. 

Fred pushed the door shut and continued his secretive conversation with Jim.

Damn, Judy thought, I wish I knew what was going on.

As Fred was exiting the office, Jim said, “I’m still not sure of this, it goes against the grain of everything I’ve been taught.”

“Jim, you trusted me previously; now trust me once again. Please!” 


 

Chapter 66

 

A few minutes after Fred exited from Jim’s office, Jim called for both Sergeants Lewis and Stewart.

Both entered the office at the same time. “What’s up, boss?” Stewart asked.

“Plenty. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Stewart, but I’m placing you under arrest for the murders of Doctor Anderson and Don Stead, the security guard at AU.”

“You’re kidding! You gotta be kidding! Slim Woods killed those two, you said so yourself.”

“No, I wish I were kidding. Slim has been cleared; there was no way he could have committed those crimes.”

“But why me? What reason would I have to kill them? Hell! I didn’t even know them!”

“But I have reason to believe you did know Dr, Anderson. In fact, you helped keep him prisoner and you were the partner or lover of Donna Lang.”

“That’s crazy!” Stewart turned to Sergeant Lewis for support.

Lewis said, “That’s insane, Chief; he’s a good cop, this makes no sense.”

Jim said, “Damn it, Lewis, I didn’t bring you in to argue with me; you are here to take Stewart into custody.”

Stewart was now pleading. “For Christ’s sake, Jim! What evidence do you have that I did it?”

“You are the only person who could have done it. We had no police guard at the AU Company the night they were killed. Fred took Anderson there based on Anderson’s request; he felt he would be protected there. But Anderson was in the building only a short time before he was killed. The only person who could have been there in that short a time frame was you. Sergeant Lewis contacted you to go to the building to protect Dr. Anderson, did he not?”

“Sure he did, and that’s where I went. And when I got there the front door was unlocked.”

“No, Stewart, the door was locked when you arrived. And Don unlocked it and let you in because he knew you. You then proceeded to kill Dr. Anderson because he could identify you as his captor. And you also killed Don because he could identify you as Anderson’s murderer. Sergeant Lewis, read him his rights. And book him on two murder charges.”

“C’mon, Boss, he’s my friend, I hate to do this.”

“Goddamn it, do as I said! I’m not asking, I’m telling you!”

* * *

Later that day Jim’s secretary knocked on his door.

“Sir, I heard about Sergeant Stewart being arrested. There’s a lot of buzz about it around the station.”

“So?”

“Well, it may not be any of my business; but you’ve always asked you to give you feedback on how your policemen are feeling about your leadership. You recall that, don’t you?”

Jim nodded yes.

“Well, I think your arresting Sergeant Stewart has become a morale issue; the officers expect you to always act in their best interests. So maybe it might be wise just to talk to Sergeant Stewart? After all, he has been on the force for over four years; and he’s always been loyal to you.”

“Thank you, Judy, for your advice. In fact I think I’ll go see him now.”

Jim entered the holding cell where Stewart was temporarily being held. He said to Stewart, “I want to talk to you.”

It was quite obvious that Stewart was in no mood to speak to the bastard that had him arrested.

A police guard was stationed at the edge of the hall. Although he couldn’t hear the conversation, he could observe the facial reactions of Stewart. He noticed as the captain left the cell that Stewart seemed to be smiling. Damn, the captain’s got a way with words, the guard thought. No way would I be smiling with two murder charges hanging over my head.


 

Chapter 67

 

Donna parked her car almost a block away from Fred’s house. Her powers had started to exponentially develop. She recognized that they were significantly greater now than they had been, even prior to her incarceration. She could with ease, conduct a mental scan and pick up the cerebral footprints of anyone in within a 20 miles radius. And the closer they were, the stronger the signal. 

As she walked in the direction of Fred’s house, she mentally jumped forward, entering his home. There were three people in the living room; none of them seemed to present a threat of any kind to her. One by one, she mentally entered the rest of the rooms in the house. The house was clear, no evidence of cops anywhere. The only people in the house were seated in the living room area. 

She saw Fred seated in a green corduroy chair. Opposite him on a sofa was a handsome man dressed in casual jeans and a Minnesota Twins tee shirt; the final member of the threesome was an attractive blonde in tight blue jeans who sat on the same sofa. They all seemed to be engaged in an animated conversation, totally unaware of the fate that awaited them. 

Donna mentally peered around the living room; she detected no traps. She could not pick up the presence of any weapons either in the room or in the house, but she identified something strange and out of character. There was a large hypodermic needle resting on the table next to where Fred was sitting. What the hell is that? she thought. What purpose could it possibly serve? Maybe Fred has developed diabetes, she reasoned. 

After she was mentally finished casing the house, she physically entered it. The front door was unlocked. Foolish of him, she thought. She pulled her revolver from her handbag and walked into the house.

As she entered through the living room door, the two strangers on the couch saw her immediately. A look of shock replaced the calmness that had been on their faces a second ago. 

Fred did not turn around, but he knew the moment that Donna had arrived. Without turning he said, “You won’t need the revolver, Donna. None of us have any weapons.”

 Donna was confused. How did Fred know that she was holding a pistol? Had she been misinformed about Fred’s loss of powers? 

What Donna had failed to notice was that Fred had positioned a small mirror on the other side of the room that would reflect back a view of the entry to the living room. He hoped that she didn’t see it; and if he kept her occupied with conversation she might not look for it. He recalled an earlier conversation with Maureen when she diagnosed Donna as being highly literate. I’m counting on Maureen’s accurate diagnosis and the fact that Donna can’t perceive beyond that which is in front of her, Fred reflected. 

Fred turned toward her, his voice authoritarian and confident. “That weapon will do you no good, Donna; you should know that by now.” This was the most critical bluff that Fred had ever concocted; if it failed he was a dead man.

“What do you mean it will do me no good?” she asked, still confused. “You forget, Fred, that I hold all the advantages.”

“Really, Donna? But you haven’t realized that the good doctors in the CIA have provided me with what is a greatly enhanced paranormal device, one that is much superior to the flimsy prototype you carry in your head. Plus, I’m sure you must know that I had some fairly impressive powers even before I had the operation. So in tandem they are an unequaled force.” 

Donna recalled that when she worked in AU that Atwell had mentioned the impressive powers that Fred had, powers that Fred himself didn’t even know about at the time. 

“But you went back to the CIA hospital to have your device removed; you didn’t think I knew that, did you?”

“You mean because Sergeant Lewis told you that?” Fred laughed. “I had Captain Hebert put that seed in Lewis’ head. Actually I did return to the CIA, but just to have some fine-tuning done, as well as some additional sophisticated software added. Now, Donna, I’m more powerful than ever.” 

“You’re bluffing, you didn’t know about Lewis.”

“Of course I did. He left some careless clues when he killed big Don and Doctor Anderson.” 

“But you arrested Stewart for that killing; there’s no way you could have known.”

“That was for your exclusive benefit, Donna. If you and Lewis thought that he was no longer a suspect, we could use him as our bait. The trap worked better than I expected. He led us directly to your condo in Punta Gorda.

“And, by the way, Lewis is being arrested at this very moment. He’s no longer of any use to us in helping to get a fix on your location. If you like, you can call your landlady to verify my story.” 

For the first time Donna appeared concerned.

“Oh, yes, Donna, we do know where you’re residing and we’ve known for quite a while.”

“You’re bluffing, I know you are.”

“Call your landlady if you think so. In fact, I insist.”

Donna continued to hold her weapon on Fred as she picked up the living room phone. She dialed, and her landlady answered on the third ring. Donna asked for Lewis under the assumed name he had been using.

“I’m so sorry,” the landlady said, “but about fifteen minutes ago he was apprehended by the police. There were several police cars here. I asked one of the policemen why he was being arrested and they said for murder. They put him in handcuffs and took him away. I’m sure there was a mistake. I tried to tell the police that, but they ignored me. Honey, if you need me, you know that—”

Donna slammed the phone down.

“Donna,” said Fred, “you’ve been a problem for this city for a long time. Now I will give you a choice—I can eliminate you, to put it delicately, so we don’t have to worry about you ever again, or you can return to prison. Who knows, in prison you might even get the opportunity to escape again.”

“How can you eliminate me? You don’t even have a weapon,” Donna said bitterly.

“Donna, my weapon is my mind which is much stronger than anything you have ever witnessed in the past. But you didn’t let me finish. If you choose to surrender, I want you to put your weapon down. See this hypodermic needle?”

Donna said nothing. 

“I’m going to give you a strong sedative, Donna, which will give us time to have that goddamn device removed from your cerebrum.” 

“You’re nuts! You have no powers, you’re bluffing!”

“Your last chance, Donna. Watch this. And if you don’t surrender your weapon immediately, you’ll be next.”

Donna tried to transition into Fred’s brain to determine if he was telling the truth. She was blocked; he wouldn’t let her in. The fact that she encountered a mental firewall made her feel more ambivalent. Good God, maybe he does have all of his powers, she thought.

“Finished with that futile mental exercise, Donna? Now watch this.”

Fred concentrated and slowly pointed his fingers in the direction of the two sitting on the couch across from him. In an instant they were both gone.

Donna’s mouth fell open in surprise. Her fingers loosened on her weapon. “That’s not possible! Where did they go?”

“Oh, I just sent them a close distance away. However, when it’s your turn you will find yourself on some iceberg in Alaska or, in the Sahara desert miles away from civilization, or perhaps in the pit of a volcano. I wouldn’t have the heart to kill you directly; but I have no problem if the environment where I send you does that for me. What’s it going to be, Donna? You have two seconds.”

Donna dropped her weapon.

“That fucking Lewis, he told me you no longer had powers! Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

“I know Donna; he never was too smart, was he?”

Fred grabbed her arm and deeply inserted the needle. She became lightheaded immediately.

“Where are the two that were on the couch?” she asked weakly. 

Fred drew the window blinds and held her weakening body up as she looked across the street. Both the man and the woman, who had been on Fred’s couch a few seconds ago, were smiling and waving.

Donna said, “You know I’ll be back. You couldn’t hold me before, and you won’t be able to now.”

“Yes, Donna, now go to sleep.”

Fred called Debra Black. “We got her, make sure you get her to the CIA operating room right away. And for God’s sake, make sure she doesn’t wake up in the interim!” 

In a short time Donna was in a helicopter with medical and CIA personnel surrounding her, heading full speed toward the Washington D.C. area.


 

Chapter 68

 

Early the next morning there was a knock on Jim’s office door. 

“Come in,” Jim said.

Fred entered. “Jim, I want to you to meet a couple of friends of mine.”

Entering behind Fred were the two people who had mysteriously disappeared from his couch the previous evening. 

Seated next to Jim was Sergeant Stewart. 

“Are these your CIA friends?” Jim asked.

“No, actually I would like you to meet the Leslie the Great; he’s an exceptional magician, and this is his gorgeous assistant. They perform a host of different complex magic tricks; but their best is their human disappearing act. Maureen once literally dragged me to see his show, but I must admit I was impressed with his disappearing act. I had no idea how he did it. 

“Jim, when I lost my special psychic ability, I felt that it was just a matter of time before Donna would kill Maureen and me. There was no way I could counter her. God knows how many more people would die if she had remained free. 

“So I contacted Leslie, and together we set the stage for Donna. I had one advantage, I knew even with the feeble powers I had that I could still block her from entering my mind. But I couldn’t do much else. Fortunately, she had no idea what I had cooked up for her. I felt that if we could contrive a great bluff, I could convince her that I still retained superior psychic powers. Leslie’s disappearing act provided the coup de grace.

“Of course the fact that we knew Sergeant Lewis had murdered Anderson and Don, but we didn’t disclose it to anyone, helped us feed some false information to him. We knew he would pass it on to Donna. 

“Sergeant Stewart, you helped us immensely by allowing us to keep you confined so that Lewis thought he was home free.”

Stewart said, “Jim, I must admit that I was flabbergasted when you arrested me. But later when you explained your plan when we were alone in my cell, I figured the worst case was that I’d get a few days off from my beat. And in the meantime I had some free, but not too delicious meals on the county.”

Jim said, “Knowing that Lewis was the murderer, and he not having any idea that we suspected him, made him an easy target for surveillance. I didn’t feel too good, Fred, when Donna left her house and we tracked her heading to your house. At that point, I radioed to put Lewis under arrest and we informed the landlady at the same time. We, of course, called you when we found out Donna was heading in the direction of your house.

“But one thing, Fred—when did you first suspect Lewis?”

“Well, actually,” Fred replied, “I initially suspected Slim Woods. However, after Anderson’s murder I started thinking about the events of that night. I remembered I had called Lewis and told him to go to AU to protect Anderson. I contacted him on his cell phone and he said good thing I had called his cell since he was in his personal car, and it had no police radio in it. He said that since he was a distance away from Sarasota, he would have to send Sergeant Stewart there. I was at the crime scene when Lewis arrived. He got no farther than the AU lobby, but his first words were, ‘I’m sorry that I didn’t get here in time to prevent Anderson’s death.’ The guard’s body was in plain sight, but Anderson’s body was back in the medical unit. That was not visible from the lobby, in fact it’s a separate room off the Science Division. Since he didn’t have the benefit of a police radio, there was no way Lewis could have known that Anderson was dead unless he was the murderer. Besides that, the time frame didn’t fit. Stewart said he had arrived at AU just minutes before I arrived, but Lewis had said that Stewart was only a couple of minutes away from the site. When I thought about it, I figured that Lewis must have gone directly to AU; and only after he completed his killings did he contact Stewart. Stewart became the perfect fall guy.

“Oh yes one other thing. Lewis’ fingerprints were all over the trailer where Anderson had been kept captive. Lewis is an experienced homicide detective, so he knew better than to contaminate the crime scene. It was obvious that someone in that trailer had made an attempt to wipe all the prints, but Lewis couldn’t be certain he got them all. Perhaps because they had to leave in a hurry. So, in case he hadn’t succeeded in removing all his prints, he wanted to make sure that our officers believed he had blown it and that he had left his prints at the scene through investigative carelessness.” 

Jim asked, “Who do you believe murdered Mrs. Brown, Donna’s mother?”

“Jim, I first thought it was Donna, because it really didn’t fit that it was a robbery attempt. I couldn’t figure why Donna wanted to murder her mother, though. Then, when I found out about Sue’s relationship to Donna, I concluded she had done it so that we couldn’t link her to Donna.”

“What’s next, Fred?” Jim asked. 

“Now I can retrieve Maureen and the two of us can go back to leading a semi-normal life. However, there is one final thing I must accomplish while I’m at the CIA headquarters.”


 

Chapter 69

 

When Fred arrived at the compound, he asked for an immediate appointment with Mr. Shade. Unlike in his earlier meetings, Shade was delighted to meet with Fred. After all, even without the psychic chip, Fred had captured Donna virtually single-handed. His value to the agency, however, was effectively over now that his ESP powers were eliminated. But once a member of the agency, always a member. And although Fred would no longer be given any assignments, his accomplishment would never be forgotten.

As Fred entered Shade’s office he was again greeted with a warm hug.

Fred asked, “Should we tell our wives about us and get divorced, or will it remain a state secret?”

At first, Shade didn’t react, but then he laughed. “Good one, Fred, good one.”

Fred said, “I have one question; where is the device you removed from me?” 

“I see, you want to see it one more time for old times sake, huh? Well, with all that you’ve done for the agency, I don’t see a problem.”

Shade buzzed his secretary. “Tell Dr. Cunningham to come and see me and have him bring the special device. He will know what that means.”

In a short time Cunningham opened the office door with the device in hand. He said, “A marvelous piece of scientific accomplishment, isn’t it, Fred?”

“What do you intend to do with it now?” Fred asked.

“Why, we are already starting psychological tests on some good candidates. Too bad you had that tumor, or you could still be using it to our advantage.”

“But this device has terrible side effects. Beyond the ESP powers it instilled in me, it also almost destroyed me. I no longer had any residual ethics or morality after its insertion.”

“That’s just a freak situation, Fred. I’m sure it won’t happen to the next candidate, and we will make sure we fine-tune it in the interim. At any rate we need to continue to move ahead of our enemies, even if we might experience a slight risk in doing so.”

Fred asked, “May I hold it, sir?”

“Of course, Fred. I bet you got attached to its awesome power even for the short time you had it. So you’re saying goodbye to it for the last time?”

“Yes, sir, as are you!” Fred threw the monolith down on the tiled floor as hard as he could and then started stamping on it with all his weight. All three men looked down to observe chunks and tiny pieces of metal and plastic scattered all over the floor.

Shade said, “My god, I can’t believe you did this.”

Fred said, “Well, I did. And if you ever try to prosecute me for getting rid of the little Frankenstein monster, I will notify all the newspapers what harm it has done.”

At that point Fred turned toward the door. “Have a nice life, gentlemen.” 

 

Fred retrieved Maureen from their unit and both left the compound forever.

* * *

The next morning Fred and Maureen showed up in Jim’s office.

“Jim, I just wanted to tell you that Maureen and I spent a lot of productive time together while we were in the D.C. area.”

“And that means—?”

“Well, our time together has paid off; initial indications are that we’re going to have a baby.”

Jim said, “That’s great, male or female?”

“It’s much too early to tell but we both hope it’s a girl.”

“Well guys, if it’s a girl, name it whatever you want except for one name.”

All three cried out in unison: “Donna!”


 

Epilogue

 

It was July 1st. Maureen had spent a long sultry week in Austin, Texas attending an ungodly boring professional psychiatric conference. Fred was eagerly waiting at the Sarasota-Bradenton Airport for her return. Today was their seventh anniversary. Fred had a surprise waiting for her when they returned home. Both had been so busy that neither had taken a vacation during the entire year. Because of their austere spending during the year, their saving accounts had swelled, so much so that they decided they would each buy the other a decent anniversary present for the first time in their married life. 

When they entered their house, Maureen was the first to spring her surprise. She directed Fred to the guest bedroom closet where a large wrapped package was waiting for him. 

Fred was like a child when it came to gifts; he brought the package into the living room, eagerly ripping its wrapping paper. When he finally pulled the object from his box he was surprised, unpleasantly so. 

“Wow, Maureen, you got me, ah, you got me a large coffee maker.”

“Fred, please don’t underestimate it; it’s not just a coffee maker. You can program it to have it start brewing before you wake up in the morning, and it will be waiting for you when you first go downstairs. Also, you can set the level from weak to very strong. In fact, I’m sure the aroma alone will pull you downstairs. And best of all, it makes up to ten cups, you can have coffee all day when it’s your day off from work. And, guess what—I got another just like it for your office. And I also got you twenty pounds of flavored coffee.”

“Maureen, I just don’t know how to put it in words, it’s, it’s, it’s just so great.”

Maureen started laughing and continued to laugh until tears formed in her eyes.

“I don’t get it, hon, what’s the joke?”

“Fred, you big dummy! I know how much you hate coffee, do you really think I have a doctorate in psychology for nothing?”

“How long have you known?”

“For a long time but I must admit I loved to watch your facial calisthenics when I served you the first cup of coffee in the morning. But don’t worry, you’ll never have to drink it again. And your real present is in our bedroom. Go get it.”

This time Fred returned dragging a large box whose markings indicated it contained a large 3D LCD television set. 

“You can return the coffee maker, Fred; I kept the receipt. And now you and your friends can watch professional football in three dimension anytime you want. I understand that it’s so clear you can practically touch the sweat dripping from the player’s bodies, as if anyone would ever want to do that. I wish I could purchase an added aroma device, so you could enjoy the smells emitted from the player’s locker room as well. I’m sure that then you would be in hog heaven.”

“Maureen, it’s a great gift and I really appreciate it; but now I want you to go into the garage to find yours.”

In a minute Maureen returned. “Fred, I can’t believe it! You bought me a new Ford hybrid!”

“Yes, I drove your car once, and although I wasn’t in a great frame of mind, I knew immediately that it was overdue to be moved to the junk heap. And, oh, by the way, the answer is they were musicians in a band.”

“Fred that’s quite a non sequitur, what on earth are you talking about?” 

“You recall awhile back during our dinner party when the nightmare first begin, you gave me a puzzle about four guys playing for hours for money, there was a separate score for each and no one lost any cash? I never got a chance to tell you the answer.”

“Fred, you’re a total nut! But I love you so much, I really do.”

“So do I, babe, and its not just my mental neurotransmitter speaking. Damn straight, I love you!”

 

Postscript

Six months had passed and Fred had observed that for the past few weeks Maureen was no longer behaving as she normally did. She had been so upbeat, almost euphoric, about the baby being due in a few weeks. But for some reason, lately she had become highly reflective and distant. 

One of Maureen’s associates told Fred that the change might be the result of a delayed reaction to the extreme trauma that she had suffered. She explained that often trauma lies buried for a period of time, and then the person might experience some triggering device which releases an explosion of emotions. She compared it to soldiers returning home from the war; their psychological coping device often can’t deal with the horrible sights and sounds that they had to endure. 

Fred perceived that might well be the cause, so he invited a few guests to his house to celebrate Maureen’s birthday. He knew that Maureen was normally an extrovert and a social being; having people around her tended to both cheer her up and energize her. 

The evening of the party, after she had opened all of her presents, the guests were invited to browse through a stack of Maureen’s birthday cards, including those that were from the party guests, as well as some that had been received in the mail. The theme of a few focused on enduring love and friendship, but most were highly comical, emphasizing Maureen’s advancing age. One of the guests picked up a card and said, “This is a cute card, but I guess this person doesn’t know you very well, or maybe it’s an inside joke. It’s addressed to Theresa Harris.”

Maureen glanced at the card. “Oh, he’s not really incorrect; that’s my given name but I prefer to be called by my middle name Maureen. The card was sent by one of my high school friends who back then knew me only by Theresa.”

Later that night after the guests had left, Maureen and Fred turned the lights down, played some elevator music from the 70’s, and relaxed on the sofa. Fred said, “I’m exhausted but I thought it was a great party and it was great that a lot of your old friends showed up. But at times like this, I guess you really miss your parents.” 

“Yes, They were wonderful, never letting me feel different because I was adopted. I never could find out who my real parents were. Maybe I’ll never know.” 

Maureen looked long and hard into the glass of soda she was holding, as if the answer might have been contained somewhere within it.

Fred smiled. “Maybe it’s just as well, who knows, perhaps you’re part of some dysfunctional family with genetic homicidal tendencies—the sort of information that you wouldn’t ever want to know.”

Maureen looked strangely at Fred. It was a look that Fred had never observed before in all the years they had been married. 

“Yes, wouldn’t that be something, Fred. With such a hidden genetic code just fighting to be activated, I could change at any minute.” 

Maureen paused, then with a strange smile, she said, “Have a delicious piece of cake Fred. It’s a special recipe from my childhood—and the flavor is to die for!”

 

– THE END –
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