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Inspired by Actual Events
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Friday, April 19, 1996
23:52 hours

The call came into County Communications from an unidentified source, believed female, possibly under fifty. No callback number was given and no further contact was noted.

“Sheriff’s Department.”

“My God, my God, help us here, help us here, please …”

“Who is calling and what is wrong?” The dispatcher was Sally Wells—no extra chatter at all and very calm. She was new and part-time, but she learned fast.

“Help us, they’re killing everybody! Help!”

“Where are you and who is calling?”

“Just get help”—indecipherable—“killed Francis, he killed him, help us here!”

“Where are you?”

“The Francis McGuire farm! Help!”

“Where is the farm?”

“Jesus Christ, help us up”—indecipherable—“didn’t mean it. Oh God, oh God, I don’t know, please help. Please …”

“Stay on the line!” Sally held fast and with the phone to her ear contacted the available patrol cars.

“Comm, three and five … 10–33 … Possible homicide. Francis McGuire, I think that’s the farm near William’s Hollow. I, uh, think it’s in progress, subject on line. Repeat, this is a 10–33.”

“Comm. Three. Which side of the hollow, north or south?” I said in as soothing a voice as I could manage.

“Three, stand by,” Sally said with relief. “Ma’am, are you north or south of the Hollow?”

“Jesus God, I don’t know. I don’t know! Help!”

“One moment. Hold tight. Three. Unable to advise.”

Five, Mike Conners, came on. “I think they’re on the south side, just before the bridge—about five miles out of Maitland, second or third gravel to the right.”

“10–4, five. Comm, check the caller.” I made the turn to take me to the Hollow.

Sally went back to the phone, and it became apparent that the complainant had heard the radio traffic.

“It’s the second turn, the second turn, oh God, hurry!”

“She says the second turn, three.”

“Tell ’em to hurry!” (Indecipherable) “told me”—indecipherable—“again! He’s just dead. Can’t—” With that, the line went dead. I was only about ten miles from William’s Hollow, while Mike was about twenty-six miles out. Unfortunately I was north, and the directions were from the south.

“Comm, three. I’m in from the north. Find out from what location is the second or third gravel, or which gravel after I cross the bridge going south.”

“10–4, three.”

“And look the farm up in the phone book and call it back.”

“I’m doing that,” Sally snapped.

While she got better directions from Mike in car five, I continued south on the county paving. The roads in our part of Iowa are only twenty feet wide and are exceptionally curvy and hilly. They’ve managed to pack about 1,300-odd miles of them into the county’s 750-square-mile border, and with no sign of a spring thaw, I could count on slipping and sliding the whole way.

“Comm, three. Get 10–78 going.” 10–78 was the backup code. If we had a multiple homicide in progress, two duty officers on highway patrol could only do so much.

“10–4, three. For your 10–43, I’m getting no answer at the McGuire residence.”

Mike was going to have to travel about nine miles on gravel roads that had the consistency of crushed ice before he would even hit the frozen paved ones. I would beat him to the scene by fifteen minutes or more. The backup in this case meant the one city officer on duty in Maitland, who was between Mike and me. I figured another fifteen minutes response on his side. Anybody else was going to be in bed. I hoped we didn’t need them.

Mike and I were both running with lights at full beam and with sirens blaring, both to alert anyone on the scene that we were on the way and to frighten away any deer on the road in front of us. Hitting a two-hundred-pound deer at over a hundred miles per hour might not kill you, but you would be wasted at the point of impact. The manual says to go to a serious crime “as fast as possible, considering the conditions.” Which means that if you wreck the car, it’s your butt, buddy, not the county’s. If I went by the book on this one, I’d hit the McGuire farm a week from Thursday. I made the first nine miles in just under six minutes.

“Comm, three’s at the bridge. Confirm that it will be the third gravel on my left.”

“10–4, three. Third left past the bridge. Also, three, the hospital received a call like ours and they’ve dispatched an ambulance.”

“10–4, comm. Be sure to tell the paramedics to wait to come in until we’ve cleared them.”

“10–4, three. As soon as they’re in the unit.”

I was going to acknowledge, but I was skidding past the third left turn. I softly nudged a snowbank, backed up about twenty yards, and made the turn onto the slushy gravel road.

“Comm, how far down this road?”

There are 2,200 farms in the county. I couldn’t possibly know where they all were.

“Three, this is five, second farm on the right, it’s down a long lane. I don’t think there’s a name on the mailbox, and you have to go over a little hill before you can see the farm from the road. I’ve been there about, uh, three times … think the house is on the right of the drive, bunch of other buildings on the left, and they’re pretty close together.”

My “10–4” was a little strained. I was just going over the knoll that cut the view from the roadway.

“Comm, three is 10–23.” I was actually still about a hundred yards from the house, but didn’t know if I’d have time to say anything from there on in. In those last hundred yards, I reached down and turned on my walkie-talkie, turned off my siren, unbuckled my seat belt and cleared it from interfering with my personal gear, and unsnapped my holster. By that time I was skidding to a stop. I grabbed my flashlight and got out of the car as quickly as I could. The house was on my right.

It was a frame house. Two stories. Needed paint pretty bad. It had a front porch and what appeared to be a back porch and just about every light in the house was on. No sign of movement inside.

They tell you at the academy that if you’ll need it, the only place for your weapon is in your hand. I drew my revolver, a .44 magnum, and pointed it down and to my right as I approached the house. There was a bluish yard light, similar to a streetlight, illuminating the yard in a roughly circular pattern. My car was behind me, and without remembering doing it, I had correctly pointed the headlights toward the scene. The beams cast my shadow on the front porch, distracting my attention from cataloging what I was up against. My heart leapt every time I picked up my own movement, so I started with the left, at the barn and a couple of outbuildings. Interior light in the barn. The others were dark. No movement. Neither good nor bad. If there’s nobody there, there’s no movement. If somebody is aiming a shotgun at you from concealment, they probably won’t move, either. I put that possibility out of my mind and proceeded toward the house, careful not to slip on the uneven sheets of ice that led to the front porch.

“Twenty-five, comm.”

On my walkie-talkie. It scared the crap out of me, as the speaker was just by my left ear. I turned it off. Twenty-five was the Maitland backup officer, Dan Smith, and since I could hear him on my portable, he was probably within two miles of my position.

I made it to the landing of the screened porch and was able to see into the kitchen at about chest level for anyone standing in there. Nobody was. I would have to go onto the porch to look into the house. I didn’t really want to do that. But I did. I stepped up onto the second of four steps and opened the screen door. The interior of the porch was a real mess, cluttered to the point that I was not sure I could negotiate a path. Garbage—empty boxes, broken glass, tools, tires, a chain saw—surrounded a small dog to my left who just sat there staring. He didn’t move or make a sound. It was the first thing that really worried me.

“Police officer. Anybody in there?”

No response. I said it as loudly as I could without yelling. Tried again. Nothing. I approached the door, stepping as carefully as I could over the mess. I could see through the right-hand window, into the kitchen. Also a wreck, with a table tossed in a corner, its broken leg doubled back underneath. Several chairs were overturned, the refrigerator was dented and at an angle and the top freezer door was open. But no people.

I stood to the side of the front door, put my flashlight in my belt, and knocked as hard as I could.

“Police officer! Is anybody home?”

Again, no answer and then headlights coming down the lane. Twenty-five. I had to turn my portable back on and use my left hand to key the mike.

“Twenty-five, that you?”

“10–4.”

“Okay, I’m on the porch. Park behind my car, and stay back until I can get in the house.”

“10–4.”

Dan Smith was an experienced officer. I felt a lot better. A few seconds later, I heard him jack a round into his shotgun and I didn’t feel quite as confident. I hoped he kept the safety on.

I navigated across the porch and tried the kitchen door. It opened about an inch and then hung up. I pushed it harder and it gave a little with a gentle scraping sound from inside, and then a fairly loud thump, like it was blocked by a hundred-pound sack of potatoes. I pushed a little harder, and it opened about two feet to reveal the open mouth and staring eyes of a man who was obviously dead. I stepped back.

“Twenty-five, I’m going to have to try another entrance—this one is blocked by a body.”

“10–9?”

10–9 means you should repeat your traffic, as the message was not understood. Or, in this case, believed.

“I’ve got a body blocking this door. I’m gonna work my way around the house to the left, here.”

“10–4.”

“Three? Five.”

“Five, go.”

Mike was close. Even better.

“Wanna wait till I get there? Only a minute or so.”

It was tempting, but I was too exposed to stand still.

“No, just cover the right side of the house when you get here. I’ll be around the left and coming right unless I can find a way in.”

I gingerly backed down the steps and went to the left, toward the back of the house, to what appeared to be the back porch. The dog still hadn’t stirred. Keeping my head below window level, I made my way to find that the back porch was actually an addition to the house with a separate entrance. The upper half of the door was glass.

The door was locked, but I could see through to the body in the kitchen. There was something sticking out of his chest or abdomen, but I couldn’t make out what it was. The broken table was obstructing the full view. Then a noise.

“Three has movement inside!”

No reply. I heard running footsteps coming up from my right. Mike ran past me to the other side of the door-well and put his back against the wall. We were both very quiet for a moment and heard the sound again. Like something dragging and then a bump. We looked at each other and nodded at the same time.

I kicked the door. It didn’t move. I kicked again and the panel cracked. The third kick slammed the door back where it hit the interior wall and broke the glass, causing one hell of a racket. Mike flew by me into the house and stopped just as he hit the entrance to the living room. I moved behind him, but he was frozen, so I nudged him and stuck my gun around the corner of the door frame and pointed it to where he was looking.

“Jesus.”

There was a German shepherd crawling across the floor toward us, dragging his hind legs. His mouth was bleeding, and he had a bloody wound on his head. His eyes were glazed. To the left, the TV was on, but no sound, playing a rerun of Ensign O’Toole. There were, as they say, signs of a struggle—magazines all over, overturned lamps, one stereo speaker knocked over, a houseplant in a broken pot lying on the floor.

“I don’t want to kill him.” Mike said what I was thinking.

“We have to.”

“Who would leave an innocent animal like that?” Mike mumbled.

“Twenty-five,” I said over my portable. “There will be a shot fired. We have to shoot a dog.”

“A dog?”

“Yeah.”

I aimed as carefully as I could, cocked the hammer back, and very gently squeezed the trigger. We waited a few seconds, our ears ringing, stunned by the shot and the strangeness of the situation. Then we slowly made our way to the kitchen.

“Twenty-five?”

“Go.”

“We’re in.”

“Copy you in the house?”

“Yeah. Both of us.”

“Okay. Two’s on the way.”

“Good.” Two was the county’s chief deputy. Although he was in charge of the night shift, he’d had the evening off, Sally must have called him in when Dan reported the body. I had my portable on single-channel mode and wasn’t able to hear the other radio traffic, but Dan was still by his car and would relay our reports to those on the way.

We looked carefully around the kitchen. The body by the door was supine, his legs bent at not quite right angles. The object in his chest was a knife with an ornate handle, made of silver or stainless steel. His right hand was gone, the stump pointing toward the tilted refrigerator. But there was very little blood. He was nude, except for a pair of white socks with yellow toes. They were half on, half off his feet, and dirty. I turned to Mike.

“Didn’t dispatch say that a female called?”

“Yeah.” We’d been at death scenes before, but there was something about this one that had us both spooked.

“Well, let’s look.”

I hated to go stomping around a crime scene, but we had to see if the woman or the killer was still in the house. We crossed to the bedroom, the only other room on the ground floor. Nobody there. It was a mess, but it looked to me like from being lived in, not from a struggle or burglary. The lights were on and there was a fairly large painting above the bed, not framed. It was a star, point down, in a circle, with red eyes near the center. Not well done. Primitive.

I looked at Mike. “Let’s do upstairs first, then the basement. Anybody gets out from the basement, twenty-five has a good chance of picking them up as they come out.”

Mike headed for the stairs. I let him go up about five steps, then followed. The stairwell was only about thirty-six inches across, and the steps were so narrow that I had to put my feet down sideways. They creaked, adding to our tension, which in my case was at critical mass. I figured we’d find the caller, but that she would be dead or dying. I also thought we had a chance of finding the perpetrator, or of him finding us. On those stairs, he could have got both of us with a pellet gun.

Mike hit the top stair and started moving to his left. “Okay, Carl, we got doors both sides, all open,” he whispered.

“Right.” I took the right side of the narrow hallway as I topped the stairs—three small rooms, two left, one right. No one in any of them. Each room seemed messier than the one before it. Each one was dusty, dirty, and cold and piled high and deep with boxes of junk. I was amazed at how much garbage this guy held on to.

Then we carefully moved to the basement, down another set of small, rickety steps. I went first this time, exposing my body to whoever might be waiting. The basement was as dilapidated as the rest of the house, but I noticed a small, partitioned corner with a blanket tacked up that separated it from the rest of the mess. I cautiously pushed the blanket aside with my magnum while Mike covered me.

Nobody there. But four knives similar to the one stuck in the body upstairs were hanging on the wall. Next to the knives was a painting of Jesus on the cross that was desecrated with a happy-face sticker placed on his face. On the other side was an ink drawing of a small heart that appeared anatomically correct with a dagger in it. Below was a small workbench with several burned-down black candles. There was also a calendar and a rather seedy black robe hanging against the sidewall. We turned to find an inverted cross hung opposite the crucifixion painting.

“What in the hell is going on, Carl?”

“I don’t know,” is all I could come up with.
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Saturday, April 20
01:06 hours

We left the house, closing the entry door as well as we could on the way out. We would now stay away from the crime scene until the Des Moines Division of Criminal Investigation mobile lab team arrived. It would take them about six hours to make it to Nation County. We would use the time to search the outbuildings and take some photographs through the windows.

Mike and I both lit cigarettes on the way to the patrol cars. The chief deputy, Art Meyerman, was waiting for us with Dan in the yard.

“What have you got?”

I took a deep breath. “One body, male, looks like he’s been stabbed in the chest. His hand has been cut off. Oh, and a dead dog. We had to put him out of his misery. Nobody else.”

“What about the woman?”

“No sign of her,” said Mike.

“You killed a dog?”

I nodded. “Yep, had to.”

“How’d you kill it?”

“I shot him,” I said.

Art shook his head like he was dealing with a green recruit out of the academy. “We’ll need a report on that. Better give me good reasons, too. You can be suspended if the owner finds out about it and complains.”

“Unless this guy’s middle name is Lazarus, I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

Art gave me another smirk, but let it go. He had a tendency to be an asshole under stress. Actually he was an asshole under normal circumstances, too. He stomped back to his car to use the radio and warm up. Mike, Dan, and I stayed in the cold and listened.

“Comm, tell one to keep coming and tell the ambulance to slow it up a little. It’s not 10–33 for them.”

“10–4, two. Do you want me to request 10–79?”

“When I want the coroner, I’ll tell you.”

Art was also rude. I resented his “I’m in charge here” attitude. Sally had done a fine job, and the notification of the coroner was the next logical step. He was just pissed he hadn’t thought of it first.

I grinned at Dan. “Someday … you see Art crawling across the floor, and he looks hurt, call me.”

We were still chuckling and pulling on our cigarettes when Art came back over.

“Cut the chat and get the buildings searched. Let’s do it now.”

We flicked our butts and split up. Mike took the machine shed, Dan took the garage, and I had the barn. Art, of course, stayed central and observed. I couldn’t help but give him a dig.

“Art, don’t you think we could use the DCI lab team? Might as well get them coming.”

He didn’t say anything. I’d been in the department about four years longer than he had and he was jealous of my record and resented my relationship with the sheriff.

We found nothing of particular significance in the outbuildings, and the ground was still too hard and icy to have any tracks in the yard. We surveyed the rest of the area, looking at the scattered patches of snow for traces of prints or tire tracks. There was nothing that stood out and nothing that appeared to be fresh.

One, Sheriff Lamar Ridgeway, came barreling over the knoll in his four-wheel drive, nearly leaving the ground. He slid to a stop and got out. We met him near his vehicle in a tight little clump and gave him a brief rundown—the body, the search, and the dog, of course.

“You shot it?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“You had to. Glad you did.”

I gave Art a look.

“Can we see the body from the outside?”

“Yeah, let me get my camera.”

Lamar and I went up to the front porch, and he held the flashlight while I focused my 35mm through the window. The reality of the scene kicked in when I began clicking the shutter. With the zoom lens, I looked right down into the victim’s mouth and nasal passages. I noticed something brown on his teeth and in his nose.

“Looks like he was a tobacco chewer.”

Lamar nodded, bent down, and scooped up the frightened little dog on the porch.

As I took establishing shots of the kitchen, I noticed that the telephone was on the wall and seemed perfectly normal. Lamar had Art check the line entrance and he confirmed that the phone was in working order. Sally had told me that in the middle of the call the phone went dead, but when she called McGuire’s minutes later, it rang but no one answered. The caller must have been on another extension and her line ripped out of the wall. I didn’t remember seeing any other phone jacks, but I made a mental note to ask the lab to give the house a more thorough look.

A grinding sound in the distance announced the arrival of the ambulance. They had probably slowed down and were having trouble negotiating the icy lane. I’d learned long ago never to slow down on an Iowa farm lane before summer. The icy gravel was sure to hold you up if you did. They must not have made many trips this deep into the county, especially not in these conditions.

I was having a hard time holding the camera steady. The temperature had dropped to about twenty degrees and my adrenaline was running thin. I finished up and Lamar and I headed back to the patrol cars, where Dan was filling in the ambulance crew. We still didn’t know anything and he shouldn’t have been wagging his tongue. Being from a city of fifteen hundred, though, makes it hard to keep things to yourself and Dan was chatty to begin with. He looked suitably guilty upon our arrival and the paramedics tried to cover for him by shuffling around doing bogus EMT things.

“Fill ’em in, Dan?” I ribbed him as I helped Lamar clear a space for the dog in the cabin of his car.

“Oh, Carl, I don’t really know much.”

I just shook my head and grinned. “Thanks for coming out.”

“No problem.”

The radio in Dan’s car blared. “One, comm.”

Lamar picked up the mike in my car. “Go ahead, comm.”

“One, I–388 is en route from Albion, ETA about thirty minutes. They want to know if you need the mobile crime lab.”

“10–4, comm. We will.”

“What the hell is an I–388?” I asked Lamar.

“A state special investigator. It’s policy now. If you want the lab, you have to take the suit. I guess good old-fashioned small-town police work doesn’t cut it with homicides anymore. The state doesn’t want a bunch of bumpkins botching murder investigations.” Lamar was pissed, but I knew he wouldn’t take it out on the guy coming in. He’d suck it up and treat him fair and square.

While the five of us waited for I-388 and eventually the lab, we lit up and went over everything we could think of. We had no sign of the woman. Where was she? Did she leave the scene voluntarily or was she abducted during the call? We had a telephone line that was intact, but had somehow gone dead during the emergency call. I racked my brain trying to remember another extension in the house, but couldn’t think of one. Neither could Mike. And we had a bunch of creepy shit in the basement and that strange painting in the bedroom that indicated that someone had some weird interests, probably the owner. Which brought us to a crucial question that we had stupidly forgotten to even answer.

“Is the body Francis McGuire?” Lamar asked.

I looked at him for a second. “Shit, I don’t know. I never saw the man in my life.”

Mike grinned. “It’s him. I wondered when you’d get around to asking.”

“Okay, smart-ass,” I said, “anybody else live here?”

“Nope. No wife, no kids. He was married to a girl from Waterloo, but they split up about five years ago.”

“How do you know so much about him?” Lamar chimed in.

“Wife’s third cousin. She didn’t like him. Can’t say I did much, either. Helped him clear some stumps in his fields a couple times. No thanks, no nothin’.” Mike had relatives all over the county and knew something about just about everyone.

We kicked it around some more. What was the point of the missing right hand? It was too great a wound to be defensive, and even if it had been, it would be lying on the floor. Unless the dog dragged it away. The lab would figure that one out.

“Not very much blood around, was there?” More of a statement than a question from Mike.

I agreed. “Especially considering the severed hand.”

“Somewhere else?” Lamar asked of no one in particular. “Somewhere else in the house?”

Mike and I shook our heads.

“Maybe he clots well.” Dan smirked.

Lamar sighed. “I just wish we could find that woman.”

“Well,” Art finally broke in, “we’d better get somebody out on the main road so we can guide I-388 in. He’ll never be able to find us.” A real team player, our Art. Maybe we did need I-388.
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Saturday, April 20
05:47 hours

After Special Agent Hester Gorse (I-388) arrived, we briefed her. There were a couple of smirks about her being the head of the investigation and Art said, “Just what we need. A female trying to be a cop.” I didn’t say anything. Lamar did.

“She’ll be okay.” End of discussion. At least for then.

We left Art to guard the scene until a reserve officer could be contacted, and Lamar with his new mutt, Mike, and I headed to the office to begin the reports. We only have two typewriters, so it was a little hairy at first. After a serious crime, we always try to get everything written down as soon as we can so that the day shift has something to go on, and more important, so that they don’t bother us when we’re home sleeping. I made a special effort to see Sally to tell her she’d done a good job.

Jane, the next dispatcher on shift, was with her. Sally had called her in early to help with the media calls. Murders are rare around here, and I guess a bunch of cub reporters had their scanners tuned in to the radio traffic. Sally handed me the typed-up radio logs, along with all of the transmission times and the content of the radio messages. They’d be needed for the reports.

“I-388’s a woman, isn’t she?” Sally had been toying with the idea of applying for a job as a deputy and was very interested in hearing about the life from female officers. I nodded.

“Got the radio logs done?” Art interrupted.

“Yes, we do.”

“Got the phone logs?”

“Not yet. Just the radio logs.”

“Get with it. Don’t sit on your ass while we have officers on overtime waiting for you to get your work done.” And he stomped out.

“Asshole,” said Sally with what was nearly a hiss.

I went around the dispatch console. “I’ll relieve you for a few minutes. You have time to hit the head and have some coffee.”

“Thanks.”

I got off at 07:45 and went directly home. My wife, a junior high teacher, had left for church, so I had three Oreo cookies, some milk, and went to bed, not much better informed than I had been fifteen minutes after I got to the scene. It took about an hour to go to sleep, and I was still thinking about our little case when I dropped off.

The phone rang at 11:58.

I remember saying “Hello,” although I’m not sure Jane could understand me. I didn’t have any trouble understanding her, though.

“One wants you to come back out. Right away. They’ve just found three other bodies.”

“How could they, we searched the area really well …”

“They’re at another farm. Lamar thinks they’re connected.”

The second scene was at the Phyllis Herkaman residence, a farmhouse but not a farm, located about eight miles southwest of the McGuire house.

Herkaman worked at the local hospital as an aide, and had been late for work. She had an estranged husband, who was on the violent side, and her coworkers got worried. Called us, but we had no one available. We requested that a state trooper be sent, and one was eventually dispatched to the Herkaman house. He discovered the body of an unidentified female in the front hallway. The other responding officers (we freed everybody up pretty quickly after he told comm about his discovery) located an unidentified male body, and the body of Phyllis Herkaman, both also in the house.

When I arrived, Lamar and I-388 were there, as well as our office day-shifters, Ed and Norris. Theo, our investigator, was on his way, but had been delayed at the McGuire scene.

We have eight officers, including the sheriff. Divided between three eight-hour shifts, and at seven days a week, we sometimes only have one or two available. It looked like everybody was going to miss a lot of sleep.

As it turned out, the lab team had just arrived at the McGuire house, and it would take them about six to eight hours to process the scene. I was being assigned to I-388 to assist in photographing the crime scene at Herkaman’s prior to the arrival of the mobile lab. In an effort to preserve the essence of the scene, Lamar and I-388 made the decision to photograph the bodies before the lab team arrived and tramped everything down. I hoped that wouldn’t come back to haunt us in court, but I kept my mouth shut. The bodies were still in the house, and virtually nothing had been disturbed. We’d have to be very careful.

There is quite a difference between doing a quick preliminary set of snapshots of a crime scene and doing one for real. We were going to do this one for real, and it was going to take some time. I already wished I hadn’t put on my uniform, and had put on some clothing with lots of pockets. Also, you can’t smoke at the crime scene, in case you deposit some “evidence” where none existed before. I’m a heavy smoker, and that always exasperates me. And, usually, the other guy at the scene doesn’t smoke at all, so he’s a little reluctant to take a smoke break. You also can’t eat at the scene, for the same reason. I, of course, am also a heavy eater. Same problems. Being short of sleep, there was a good chance I’d get pissy before we were done. It turned out that I-388, Agent Hester Gorse, didn’t smoke. Thin and stringy, it also looked like she didn’t eat, either.

While I got some establishing shots of the exterior and took a photo of a broken twig that I-388 thought of some significance, we had to send Norris into Maitland to get film. The department usually makes you use your own camera, but at least they buy your film. They pay you by the print. Cheap, but that’s the way it is. I also asked for a second set of gloves. The department issued us one pair, cream-colored latex, one size fits all. Or nobody, depending on your point of view. I couldn’t help noticing that Agent Gorse was putting on a pair of double-thickness green gloves. Which she got from a box of one hundred. Is it any wonder we in the boonies sigh a lot?

It took us three hours to do the shots, recording camera settings and descriptors, and timing each shot. I taped my comments on a pocket recorder (provided by the department, who also, by God, provided the tapes; you had to buy your own batteries). Agent Gorse wrote descriptors and made sketches. I had never worked with her before, and it turned out that we both had an interest in astronomy. Discovered this when we found a small telescope in the house.

The significant evidence was as follows:

The body in the front hall was that of a white female, approximately thirty years of age, blond, about five feet five and 110 pounds. She was partially clothed, with blue jeans and a bra. Cause of death not known at the time, but might have had something to do with the red cord used as a ligature around her neck. Facial features were grossly discolored, and there appeared to be some signs of lividity on the belly, which we could see without turning her over. We were unable to identify her at that time.

The unidentified male was in what I’ll call the master bedroom, as this house was considerably bigger than the McGuire home. He was on his back, legs secured to the bed with black cord. He had been castrated, and what appeared to be black wax had been poured into his eyes. His tongue was missing, and this time there was blood all over hell. There were also fresh lacerations on his chest and abdomen, one of them being “666” and another being what appeared to be three characters of unknown origin. There was a substance around his mouth which looked like dried superglue.

When we were photographing that, Ms. Gorse said, “You don’t suppose they tried to glue his tongue back on, do you?”

It was then that I knew that I was going to like this woman.

The body of Phyllis Herkaman was in the basement, in what appeared to be the laundry area. She was curled in the southwest corner, with her head pointed, as it turned out, north. She was lying in an enormous pool of blood, which was beginning to clot. There was sort of a skin on top of the pool, which was beginning to wrinkle as it clotted. Serum had separated at the edges of the pool, so what it looked like was a very large lump of pudding surrounded by a yellowish fluid. She was nude, supine, the curl being from left to right. Her right breast had been removed, and the cause of death appeared to be centered around the vaginal area, from which protruded a long, wooden shaft. She had been handcuffed behind her back, and a long red nylon cord was strung between her arms and her back, in a loop, which was secured to a two-inch drainpipe. There was what appeared to be a hatpin thrust through her left nipple. Again, there was a considerable amount of blood around and on the victim. There were no unusual markings on the body. There was, however, a circumscribed star, the circumscription being in the form of a snake eating its own tail, dangling from an overhead pipe directly over the body.

We also discovered a small silver jewelry box in the basement, in a wooden cabinet. It contained several silver-like items, including a small crucifix. The link for attaching the crucifix to a chain appeared to be on the wrong end.

“I’m going to go out for a smoke, Hester. Feel the need.”

“Oh, sure,” she said. “I would, too, if I still did. Quit four years ago.”

She went up in my estimation again—at least, she had been a smoker. A redeeming trait if there ever was one.

When we got outside, she endeared herself to me again. Reached into her purse and pulled out two Snickers bars.

I remembered not to hurt her as I snatched one and tried not to injure myself as I unwrapped it. Very, very hungry.

We stayed just outside the back basement door, and could see the body inside as we ate and I smoked. Had sort of a picnic with Phyllis. I was too tired and too hungry to be grossed out. And very pleased that Hester had turned out to be an eater, after all.

I turned the film over to her and went outside to go home. Mistake. The media were finally there. They had gotten excited about the McGuire homicide, of course, but the news from the Herkaman house had them in a frenzy. Network newspeople were there. Des Moines Register reporters, two of them, and a photographer. TV teams from Waterloo and Dubuque. Some of them had traveled two hundred miles for this. They wanted a story.

There were also about thirty civilians, mostly neighbors, parked in a harvested cornfield across the highway from the Herkaman place. They stayed well back, except for two or three neighbor ladies who were talking to Norris.

Lamar, by the way, hates the media. Understandable, as we have had several stories screwed up by them over the years, and they have on at least two occasions failed to respect off-the-record remarks. Doesn’t sound like much, but in a small, rural Iowa county, you only have a media event about once every three years. Zapped on the last two, Lamar was understandably leery of them.

By this time, the Herkaman house being located on the main highway, it being daylight, and a total of three bodies being found inside the house, we had also attracted a lot of other attention. There were six state troopers keeping the media back, three troopers securing the house, and a sergeant and a lieutenant in attendance. I was impressed. I walked over to Lamar and a Lieutenant Kainz.

“Howdy … seem to be getting a lot of attention, don’t we?”

Lamar said something about “those sons of bitches,” and Lieutenant Kainz began to laugh. Lamar is sort of cuddly when he’s pissed off. Wouldn’t think of shooting them, or anything effective like that. But he fumes in the background while he tries to think up a news release that will tell them absolutely nothing about what is going on. He’s gotten really good at that over the years.

“Lamar, you talk to the press yet?”

“Yep.”

“What you tell ’em?”

He handed me a sheet torn from a legal tablet. It said, “More than one body was discovered at the Herkaman residence this morning. Identities withheld pending notifying next of kin. Cause of death unknown. Incident under investigation.”

“God, Lamar, that’s a lot for you. Ever think about a journalism career?”

“Fuck ’em!”

I went home and sat at the dining room table, eating about two dozen Oreo cookies and drinking milk. And thinking about the day so far. I am the department intelligence officer and for that reason had a file on Satanism. Not that we’d had a case before, but I was just curious about it, and I knew some officers in the metro areas who had dealt with it before.

There was no doubt that the Satanic overtones were there. Overtones, hell. It was like somebody had used a how-to book for Satanic ritual killings. But this just didn’t make sense, as far as I could tell. Satanists were into ritual sacrifice, on rare occasions, but this was a massacre. Not a ceremony, at least not one that I could match with anything I’d ever heard about. We had everything except a flashing neon sign saying “Satanic Cult Homicide.”

I knew that Satanism attracted psychopaths, but so did many things mystical or unsocial. Satanism was both, of course. It attracted its share of sociopathic personalities, as well, for that very reason. But not like this. It didn’t fit the pattern at all.

I went to bed, slept about four hours, and managed to hit my patrol car at 22:56. I was sent directly to a car wreck, with an unruly drunk driver. I was done with him by 01:10. I was then dispatched to a domestic dispute, arriving at 01:22. That took almost three hours to sort out, and by that time I was too tired to think.

I got home at 06:00 and prepared to enjoy my day off. I went to bed and slept till 17:00.

My wife, Sue, was home, and was going through her usual response in these instances: concern, frustration, concern, anger, concern, anger, anger, anger. By the time we got to the fourth anger, supper was long done, my digestion had gone to hell, the office had called twice, and she had gone to bed to be by herself.

As a result, I had plenty of time to think. Not exactly what I wanted, but better than being too tired. When you do a homicide case, it tends to bother you a lot until you figure it out. In this particular instance, we didn’t even have a suspect.

One of the calls from the office was Art, telling me that the telephone at the McGuire residence had been out of order for three days prior to the murder and that there was no way the unknown female could have called from there. Oh, swell. He was pissed off at Sally, assuming that she had screwed up somehow. Not logical, as it was at the McGuire farm that we found the body. I told Art I wanted to talk about a possible dope connection, and he said to come up to the office in a couple of hours.

It was a little after midnight, Monday, April 22, and as our office is in Maitland, and I live in Maitland, I wandered up to see Sally and listen to the tape of the phone conversation.

She had already transferred the tape to a cassette, because she was outraged at the unfair suggestion that she had made a mistake. I listened to the tape. McGuire was the name, all right. I didn’t recognize the voice.

“Okay, kiddo, what did you think about her?”

Sally thought for a second or two. “She was telling the truth, I think. She was really scared.”

Sally is one of those rare dispatchers who have a natural way with people on the telephone. And who have an instinct for judging what they say. It would be a mistake not to use her in the investigation.

“So where is she?”

“If I was her, you’d never find me again … if I was alive.”

Another problem. So far, the second female at the Herkaman residence hadn’t been identified. There was a chance that she could have been the caller. Mike’s wife also knew, or had known, Phyllis Herkaman, and had listened to the tape along with several hospital employees. The voice didn’t belong to Phyllis.

But if the unidentified female was the caller, how did she get from McGuire’s to Herkaman’s, and why? The way she was dressed indicated that she might have been unclothed prior to her murder and had possibly dressed in anticipation of flight. Or, of course, that she was undressing and got surprised. Time of death would tell. Maybe.

“When you undress, what order do you take your clothes off in?”

“You’ll never know.”

“No, seriously.”

“Oh, top, then bottom. Then underwear. Why?”

I told her. She considered things for a second, then said, “I think she was undressing and got caught. If it had been the other way, she wouldn’t have put her bra on.”

“But could she have slept with it on?”

“Like a support bra, you mean?” She grinned. “Big boobs?”

I thought for a second. “I don’t think so … no, I suppose average or smaller, I guess. It’s hard to tell, like that, but no …”

“Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Not necessary. Too uncomfortable, if you don’t really need to do it. Was it a regular bra?”

“Well, it was lacy, and pink.”

“Then she was undressing.”

No hesitation. Mild, friendly contempt, for having to state the obvious to someone of lesser wit.

“Thanks. Don’t tell Art I asked.”

“Of course not.”

Art hated Sally, ever since she had refused to inform on one of her friends. He had been trying to get rid of her ever since, without success. He didn’t trust her, and would have had a fit if he knew I discussed any part of the case with her. She was also the best-looking dispatcher we had, by far. He hated that, too, as he always thought that she would tempt us or something. Not that she couldn’t. Just that she wouldn’t. Our loss.

Art came back into the office, and we went into the back room.

“Do you think there’s dope involved here?”

He looked at me for a long moment. He absolutely hates discussing anything to do with his dope cases unless he is forced to do it.

“No.”

“Well, it’s got to be something other than what it looks like.”

“Why don’t you let DCI get on with it? They’ll handle the case. Just don’t let it bother you. It’s been turned over to State. Let them handle it.”

Art is like that. Any opportunity to get out from under responsibility for something difficult or complex, and he will jump at the chance. Even if it means that the case is screwed up as a result. After all, it won’t be his fault. He has turned it over to proper authorities.

“Look, Art, there’s a lot that DCI doesn’t know, and never will. They don’t live here. And if there’s not a break in the case in a week or two, they move on to something else. Besides, they don’t ‘take over’ a case. They assist us. You know that. This is going to be our baby.”

“What makes you think there’s not going to be a break?”

“Just the way it’s shaping up.”

“Well, don’t be too sure.”

Art gets cryptic like that for two reasons: either he has some information that he won’t give me, or he doesn’t know at all.

I went home, couldn’t sleep, of course, and ended up riding around Maitland with Dan. We talked about the homicides. He wanted details, as he had not seen any of the bodies. I told him a little, not much. Dan was a good guy, friendly, personable. A little too personable, in fact. Maitland was a small town. Dan was well liked, and loved to sip free coffee. Buy him a cup, he would entertain you for it. Like a medieval minstrel. Buy him a sandwich, he would outdo himself. And if you were curious about a homicide scene, you would begin to get details that shouldn’t be public knowledge. If you bought him dessert, it was a case of “film at eleven.” Get him really relaxed and happy, and if he didn’t know the answer, you could get him to speculate. Unfortunately he wasn’t always too specific about when the speculation line was crossed.

“Got any suspects, Carl?”

“No.”

“God, who could do something like that? You know, guy? Really, who could do that?”

“Beats me, I just know somebody did.”

I was forty then, and Dan was twenty-eight. I felt that I had to play the role of the cool, older cop with him. Wasn’t always hard, but it had left Dan with the unfortunate impression that I was always sure of myself. Making him think he had to be sure of himself, too. Since he seldom was, he tended to feel a little inadequate. Eager, therefore, to impress and provide information. That was never my intention. It did prove helpful, though.

“You know,” said Dan, “I don’t think it could be local. Honest, nobody around here could do that.”

Local meant Maitland to Dan. He was originally from Cedar Rapids, but had adapted so well to Maitland that he had considered it home from the first week he was here.

“I’m not so sure, Dan.”

“Yeah, but, well shit, Carl, there just isn’t anybody …”

“Well, nobody leaps to mind, Dan. That’s for sure.”

As we had been riding around the two square miles of Maitland, I had noticed that most of the homes had lights on. Unusual.

“Lot of houses lit up tonight.”

“Yeah, I noticed that earlier.”

“Natives are a little nervous.”

There were about 250 residences in Maitland, not counting about thirty apartments above Main Street stores. I had noticed that several homes were dark—maybe ten or so.

“Do me a favor, Dan. Make a list of the houses that are dark, would you?”

“Why?”

“I want a list of the people who aren’t nervous.”

“Okay, guy.”

He let me off at my house. It wasn’t dark, either.

It was 01:30. I was wide awake, there was nothing on TV, and I hadn’t been able to find a good book the last time I’d looked, either at the bookstores in Dubuque or in the local library. I made some coffee and went into my little office area, turned on my PC, and called up the database program that contained everybody we had ever arrested for possession or sale of dope. Or had good reason to suspect of same. I had no specific search criteria, of course, so merely browsed the list.

In a county of some 22,000 people, I had amassed some four hundred names over a period of a year and a half since I had begun the project. I had been really restrictive in establishing the criteria for inclusion in the list, and sort of wished I had been a little more liberal.

I cross-indexed the names, after looking at the whole list, and came up with those who had been involved in violent acts. Reduced the list to about three hundred. Dumped the index and did one for those involved in burglary. About seventy-five. Made a new index and did those suspected of occult involvement. Went down to about forty. Cheap database program, could only open one index at a time. Had to buy it myself, along with the computer and all the other software. Office bought me some printer ribbons. Once.

So now I had a list. Of suspects? Why not, you had to start somewhere. I hadn’t printed the lists out, so went back and did each index again, dumping them to the printer. Nine pin dot matrix. Loud. Woke up my wife, could hear her stomping into the upstairs bathroom. Damn, I hated it when I did that. She was a light sleeper, and I was a little less than quiet, especially when I was trying to be. This time, for example, I had put a blanket over the printer, to deaden the sound. I made a mental note to either find a thicker blanket or get some foam.

My printer is a little slow, as well as a little loud. She woke up halfway through the first list. I drank coffee and waited about half an hour before printing out the second list, to let her get back to sleep. I looked for another blanket and couldn’t find one without going into the bedroom, so I put two seat cushions from the couch around it. Printed the second list, the one with the burglars. Couch cushions interfered with the paper feed—had to do it three times before I got a complete list. Occult was last, so I waited with some anticipation, until I was sure she was still sleeping, then printed that one out.

So now I had three lists. I had to go through them manually, making marks by the names that came up on all the lists. Thirteen. Much better. Thirteen possible whos, no possible whys. Had to start somewhere.

It was now 04:45, and I went to bed. Too much coffee, and I couldn’t sleep. Got back up, watched CNN, and saw myself leaving the Herkaman residence. Must have been a slow day for news. I observed that I didn’t look all that impressive on TV. Looked a little overweight. I’m six three, weighed about 250 at the time. I consoled myself with the well-established “fact” that TV put on ten pounds.

Went to bed about 05:30. Slept poorly.
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