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To Pete, for putting up with me
all of these years.

Foreword
The night air was damp, the grass even damper, and I could
hear my sneakers making squishing noises, but I had to see what
was inside the shed. We had come this far, and turning back was not
an option. I could see Hatch up ahead of me as we made our way
into the woods behind the Phiffer property. Taking this route gave
us cover to the back of the shed area, and if we found the envelope,
we could possibly provide a lead for Joe regarding Lois’s murderer.
I was climbing up a steep gully, probably carved out by runoff,
when I heard a gunshot. I caught my breath. Hatch stopped dead in
his tracks and started back toward me with alarming speed. He
grabbed me by the shoulders and pushed me down on the far side
of the gully behind a pile of brush. “Stay here and don’t move!” he
said. I didn’t even answer; I just did as I was told. The second shot
sounded closer, and Hatch was off, running down the hill toward
the open field we had just come across, with someone coming up
fast behind him. I didn’t know where Hatch had gone, but I could
hear the chase stop, and someone said, “Shit!” Now whoever had
chased Hatch was making his way back up the hill toward me, and I
tried to make myself as small as possible. Not small enough though,
because before I knew it, he was on me with his gun pointed at my
head.

Chapter One
My name is Antoinette Barton, and I’m a bill collector. I’m better
known as Annie, but my given name is actually Antoinette. I went to
work for a finance company several years ago. I applied for a job as
a typist but was talked into taking a job as a collector because, well,
nobody else wanted it. Dad was pushing me to get a job because I
had been out of school for two weeks, and I needed to bring some
money into the house. He made it quite clear that there was no
money for college, so the only alternative was to get a job, and soon.
Rucker Finance Company is owned by Charles and Sarah
Rucker, hence the name. The Ruckers don’t work there; they just
own it. Charles Rucker comes from a very money-filled family who
has about twenty businesses of various types. He dabbles in this or
that and attempts to look busy, but basically he just goes to
breakfast and lunch daily with the town’s businesspeople, and he
backs several financially. He never ever really works and never
intends to. Sarah is busy with her social calendar but holds several
volunteer positions that are needed, and they are happy.
They live just outside of town and have a place in Avalon, New
Jersey, as well. They drift back and forth between the two
residences in accordance with the wishes of the grandchildren and
their own whims. I’m sure each home is real nice, but the office
space where the finance company is not—it still has radiators for
heat. In the morning when we come in, it’s usually freezing, and we
start those old radiators up as soon as possible. By about 11:00 a.m.
or so, we can’t catch our breath from the heat unless we start
cranking them back around l0:30 a.m. And most days, it works OK.
The knocking and banging from the antiquated system is quite
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annoying, but we’ve all adapted to it and just holler above it. There
is no back door, and all of the windows are barred, so if we ever
have to get out, we have only one way, through the front door. I
don’t think this is really legal, but we’re content and just happy to
have other amenities like running water—no hot, just cold, but
that’s better than no water at all.
The full-time branch manager who runs the company is Edward
Palizzi, and he’s a part-time undertaker in town as well. He seems to
balance out his two professions successfully as he’s always driving a
new black car and is always at work on time. Pali, as he’s referred
to, is small and scrawny. He has slicked-back hair, the color of Jet
Kiwi shoe polish, which we all feel he uses frequently on his temples
as he has a constant shadow on his upper cheekbones. He’s a
nervous type who has the uncanny instinct of knowing exactly what
people are thinking from the expressions on their faces and the
looks in their eyes. It is an instinct from hell but proves to be real
handy for Pali.
“Pali, I need next Tuesday morning off so I can go to . . .”
“The dentist!” he said.
“Yeah, how did you know?” I asked curiously.
He just gave me the look, and I nodded my head, said, “Right,”
and went on.
“OK, you’ll be back by noon?” he said, shaking his head up and
down.
I said, “OK, my appointment is at nine thirty. I couldn’t get it any
earlier.”
“That’s OK, come in when you can.”
He’s a little rough around the edges and was raised in the Little
Italy section of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Whatever brought him
to Oxford, Pennsylvania, right on the Mason-Dixon line in Maryland,
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I have no idea. He seems so out of his element, but he is adapting
daily.
***
Pali and I work in the backroom. That’s the room enclosed with
glass so the customers standing at the counter out front making
payments can’t hear Pali screaming. He does this to his customers
who don’t pay on a real timely basis and who he refers to as
deadbeats. These are also the customers who I work with on a
regular basis, but I don’t scream at them. I try to reason with them
and listen to their sad excuses. Somehow, Pali and I are successful
enough to keep pretty good numbers, and Rucker Finance Company
in Oxford is alive and thriving. Sometimes, Pali screams so loud he
falls out of his chair, causing some disruption in our area, but Hatch
usually helps him back into his chair, and he never misses a beat
with his heated conversation.
Oh, I haven’t mentioned Hatch yet. Raymond Hatcher, aka
“Hatch” is mostly the lender. Pali does lending, too, and I do
troubled debt restructuring, but Hatch does most of the lending and
he is HOT!
Hatch has that all-American look, with brown hair, which is
straight and thick enough to make you want to run your hands
through it, a Colgate smile, and eyes the color of a brown beer
bottle. Tall, broad, and very handsome, I’ve seen women come in to
borrow money just to see Hatch . . . The word is out.
***
Edna dreams about Hatch nightly. Edna is our main cashier and
makes no bones about the fact that she runs the front office. Every
customer is aware that she’ll take their payment and post it
properly and that this responsibility lies on her shoulders. Lil, the
other cashier, is just there to pick up the slack. Everyone knows that
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Edna is the one to reckon with if they have a question or problem,
but they better have a reason to substantiate that question. Pali
refers to her as Edna Mae, even though that’s not her real middle
name. Pali likes the sound of it, so she just puts up with it. She’s
blonde and round and pretty easygoing unless there is a problem or
she doesn’t balance on the first try. She loves her numbers, and
usually the handling of the front office runs smoothly.
Lil is the helper and knows her place with Edna. She’s fortyish,
quiet, pretty in her own way, and quite flirtatious with the
customers and male staff members. She seems laid back about her
job, and nothing flusters her. She basically just doesn’t give a shit, I
think. But what do I know? I’m not paid to think; I’m paid to collect
and am told that many times weekly by Pali, who keeps a constant
watch on all of us and remarks frequently about everything. He’ll
probably drive us all to our graves, therefore drumming up
business for his other profession.
Just recently, I moved out of my parents’ house and into my
own four-room apartment on the second floor of an old house on
Fourth Street in beautiful, downtown Oxford. I am so excited, and
my landlady, Mrs. Schmidt, is a wonderful woman. She’s given me
three tablecloths, three dish towels, three teacups, and three
ashtrays. I don’t smoke, but she must think I have friends who do,
and I need to be prepared. I don’t know what the deal with three is,
but I don’t ask; I’m just glad to have anything. I have a couch and
one chair, a coffee table, an end table, two lamps, and a small TV I
received from Pali’s older sister, Rosemarie. I have a single bed and
a small dresser in my bedroom. What more could anybody want?
There is an empty area I could make into a small dining room,
which is really the hall, but it’s an old house, and the hallway is
really big. If I have dinner guest, we might be interrupted by the
third-floor residents, but that’s not so bad. At least it’s someplace to
actually sit and have a meal.
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“Do you have a truck, Hatch?”
“I have a motorcycle.”
“How can you help me get a table and four chairs to my
apartment on a motorcycle?”
“I didn’t know I would be doing that, or I’d have bought a truck
instead,” he said with a smile. That Colgate thing always makes me
wonder if my teeth are as white as his. He could do a toothpaste
commercial or the after look for braces.
“However, Babs, I do have a friend who has a truck I could
borrow.” He calls me Babs. I don’t know where that came from, but
it works for me. He looks so good that he could call me anything.
I, on the other hand, don’t. I’m twenty years old and have the
figure of a twelve-year-old. I still have freckles. Who knew they
would hang in there that long. I scrub them daily, put cover-up on
them, and by early afternoon, there they are. I do, however, have
good hair. It’s chestnut color and thick, so I wear it long because it’s
all I have.
My mother would say, “You don’t have any figure at all, Annie,
but you have great hair!”
That was it, great hair, and I’m not so sure it’s great; it’s just
hair. It is, however, not the color of Kiwi shoe polish, and for that,
I’m grateful.
I always wanted to be a blonde; they have more fun according
to the ads in the magazines. I asked Edna once if blondes had more
fun, and she said, “How much fun are you having?”
“Not a lot!”
“Guess that ad’s right!”
Depressing.
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“Could you help me move a table and four chairs on Saturday
with that friend’s truck?” I asked Hatch.
“For a small fee.”
“I have no money; do you know what I make working here?”
“We aren’t supposed to know what anybody else makes here.
You know that.”
“Well, I’m just above the poverty level and can only offer you
lunch; that’s it.”
“That’ll do. I’ll be there by nine. Where do you live?”
***
“Nine o’clock? How long do you think it will take us to move a
table and four chairs two blocks?”
“Look, Babs, don’t make this difficult. You didn’t tell me we were
only going two blocks. My mind reading classes aren’t done yet, and
I don’t have that instinct from hell that Pali has already.”
“OK, sorry, come around noon. I’ll make lunch for you and your
friend with the truck, and we’ll try out the table right away.”
“Why do I have to bring Ben along?”
“I can’t help you carry that big table. Look at me. I’ll struggle
with a chair.” He reached over grabbed my chair and swung me
around so I was facing him. He looked me up and down and leaned
back in his chair with a smile on his face.
“You are rather bodily challenged.”
Oddly enough, that felt good. I’d have to make something really
good for lunch, but I can cook!
“Don’t touch her. Don’t touch her. She is not to be touched!” Pali
yelled from the front office where he’d gone to harass a customer
who had come in with a late payment.
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“I’m not touching her!” yelled Hatch and held up his hands, so
Pali could see them.
Pali is a little overly protective of me. He probably feels he’ll
never get another person to do this lousy job.
“OK, me and Ben at noon, your place, and the address is?”
I handed him the address on a small piece of paper, actually the
corner of a loan application I’d torn off, and we were all set.
Wait until I tell the girls out front he’s coming to my house on
Saturday, I thought.
Things were looking up. I’d now have a table to entertain on,
and I had three tablecloths, so I was good to go. I’d made curtains
for the window in the hallway, and I could see it really looking like a
room in my mind’s eye. It would be beautiful. I even had a rug down
and waiting. I’d bought it at the thrift store.
The house I moved into is about three blocks from the office, so
I can walk, and that is really handy because my old car, a 1998
Volvo sedan, is not really reliable sometimes, but it does provide
basic transportation.
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