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Charlene finished packing bags of food for the hiesgeand disadvantaged by
two on a Saturday afternoon. It was one of manumealer activities she did throughout
the week. Wednesday nights she visited a convaleboene to read to the residents,
Sunday mornings she taught religion classes diléwenan Center after Mass and she
also did bookkeeping for a group that worked witubled teens.

With few exceptions, Charlene had spent 40-somaesyef her life dedicated to
being very, very good. This required lots of giveagd sacrifice, no cursing or drinking,
shunning impure thoughts, and the telling of ne.lie

Charlene also stayed away from the sins of immgdesd vanity. Her skirts
reached mid-calf, necklines always hugged her cbibae. Her only make-up was a
touch of pink blush and lipstick.

She was neither attractive nor unattractive. Hgtlchestnut hair had dulled
over the years and she wore it pulled back in addwraid, much like her mother before

her. Charlene had lovely green eyes with browrk#dbat, in a certain light, looked
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like gold dust. With near perfect teeth, had shéesinmore often, she would have been
perceived as pretty instead of plain.

Spiritual value fueled Charlene and she once beti¢hat her life of good
works and self-sacrifice would be rewarded. Siithen not busy with her volunteer
work or her job as a data processor, Charlene $pgritme waiting - waiting for
romance, for happiness, for life to happen to 8ensequently, she didn't smile much
and seldom laughed out loud. Premature frown lire@sbegun to form at the corners of
her mouth and she sensed her whole face slowipdall

Occasionally, as she’d gotten older, she felt sseh disquiet building in the
hollow of her chest when she saw other women. Wowtemswore, smoked, plastered
on the make-up and were loose with men. Women nathorals. Yet, they were
laughing while she sat in her neat little hous@aleading mystery novels for
excitement.

Slowly, over the course of months, new, disturfeg)ings started to emerge.
Feelings directed to those very people to whomdstetvoted volunteer efforts so
faithfully for so many years. Saturdays, she fobadself looking at the people in the
food lines with disdain. She wondered how they ddod so weak in character and so
willing to take, take, take. Surely, some of themuld find jobs and provide for
themselves?

She felt repulsion creeping under her skin at tddalks’ home as the smells of

age and infirmity gnawed at her senses. Where therefamilies? Why was it up to
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her to hold frail and wrinkled hands as addled migspun nonsensical stories? Why did
some of them even keep on living?

Her patience grew shortest with the troubled te€hsir self-centeredness,
rudeness and utter lack of gratitude incited anggde her. She, Charlene, had never
behaved like that for one day in her life! If stehher mother would have made sure it
never, ever happened again.

In addition to the intrusion of these unwelcomeutlitts a shadow of doubt
descended over the core of Charlene’s being —ditér. increasingly, she doubted the
truth of the lessons she taught to recent conagttse church. She heard herself mouth
the words and then, simultaneously, ask herselfithibting question. She began to feel
like a hypocrite.

And then came the month when everything startedthémge. The flow of good
and truth came forth like water from a blessed taim The dark thoughts evaporated
in the purity of sunlight as a page turned and soraesntered her life to forever alter its
course. His name was Dwight and he appeared orda8um her class, a Catholic
convert wanting to learn more about the faith. That encounter had been more like a
thrill ride at an amusement park than a simple eosation about the beatitudes.
Dwight had remained after class, one which Charteaaght she'd taught rather badly.

"Well then," he'd said from the school desk whezeMas sitting, "if God is all
knowing and all good, then how can He let evil exighe world?" He leaned back,

folded his arms over his chest and smiled challegigiat Charlene.
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She gave him an abbreviated answer about freeandliman'’s ability "indeed,
responsibility” to choose between good and evitolighout the exchange, she had
moved closer to him and noticed that he had na sighis left eye which was scarred
and clouded over with a milky film. It made herteof her demeanor toward him.

When he introduced himself, Charlene extended &edand he took it with his
left in an awkward handshake. "Sorry," he explairi@ddother little present I got in
Nam. Not much on the right side of this body is lmgood." She noticed then, that his
smile was charmingly crooked, much wider on thetlen the right. Charlene sat down
and the carnival ride began.

That afternoon, they went for coffee at the domaisnear the Cathedral. He
invited her to see a movie on the following Tuesdhyner on Thursday and on
Saturday he helped her fill bags of groceriesHtiergoor. Within that first week, she
memorized his face. Every line and crease, thenautif shadow where his beard
started to grow at the end of the day. On Sund&y&dlass, she lit a candle for him
and said a prayer of thanks and of contrition farformer doubts.

The days flew by like Monarchs dancing gracefultytbe wind and Charlene
let love happen. She had no idea of what Dwighitallst looked like to the rest of the
world - only that he was beautiful to her. Sheelsd to his stories of the war with
compassion and understanding. He was a decorategvi@rked at the local VA
hospital and had been born in Florida where sontesofamily still lived.

She let him become intimate with her, in fact wdrtae closeness and was
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embarrassed by her ravenous desire. It hadniwfeltg and she wondered why she'd
lived all those years condemning the passion sheanaved.

Dwight, she realized, was the man she'd waitediorked for, her entire life.
And he for her. With his physical and emotionalrsche needed a woman of great
capacity to nurture and care for him. There wasm®more giving than Charlene and
finally she had found someone to shower with heindlant compassion. Her reward
was late in coming, but Dwight was worth the wHi&. completed her.

Within two short weeks, they'd connected like jostces of a puzzle. "Funny,”
he mused while holding her hand, "I can't see bohe eye, can't use an arm and have
a bum leg but, for the first time in my life, | feammplete.” Charlene cried tears of
ultimate joy and dedicated herself to his happiness

Dwight talked about a day in the near future wheytmight become engaged.
He said he was saving for a ring but had to get @#sw financial challenges first.
Charlene didn't want to pry, so she asked no quesabout what those challenges
might be.

They were marking their first month anniversary wiavight told Charlene he
would have to go away for a short time. The finahchallenges he'd spoken about had
become urgent, he said, and he needed to raisenthef money that wasn't available
to him locally. Charlene felt as if someone ha#téd her in the stomach. The thought
of Dwight leaving was unbearable. She saw the tsiokher candy castle toppling.

Before she even knew the nature of his crisis oftezed him a loan. There was



ample equity in her house to cover his needs aratl€ite quickly made plans to get a
loan of one-hundred-thousand dollars. Dwight seeamdzed at her generosity,
speechless. She felt calm and gratified.

"l guess there was a reason God left me that hbsise,said lightly. "He knew
thatwe would need it someday."

Dwight vowed to pay it all back. He needed it f&s brother, he explained.
Heart surgery that would save his life. They wdaddmarried when this was all over
with.

Charlene pictured the two of them, tucked awayeiniouse, working together.
They'd paint the walls a bright color, one her nesttvould have hated. They'd plant a
garden; he’d fix the little things she’d ignoredilgHiving alone.

She called the bank. With her perfect credit histord home equity, she had the
loan in only two weeks. Two weeks that had beea éiKairy tale. Dwight treated her
like a princess - cooking dinners, pampering hemd the squeaky hinge on the screen
door of her house. It was with pride and deep fsati®n that she handed him the
cashier’s check for one-hundred thousand dollars.

Charlene knew the five days in which Dwight woutldone to Florida to help
his brother would be tough for her. She thoughualite adage "absence makes the
heart grow fonder,"” and didn't believe it possildbe busied herself with housework
and plans for their future.

Even with economizing, Charlene fully expected Ciwitp phone her a few
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times. He didn’t. Nor did he return after five dalore than a week after his departure,
Charlene set out to contact him, give him a chan@xplain, and discovered
information that, somewhere in the recesses ofrfied, she already knew. There had
been no Dwight W. Lucas enlisted in the U.S. Arig.had not served in Vietnam or
anywhere else in the armed forces. His brothemea@r been in the Tampa Cardiac
Center and Dwight never worked at the local VA hiadp

Charlene knew that she should call the police. Hawneghe specter of being a
middle-aged spinster fool in public was unaccegtalshbearable. Instead, she called in
sick at work and stayed home for seven straighs.délyere, she sat in a chair facing
her living room window and simply stared outsidé night, she didn't bother to turn on
the lights and was satisfied to sit in the darknegg she moved into her bedroom to
struggle with her dreams. She ate little and dks, but thought a great deal.

She looked back on her lifetime of good works,eslisting temptation and
remaining true to the principles her mother taughtwith such relentless, often
painful, discipline. Charlene - the clean, pureageus, sacrificing, selfless, helpful
soul.

She let the anger build until it could be containedonger and burst forth to
rage within the beige walls of her house. "Whatleiag good gotten me!" she
demanded, shaking her fists at heaven. "I'm unhdppya fool! This is what the
goody-goody girl gets!"

By the end of the week she had shouted and crietlfi@ut and uttered every
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cruel thought that marched across her mind. Whesast over, Charlene emerged
drained of unhappiness. Inside her there was aryephgce where a reservoir of tears
once waited to spill over in a torrent. She filtbdt void with new emotions, with
growing determination to radically change her asstiro put the goody-goody girl out
of her misery like a mortally wounded bird.

By the following Monday, her plan was formed and slas ready to play out
the charade of her former life. People wouldnttagoat first that she had changed - the
physical transition, she decided, would have tgfaelual. All those things she'd
shunned as unworthy a good woman - the make-ugopative clothing, a lifestyle of
personal freedom and moral flexibility - would etgadly be integrated into her new
life. She wouldn’t let it happen overnight becatlss might draw unwanted attention.
She decided to start with something simple — maybew hairdo. (No more braids!)
Little by little the mouse would be devoured by liomess.

But, before she went completely public with her gibgl transformation,
Charlene intended to alter the core of her beirtgc@mmit the ultimate act of evil - an
extreme that would counterbalance her past liferdhvas logic in her thought that,
since radical goodness had reaped only lonelineslisappointment, the opposite
might be a catalyst to happiness, pleasure, setiisfa Based on her avid reading of
crime and mystery novels, she began plotting tlfepemurder.

The plotting wasn't difficult. In fact, she fouridather enjoyable. She carefully

considered her own physical strength, what metheds suited her temperament, how
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to dispose of a body so that it would never be band other details that could be
researched in her own extensive library of papdrhac

Back at data processing again, she appeared wigivabut modest hairdo cut
in a feathered style and lipstick a shade darkam tfefore. No one took notice.

After two weeks of preparation, she was ready tod¢h a new life. It was a
Saturday night when she cautiously applied a lafenake-up to her face. She then
brightened her mysterious eyes to emphasize tlieegdlecks and painted a glossy red
on her full lips, lining them with a shade darkenpil. She'd gotten books and practiced
for days ahead of time after work, experimentinthwdifferent looks and colors until a
nearly unrecognizable Charlene stared back athiei mirror.

She pulled her hair up off her neck and pinnedoip dner head in coquettish
curls that reminded her of women in the Clark Gafglesion of "Gone with the Wind."
The skirt and blouse she'd bought for the occasmsunlike anything she'd ever
owned - youthful, bright, the skirt showing hereles and displaying the womanly
curves of her body.

She was nearly stunned at the final product anabisto front of her full length
mirror repeatedly turning and glancing at the @ften over her shoulder, as if it might
disappear should she lose sight of herself. Finaltable to contain the pleasure she
felt, Charlene smiled provocatively at her reflentand said out loud, "You are what
they call a knockout!" This, having a double megnmade her laugh and feel a sense

of power.



She checked her house to make certain everythisgeaay and went into the
basement for one last look at the tools. She prppen the little door that covered the
water heater right at the bottom of the cementstmd obscured the rest of the
basement from sight. She pulled the metal chaitheright and cast the basement into
darkness; she then reached up and unscrewed thélitlp. The contrast between the
living room where fresh flowers, elegant drink glas, and seductive lighting awaited
her guest and the stark basement with its powés towl bare hundred-watt bulb
suspended from the ceiling was radical. Upstaitgled feminine warmth and comfort
while just below a cold, damp death chamber ligingifor Charlene's guest.

For the evening, she'd chosen a busy nightclub avghcked dance floor and
long chrome bar with high backed stools covereourgundy velour. She was
confident that none of the people she knew in keryglay life would frequent such a
place and, if they did, Charlene doubted anyoneldvieecognize her. She balanced
herself on a stool near the end of the bar andredd drink minus the alcohol.

Within the first hour several appealing men offetetbuy her drinks and tried to
strike up conversations. It wasn't until after nirgock, however, that Charlene made
her selection. He fit all her criteria. Michael wast particularly attractive and not
nearly as smooth as many of the men who had appedacer. That was how she had
planned it. For her act of evil to have full sigcéince, she wanted a genuine victim.
Someone basically good, perhaps even a littleupitiff she were to eliminate a slime

like Dwight, she would be doing the world a favadahat was not Charlene's
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intention.

She let Michael buy her drinks but only sippedhaim, dumping the contents
now and then to keep the appearance of partyinggalath him. When he was clearly
affected by his drinks, Charlene suggested thetp ¢@r house for a "nightcap.” She'd
had to practice saying that word ahead of timé &asvas a foreign language. Michael
seemed stunned by his apparent good luck and easigpted her offer along with the
suggestion that they take her car, leaving hiénparking lot.

Once inside her house, Charlene noticed that Micdemed more relaxed and
in command than he had in the bar. He lounged emiint green, brocade couch as if it
were his own and looked at her with undisguisetl fBise began to enjoy herself and
smiled with anticipation of the evening they woblalve. Michael sipped his drink and
reached out for her, confident his move would b&cwarae. Charlene let herself slide
down on the couch beside him and fingered thelsikdkerchief that decorated the
pocket of his jacket. "Since we both know whers tiight is going to end up," she said
in a voice rich in promise, "why don't we makest@easurable as possible?”

Michael's eyes glowed with intensity and she fdtlbody flush warm as she
suggested they take a bath together. "I have satiedils and candles. I'll rub your
back and other places you might enjoy," she punating the handkerchief around her
index finger. "But, | need your help with one ktthing. The pilot light on the water
heater went out and maybe you can light it forBig?he time we have another drink,

there'll be plenty of hot water for a long, deefhdaHer red lips parted and framed her
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perfect teeth in a smile lavish with promise.

Michael pulled the silk from her fingers and stdftbe handkerchief back into
his pocket. "Water heaters just happen to be aapeof mine," he said with a grin,
"along with lighting several other things." Chaemoticed that more confidence and
sexual innuendo had crept into his voice and sheetao slap him. She could hardly
wait.

They walked into the kitchen where Charlene turoedhe light which cast a
beam down the basement stairs. She handed Mictmal af wooden matches and held
a flashlight in her hand, explaining the bulb ie ttesement had burned out. Another
project, she laughed, for a handy man, emphasthmghandy” for effect.

Michael removed his sports coat and draped it teeback of a kitchen chair.
He let Charlene lead him down the stairs wheresphead a sheet of heavy mil plastic
on the floor for him. "So you don't get your pastded,” she said. He dropped onto his
knees in front of the water heater.

He took the flashlight from Charlene and peeredrzkthe metal cover at the
foot of the cylinder. Charlene used the time tahelaehind the open door and grab a 25
pound sledge hammer. She held it with both handmbdéner back until Michael
propped up the flashlight to illuminate the pilodeopened the box of matches. With
his attention entirely focused on the task of r@agimto the small space with a lighted
match, Charlene raised the iron mallet over hed lzga swung.

There was a muffled cracking sound as his skuBloed into his right temple
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and his body collapsed into a ridiculous positieat inearly made Charlene laugh. The
rounded edges of the hammer hadn't broken muchaskinas she had planned, the
initial loss of blood was manageable, caught ompthstic beneath him.

Energized by her success, Charlene easily draggelady on the plastic to the
center of the basement where she was preparednple® her plan. She added more
plastic and arranged it to form a channel leadintpé laundry drain in the middle of
the cement floor. Heavy-duty garbage bags andmers laid out next to the rain gear
she'd found at the surplus store - a long yellaskga over matching bib overalls. A
piece of half-inch plywood stood propped againstwindow that faced her backyard.
After the hard part was done, Charlene would uas & ramp to pull the bags up from
the basement and out to the yard for loading ietosmall truck. The Sawz-All was
plugged in and the rest of the night stretched ectier.

It was nearly three in the morning when she fintst&he'd filled five doubled-
up garbage bags with Michael, her work clothesplhstic and anything else used in
the project. She arranged the load at the bottotheoivindow attaching a rope to the
first bag so it would easily slide up her ramp. Slosed the door to the basement with
a sense of satisfaction, and ample energy to cpany shred of Michael left in her
house. She immediately noticed the jacket draped thve kitchen chair and fetched
another plastic bag to hold it. Her only indulgemaes to remove the silk handkerchief
from the pocket to keep as a memento of her tcaaktormation.

Sunday was again filled with nervous anticipatibattfueled her energy. She
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attended Mass and taught the religion class witewed enthusiasm, striving to keep
her emerging personality from bubbling forth. Odcaally she pictured what she'd left
behind - the air conditioner blasted air from ti@r room to the kitchen and into the
open basement door, keeping the environment cbel.girbage bags were covered
with other clear bags of ice to further insure dieéayed disintegration of the contents.
After dark, she would load the pick up and go ®fitod bank, unlock the dumpster
and toss her load inside. At approximately 6 amMonday morning the garbage
trucks would come and haul the entire contentbeédandfill. The bags would be mixed
with tons of other bags in an untraceable garbag® lof unidentifiable smells.

The entire plan proceeded without a single snagri€he enjoyed the physical
work and felt more alive than she had in yearsivibg home from the food bank,
Charlene thought of how clever and thorough sheé&hbusing leverage to compensate
for her lack of physical strength, making severad packages from one large and
unwieldy object, using effective tools and, stéimaining the mild mannered, helpful
spinster that everyone knew her to be. She'd dibttesaand accomplished her goal -
she'd done an evil act to a somewhat ordinary mdmeas going to get away with it.
She could feel her fate changing and a world o§ibagies opening up to her. Charlene
was a woman with a new attitude and, soon, shattlestjoying the rewards.

Over the next two weeks she occasionally thougstréinge that there had been
no news about a missing person, although she gbnavaided newspapers and TV

reports finding them too filled with violence andgativity. Finally, she assumed her
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victim had been an out-of-towner and put him out@f mind. Then the knock came on
her door.

"Hello Miss, it's Deputy Clipper from the Sherifiepartment. Could we have
a word with you, please?"

Charlene briefly froze in her tracks and then gigpphe chain from the door.
She was absolutely confident about the integritg@fwork and decided there was
nothing to fear. She faced two deputies who snajgalogetically.

"Sorry for bothering you ma'am," said the officérase badge identified him as
Ted Clipper."But we're talking to every woman i tieighborhood as a precaution.”

"What about?" Charlene politely asked. "This issayvquiet area and we never
have any trouble.”

"Well, that's been the history,” Clipper said, "lbat afraid we've had some
incidents you need to be aware of. Give her ortba@de flyers, Dave."

The other deputy had Dave Mendoza printed on hisd@ge. He peeled a piece
of paper from the top of a small stack and hantdemCharlene. "This is an Identikit
composite of a man who has been raping and mugler@men in the city,” Mendoza
said. “Last month, he hit a victim only four block&ay from here. We found her car in
a parking lot downtown. It was pretty brutal."

Clipper again took over. "Honestly ma'am, this gug sicko. | won't go into
details but let me tell you we have trouble putting pieces of his victims together. We

need to advise you to have extra caution; lock yimars and call us right away if you
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hear or see anyone suspicious."

Charlene looked at the black and white image aidi ter breath.

"This one's real dangerous ma'am," Deputy Mendazasaying. "Seems to
really enjoy himself. Just to let you know how ses he is, the guy writes a few of
words in the victim's blood and then ties the raste¢he body with a fancy silk hanky ...
I'm not at liberty to say what he writes."

"I'll tell you, when we get this guy, there's a bhrof us who would like to see
him drawn and quartered,” Clipper said, shakingie&d. "You be careful now, hear?"

Once the officers left, Charlene leaned againstkbeed door and let reality
seep through her body. It could have been her. d&ichor whatever his name was -
had pickedher. And, she had picked him. She had executed a killer. Doeentbrld a
favor.

The longer she thought about it, the worse sherbegteel. She went to the
dresser drawer where she had the souvenir silkiéaméked away. She ran it through
her fingers and brought it to her lips. Then, watgherself in the dresser mirror, she
bit the end of the red silk and began to tear. &utiously, as tears fell, she shredded
the trademark memento and went into the bathroosrevbhe watched the filmy pieces

of silk circle the toilet bowl and flush into obion.
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