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To Matt and Jenn

Introduction
It has been said that all creativity is born in our subconscious
mind. Distant thoughts come and go when all our defenses are down,
like when falling in and out of sleep, when your body is totally relaxed
and your mind is allowed to wander. Remembrances surface and
yearnings enter into a world that seems real, but is not. We are
bathed in a salve manufactured by pure need and it heals us from
within.
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Chapter One
The office of Attorney Richard D. Mallor is in a crowded
downtown office building in a beautiful area of North East, Maryland.
It houses not only Attorney Mallor’s office, but also the S.R. Watson
Dental Office and the Thompson Shoe Repair, which does mighty fine
work I might add, and the Butler Bakery. These three businesses are
on the first level with the shoe shop being the one in the back and the
bakery and dental office out front. You can drop off your shoes, get
your teeth worked on, and then stop off at the bakery to warm your
soul after the harrowing business of having dental work done, and be
on your way. The stairs that lead up to Attorney Mallor’s office are
around back, next to the shoe shop, with a sign leading the way for
first-time visitors. I, however, am mostly a regular. Even though
Attorney Mallor isn’t the busiest attorney or well thought of, with his
strong opinions that some would just rather leave alone, he works at
lightning speed, and I like that. No beating around the bush with
Richard Mallor; he jumps on an account and gets results within two
or three days, and the results are usually good. I refer him to
collection agencies and other collection managers all of the time. I like
and trust him and so does Pali, and that says a lot, because Pali
doesn’t like or trust anybody. Pali is my manager and the boss of the
Rucker Finance Company where I work. Pali is a small, somewhat
scrawny little Italian man who uses Kiwi shoe polish on his temples
to hide the gray. We all have come to the conclusion that it is shoe
polish due to the shadow around the area (it’s real hard to get shoe
polish off of skin) and the constant smell of a shoe shop whenever
you enter an area where he is. Pali is a great lender and collector, and
I’m glad he is the manager of the office in which I work. He does have
many sides, however, and we have all learned how to handle them.
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We’ve all been together for approximately three years now and know
each other’s good sides and bad.
“Go down to Rich Mallor’s and pick up the legals on Tom Swank,
Annie!” he yells with a growl.
I just stand there looking at him with hands on hips for a good
minute.
“PLEASE! Please go to Rich’s and pick up the legals! Good God,
you might think you were a prima ballerina or something. Christ,
what I have to put up with to make a dollar!”
My name is Antoinette Barton, aka Annie, and I’ve been the
collection manager of the Rucker Finance Company and working
with Pali for, like I said, about three years. He can be a handful, so we
all have learned to just handle him with whatever tools God gave us,
and mine are a strong will and a lot of self-respect.
“I’d be glad to, Pali. I’m heading out anyway to visit my friend and
yours, Ester Pritten, and she, just by chance, is on the way to North
East,” I say with a smile and a small pirouette.
“There’s a bag with Ethel’s shoes in it, too. Take them to
Thompson’s for new heels . . . PLEASE!”
“Yes,” I say after a little hesitation, waiting for the please. Pali is
also the local undertaker of our little town, and his wife, Ethel, helps
with all of the funerals. Poor Ethel must have worn the heels right off
those babies walking back and forth helping Pali. They are a kind
couple and do a nice service, but that is just one side of Pali, and I
think I like that side better than his collector/ lender side, but I’m not
perfect by a long shot, so I try to look past the frailties of my friends
and coworkers.
“Okay, I’ll take Ethel’s shoes. Anything else?” More Kiwi shoe
polish? I think.
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“That’s it and don’t stop at the bakery—my pants don’t fit now!”
he says with his thumb in his waistband to prove to me that he, in
fact, can’t breathe well in his pants. Pali has an instinct from hell that
I’m sure told him I’d never get past the bakery without stopping.
Sometimes it comes in handy, sometimes not.
“Maybe you should buy pants bigger than twenty-eight-size
waist,” says Hatch.
“You’d look good with a little weight on you, plus we all would
love doughnuts.”
“No! No doughnuts!”
Within a split second, Edna Mae and Lil are at the door to the
backroom at the suggestion of doughnuts.
“Come on, Pali. It’s spring! We need to celebrate. You can diet all
weekend and get back to your svelte self by Monday morning,” says
Lil with a wink and a flirtatious smile. Lil is a consummate flirt with
all men she works with and many of the male customers she
encounters. She’s not that great looking, but her attitude and selfassurance exude sex. She has lots of men friends and frequently tells
us all about them and their escapades.
I just listen to learn because I have absolutely no experience in
this field at all. I never dated a lot in school and have no boyfriend at
present. It’s probably my thirty-six-inch figure, l2 x l2 x l2. Straight up
and down, I have absolutely nothing to work with. I still have freckles.
I am, however, pretty tall at five feet, six inches, and I do have great
hair, according to my mom, who used to say, “Keep your hair long. It’s
your redeeming feature, and quite frankly, it’s all you have.” So there
you go. It does have lots of highlights and for that I’m forever
thankful.
Now Edna Mae is thirty-something, kind of heavy, blonde, and
the person in charge of the front office—make no mistake about it,
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just ask her! Lil is her helper and just pretty much does as she is told
to do. She seems quite competent, but never offers anything extra.
She attends to her nails as soon as Pali goes to the bank or elsewhere
and keeps pretty quiet except for her sexual escapades, and she
shares them often.
Hatch, on the other hand, is very private, saying nothing about his
life. Now, between the private silence and his extreme good looks, he
most likely has constant action, something I only dream of. Hatch is
the office lender and probably the hottest guy in town. He is
personality-plus and extremely confident. Who wouldn’t be if you
looked like that? Sometimes women come in to make a payment and
end up drooling on the front counter. It’s embarrassing, but we all
have learned to just deal with it. I’ll find the right guy soon, I’m sure,
and I’m just patient enough to wait for him.
“NO, no doughnuts!”
“I’ll give you the money, Annie. We need doughnuts,” says Edna,
getting the petty cash box out of the safe. “It’s spring and all!” she
says, stuffing a $20 in my hand.
I hear, “Christ, why do I even try?” from the backroom.
“Be back soon,” I call as I leave. They all just wave.
Oh, to be free as a bird and on my own on a Thursday morning in
the springtime! What a wonderful experience. My car, a 2000 VW
sedan, is a little old, but not problematic. It’s good on gas, runs well, so
what more could I ask for? Ten years old is not bad considering my
last car, a 1998 Volvo, had over 250,000 miles on it when it met its
demise. It was blown to smithereens when someone didn’t like the
part-time investigation performed by Hatch and me while looking for
the murderer of my friend and customer, Lois Sewellas. I loved that
car and still miss it. But the VW will do for now.
The back way to North East, Maryland, is longer, but very
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beautiful, and I am really in no hurry. It won’t take me long to pick up
the legals from Attorney Mallor, chat a while, drop off Ethel’s shoes,
pick up doughnuts for the gang, and drop by Esther’s for a payment.
I’ll be back by 10:30 a.m. or 11:00 a.m., just in time for more coffee
and our goodies.
I park out back at the shoe shop, drop off Ethel’s shoes, and make
my way up the stairs to Attorney Mallor’s office. When I get there, the
door is open, so I knock on the glass top of the door to let Mr. Mallor
know I am there and walk in. He doesn’t have a secretary. Either he
won’t pay somebody to answer his phone when he has voice mail, or
nobody will work for him. I don’t know what the story is on that, but
for the three years that I’ve known him and have been sending work
out through him, I’ve never known him to have any help at all.
Nobody in the front office, so I call out and just stay there for a while,
thinking maybe he is just in the men’s room or has stepped outside
for a moment.
This part of the office has a desk (for no one!), a small leather
couch and two chairs, a coffee table with a leather top in the middle,
and lots of really nice paintings on the walls, mostly of yachts, small
boats, and people on the beach. The water theme is everywhere,
including a maritime clock on a side table, old wooden crab nets
made into end tables, and wooden oars hanging on the wall. He
definitely loves boating, and it’s a favorite of many down in this part
of Maryland. The clock ticking on the wall is about to drive me to
drink, so I decide to just go into the back office and call his name
again.
“Mr. Mallor?” I call.
No answer. I can’t just walk in and look around, so I wander
around the outer office AGAIN, looking at the pictures once more, and
all but humming a tune to keep myself company.
I look at my watch and see that it is 10:00 a.m., and I thought I’d
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be back at the office by 10:30 a.m. or so. This waiting around is
messing up my schedule, and the thought of those doughnuts makes
me braver.
“Mr. Mallor?” I call louder this time and walk into his back office.
No sound at all and nobody around.
“Good grief!” I say aloud. I am sure Pali must have just spoken
with him regarding my picking up the legal paperwork on Tom
Swank, or he wouldn’t have asked me to go get them.
I walk past the desk towards the other room that houses the
copier and fax machines and see the bathroom door is open. Now I’m
getting pissed, as I don’t have time for this delay. When I turn around,
I see a foot sticking out from behind the desk. I run around the desk
only to find Richard Mallor lying on his side with lots of blood oozing
out of his body and running onto the rug, pooling at the edge of the
carpet strip. My hand goes to my mouth, and I let out a little yell from
the sight of it all. I look all around, not quite clear about what to do at
first, but finally find my feet and run like crazy out the door, down the
steps, and into Thompson’s Shoe Shop, looking for help.
Bud Thompson is at the register when I go in and looks up when
the door opens with such force.
“Bud, I need your help! Mr. Mallor is upstairs on the floor, and I
think he’s dead!” He runs out the door and up the stairs, with me
close on his heels. Bud leans down to Mr. Mallor and feels for a pulse
on his neck. The look on his face tells it all. Mr. Mallor has been
stabbed several times with a letter opener that now lies bloody at the
end of the carpet.
“Dear God, what has happened!” Bud says aloud with a visible
shiver. He wipes his brow and looks over at me. “When did you find
him?”
“Just now. I left shoes with Stan at your place not fifteen minutes
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ago and came right up here. I stood around for a while because he
didn’t answer when I called his name, so I wandered back here and
saw him lying on the floor with all of that blood everywhere!” I just
shake my head and look back at Bud, who is also staring at poor Mr.
Mallor.
“I’ll call the police. Annie, are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m all right. Are you sure he’s dead?”
“I think so,” he says and reaches for the phone to call 911.
I, at the same time, reach for my cell to call the office. I know I
should ask for Pali, after all, he is the manager, but when Lil answers
the phone, all I can think of is Hatch. We had formed somewhat of a
relationship about a year ago, and I feel I can rely on him. I’d like it to
be more, but that hasn’t happened yet. Lil must have told him that I
sounded upset because he is immediately on the phone.
“Annie, where are you?”
“I’m at Richard Mallor’s office, and he’s on the floor with several
stab wounds from a letter opener and there’s blood all over his
carpeting and we think he’s dead, Hatch, and I really liked him!” I
blurt out.
“Who’s we?” he says.
“Bud Thompson, from the shoe shop downstairs.”
“I’ll be right there!” he says and he hangs up.
“Let’s go out to the front office, Annie,” says Bud. “Until the police
get here.” And he takes me by the arm.
“Did you see anybody leaving his office or anything when you
were coming up the stairs?” he asks with a concerned look on his
face.
“I would have thought of that right away, I think, but I saw no one
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at all. I was completely alone out in his front office for at least fifteen
minutes before I got the nerve to go back into that area,” I say,
pointing to the back office where Richard Mallor lies dead.
“It couldn’t have been long ago that somebody was here because
he’s still bleeding from those stab wounds. How long does a person
bleed like that?” Bud asks, running his hand over his face, visibly
shaken.
I didn’t know the answer to that question, so I say nothing, but if I
didn’t see anybody and it has just happened, maybe somebody is still
there in the office, and we don’t know it.
“What if he’s still here?” I say in a whisper that makes the hair on
the back of my neck stand straight up. I know the look on my face is of
complete horror, because Bud turns an ashen gray. In unison, we get
up quickly and make our way to the door. We go down the steps with
such speed that I almost lose my shoe and run into Bud’s shoe shop
just as the first of several police cars arrive with sirens blaring. Not
much happens in North East, Maryland, and this is a biggie.
Bud meets the first officer on the scene just outside the door and
explains to him that he is the one who called 911.
“Where is the body?”
“Upstairs at Richard Mallor’s office. It’s Mr. Mallor who’s dead!”
he says.
“Are you sure?”
“I’ve known him for the better part of ten years, and I’m sure it’s
him.”
They both run up the stairs followed by three more police
officers, and I stay downstairs with Stan, Bud’s helper. Seconds later, I
see Hatch’s car stop out back, and he jumps out at record speed. He
runs to the shoe shop and all but rips the door off the hinges coming
in. I just stand there looking at him, and he takes me by the hand and
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pulls me into a warm and protective hug that lifts me off my feet. I
just hang there with my eyes closed, feeling the warmth of his body
and listening to his quiet strong breathing. After a few minutes, he
puts me down and says very quietly, “Tell me what happened, and
we’ll talk to the police together.”
Now, he has me by one hand and is running his other hand very
lightly up and down my other arm, probably trying to calm me down,
as I am somewhat hyperventilating from what he must think is the
unnerving experience of finding poor Mr. Mallor, but in fact, it is from
the hug and all of the hand holding and arm rubbing that has me in
such a turned-on state, that I could have jumped his bones right there
in the shoe shop! Good God, there is something about this guy that
makes me completely out of control, like I have never been before. I
really need to get a grip.
“Huh?” I say, looking quite confused, I’m sure.
“The dead man upstairs?”
“Oh right, right,” I say, pulling myself together somewhat. “It’s Mr.
Mallor. He’s dead, Hatch, and there’s blood everywhere and a letter
opener on the floor right next to him with blood all over it, so it must
be what the guy used to stab poor Mr. Mallor with.”
“Okay, we’ll talk to the police as soon as they come down,” he
says, looking up the stairs.
“Let’s go up,” I say and start up the stairs.
“You sure?”
“Yes, there’s an outer office where we can wait. They’ll have lots
of questions.”
We make our way up the stairs, but stay in the outer office while
all of the officers and Bud are in the back with Mr. Mallor. The
coroner arrives with his team, so the officers start coming out.
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“Who found the body?” yells a skinny, young black guy, and I all
but leap out of my skin. I hold up my hand, like you do in school—I
have no idea why—and say that I did.
“Who are you?” he yells again.
“Annie Barton. I’m with the Rucker Finance Company from
Oxford, Pennsylvania, and I came here to pick up some legals.”
“Why?” he yells even louder.
Now this guy is getting on my nerves. It has been a harrowing
morning. I’ve been here for some time, and I’ve missed my
doughnuts, and I need more coffee!
“I can hear you without your yelling,” I say and stare at him.
The chief walks into the room and stands next to Hatch. I
recognize him from Lois Sewellas’s house when Hatch and I found
her dead in her backyard a year ago while we were out chasing
around in the Elkton, Maryland, area.
“Don’t I know you two?” he says, pointing back and forth
between Hatch and me.
“Ray Hatcher and Annie Barton, Rucker Finance Company,”
Hatch says, pointing to me and shaking the chief's hand.
“Yeah, Lois Sewellas and that bad state-cop guy,” he says, slowly
looking back and forth again. “What? Another murder victim, and
you’re both on the scene again?”
“I can’t explain it, chief,” says Hatch.
“Is that your name?” yells the first guy again, making me jump yet
again. I turn around and give him a dirty look.
“Hollinger, quiet it down. I’ll take over now. Get back on patrol,
will you!”
“Sure, chief,” the loud guy says again and leaves.
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Thank God! I think.
“You might want to have his hearing checked,” Hatch says quietly,
getting a sideways look from the chief.
“What’s going on, Adams?” he says to one of the other officers.
“A 911 call came in at ten-fifteen a.m. stating a dead body was
found in the office of Richard Mallor at this address. When we got
here, Bud Thompson from the shoe shop downstairs approached us
outside and said he’d made the call and escorted us upstairs to see
the body, which has not been moved yet. We’ve taken several
pictures of the scene, but the ME’s office is here, so you might want to
go look before they move the body or anything.”
“Don’t move anything yet!” he bellows to the people in the back
room.
Good God, he scares the hell out of me with this, and I wonder
what is with all of the yelling in Cecil County.
“Who found the body?” he says, writing in his little tablet. They all
have little tablets and are writing in them.
“I did,” I say.
“Of course you did!” he says with a head shake. His body language
tells me he has little patience with this entire scene and quite possibly
with many things.
“I’m doing my job, just like you are, chief, and that’s why I’m
here!”
“Officer, this is purely coincidental with Annie finding two dead
bodies in a year. She doesn’t usually do this," says Hatch emphatically.
“I’m glad as hell to hear that, Mr. Hatcher,” he says, leafing back
through his tablet. “And just why are you here again with Ms.
Barton?”
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“She called me at the office to tell me there was another dead
body, and I came right down to help her out. We work together at the
Rucker Finance Company.”
“Um,” is his only reply.
“How well did you know Mr. Mallor, Ms. Barton?”
“He’s our legal representative for the state of Maryland,” I
answer.
“That’s not what I asked you. How well did you know him?” He,
too, is getting on my nerves.
“Not real well. I come back and forth to get legal papers
sometimes, and I’ve talked to him on the phone a lot of times, but I
talk to a lot of attorneys on the phone about some of our cliental,” I
say rather arrogantly.
“How long has this attorney been handling accounts for the
Rucker Finance Company?”
“About three years or so, hasn’t it been, Hatch?”
“I think so.”
“What time did you get here this morning?”
“Well, I arrived about nine-thirty a.m. or so and left Ethel’s shoes
downstairs with Stan to have new heels put on them, as Pali gave
them to me this morning when I was leaving to come here, since they
were really worn down from all that prancing back and forth that
Ethel does helping Pali with all of those funerals he does. And I stayed
talking with Stan for a few minutes before I came upstairs to speak
with Mr. Mallor to pick up the legals for Tom Swank that Pali told me
about. BUT when I got up here, there was nobody at the front desk,
but there never is because I’m thinking either Mr. Mallor is too cheap
to pay anybody or he’s hard to work for because in all of the three
years I’ve been coming down here, there has never been anybody at
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the front desk, and I don’t know why he doesn’t just do away with the
desk and maybe move the couch over there and make more room for
a living room kind of set up here, in case people want to sit down and
visit.” Hatch and the officer make brief eye contact, but I just go on.
“Now,” I continue, “I called his name twice, but he didn’t answer,
so I figured he must be either in the men’s room or he’d just stepped
out or something, so I looked around at the pictures and the books in
the bookcase and hummed a little tune just to pass the time. I started
to get really aggravated, because I wanted to stop and get doughnuts
for the staff with the twenty dollars that Edna Mae had given me from
petty cash, and I wanted to be back by around ten thirty or so, so we
could all have doughnuts and coffee together, even though Pali didn’t
want me to get them because his pants don’t fit.”
The chief is just standing there looking at me with a really stupid
look on his face, so I look at Hatch and say, “Well, he wanted to have
all of the facts!”
“And now he does,” he says quietly with a smile. “Not usually like
this,” he says to the chief.
The chief pauses for a minute and then goes on. “At what time do
you think you went into Mr. Mallor’s office to find him dead, Ms.
Barton?” he says with a sigh and writes something in his little tablet.
He seems aggravated and so am I.
“I didn’t check the clock!” Brief pause.
“At what time do you think you went into Mr. Mallor’s office to
find him dead, Ms. Barton?”
“Approximately ten o’clock. I went back and called his name and
went over to see if the bathroom door was closed and when I saw it
was open, I turned around to go and saw a foot sticking out from the
backside of the desk. I ran around to see Mr. Mallor there with blood
running out of the wounds on his chest, and I ran down to get Bud
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from the shoe shop. We came back up and he determined that he
was, in fact, deceased and called 911. He called from here, and I called
Hatch.”
Bud is standing next to the chief by now, and he starts talking.
“We came out here to get away from the back office, and I asked
Annie if she saw anybody either here or on her way up the stairs
when she came in, since Mr. Mallor’s body was still oozing blood. I
figured it couldn’t have been done too long before. We sat here for a
while and then Annie quietly said, ‘What if he’s still here?’ so we ran
downstairs. I was scared and so was Annie, and we raced down the
stairs.”
“I almost lost my shoe,” I say and receive yet another stare from
the chief.
“It all happened really fast,” Bud says.
Both Hatch and the chief have blank stares going on.
“Mr. Hatcher, when did you arrive?”
“Five, ten minutes before we came up here to be with you.”
“Are you two involved?” he says, pointing back and forth to each
of us.
“Yes,” I say.
“No,” says Hatch. “We’re friends and coworkers,” he says quietly.
“That’s what I meant,” I mutter, looking down at the floor. When I
look up again, Hatch has those beer-bottle-colored eyes on me and a
little smile on his face, and a flame shoots from my brain to my
private parts with alarming speed, and I have to hold onto the chair to
steady myself. That darn thing happens a lot! It’s a little out of control.
“I’ll be in touch. We have all of the information we need here,” the
chief says and walks away. I guess we are dismissed, so I head for the
door.
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“Do you want to ride back with me, Annie?”
“No, I’m fine,” I say somewhat hoity-toity like, no, no I’m fine on
my own, didn’t need that hug anyway . . . just get in your Porsche and
drive away, I’ll get back in my old clunker of a VW alone.
I’m pathetic and have no doughnuts!
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