
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“The road to heaven is paved with gold”

A popular expression of heaven, as described in Revelation 21:21.

“and its street of the city as being pure gold, like transparent glass”

––––––––

The meaning of the three crosses:

In Luke 23:32-43, we witness the scene of Calvary, where three crosses stand as stark symbols 

of redemption, repentance, and rejection.
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NATHANIEL THE NAVY RABBIT

VERNOR THE TIMID DRAGON

KAJA THE KANGA USES HER POUCH AS A PURSE

IZZIE THE IBIS MIGRATES NORTH

BROOKE THE BEAVER IS ALLERGIC TO WOOD

ULYSSES THE UNICORN ONCE HATED HIS HORN

This book is dedicated to all of you who have believed in me over the years. As a friend, coworker, or in a professional capacity, you’ve made a lasting impression. I won’t single you all out now by name, but I have used your names in previous books in some form or another. There may have been a slight change in spelling, but you were ones I wanted to somehow honor as an important placeholder in my life.

And of course for one that I will name, my wife Karen. For all that you are, all that you do to make my life a cherished place. Every day I’m in awe of you. Thank you for proofing my words, helping strengthen my imagery. And, thank you for believing in me. Always.

Please help me to continue my dream by taking the time to leave a review on Amazon. As a self published author, this is the only way we get recognition and have our books move up in searches. 

Thank you for lending me your time!
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RENE

Watch for more adventures with Robi Davis yet to come in the OUTSTANDING series. Book 1, OUTSTANDING DEBT in a four part series available January 2026.
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You were young when you married, maybe not for that time, 

but younger than I'd want to take on such a responsibility.

You were eager to leave what was home behind you

A job that from what you told me, could have been quite a career.

You lost a couple before me. I was healthy, happy and spoiled. You nurtured me, dressed me in pastels with lace topped socks. Looking at photos, I looked like a living doll.

Later, shorts or jeans gave way to ruffles. Baseball was much more fun with the neighborhood boys than make believe tea parties or dances with you.

You encouraged me to join a girls club, you became our chapter leader. 

I remember the look on your face as you spoke of candy sales, beads we were to earn. Now instead of one child to follow your example, you had 12.

Soon though I outgrew that as did you.

Again you suffered lost seedlings. I discovered you pale, laying on blood soaked sheets. 

A neighbor knew what to do, they got you help and I got someone who'd always wanted a child, doting on me for a few days.

Even after you came home, it felt like I had two giving me directives. Almost opposite they were.

The next planting of life flourished. You told me what would be expected of me in my role as big sister. You wanted all that you'd not gotten as the baby of your family.

I learned fairly young, that kids weren't going to be something I yearned for.

With the gap of years between us, I didn't want that sibling bond. I was still eager for school, friends and fun. Perhaps I was a selfish child.

It didn't really seem to matter as you were best friends and I, the odd one out. 

Along with my father you'd left in your shadows.

Not providing you with the adventures and lifestyle you felt you deserved, you found one who could provide those things. 

Destruction of two families wasn't an obstacle for two willing parties.

That wasn't perfect though either. After years of so called wedded bliss, 

alcohol was his escape.

Your wrath was once my father's, then his, then mine. 

For a while, I felt like it was in fact as you kept telling me, my fault. 

You'd come to me for comforting at 3AM not caring that you woke me.

Angry when I left you sitting at my table with an empty coffee cup and full ashtray because I had to go to work. 

You felt that I should stay there with you instead. That there were other jobs.

Better than what I was doing. Better than what gave me purpose. 

She told me it was beneath me to care for others. Yet I was to care for her.

Years of an emotional yo yo did a number on my confidence. My relationships suffered, too. Why wouldn't they when it was drilled into my head that I wasn't to trust anyone other than her?

When I was about to break, I found the courage to step outside the family with my secrets. Another thing I'd been raised not to do. 

My partner was and is, my rock. She saw what I told her about early on, first hand. A therapist isn't a one size fits all sort of thing. Honestly some in my opinion, chose the wrong profession. But, I did find one who let me unload. To sit in silence, silent tears or angry snot inducing sobs. She saw it all without judgment. 

After a few hours she told me three words. It's not you. She went on to say my mother was a Johnson but she always wanted to be a Kennedy. It took a few for that to fully sink in.

Her expectations, my role and actions, weren't in sync with what she felt they should be. She was better suited with my sibling for all that.

Belittlement, bitterness, false accusations built the road to total estrangement. 

Oh that made for more anger for her, self doubting for me.

I eventually felt a change in myself. Fear of her retaliation ended when she died. I learned of it while checking obituaries. I didn't make a showing at her funeral.

After years without contact, I'd lost her long before. 

Still, it was hard to accept that the one who gave me life, was gone. 

The one who told me more than once "I brought you into this world, I can take you out", couldn't.

Believe me, it was what I think of as normal in the beginning. 

We shared laughter, made good memories. Those help balance the ugliness of what came later. 

It's given me more understanding of my father. Even of my step father.

They both dealt with some form of being told they were merely inadequate Johnson’s. 

They were both good men who tried their best. Yet you viewed them as failures.

And I was a daughter who is a good woman that tried up to the point of losing herself completely. 

But no longer am I your victim. I have been redeemed.

INVISIBLE REDEMPTION BOOK 1

Deep down I knew it would be just a matter of time until I heard from Dale. He called two weeks after the kids had gone back home with their parents. Kate and I were still struggling at times. We’d think of something fun to do or plan a meal that might appeal to the kids. In our hearts we knew they were in the best possible place for them. Still, it hurt like hell sometimes when it became quiet in the evenings.

“Hey Robi, how are you doing? I tried to give you both some time to settle back into your groove again.”

“Thanks Dale. Sometimes we still catch ourselves calling out their name or I start to head out to pick them up from school. For a woman who never wanted or even liked kids, this has been eye opening.”

“I’ve seen you interact with your breakfast group, you’re a natural whether you want to be or not. Kids can see right through our adult barriers and shields.”

“Yeah I suppose you’re right. So what’s up?”

“I want to do a debriefing. I’ve asked Louis and Patrick to come in and would like you and Kate to join us.” 

“I’ll have to run it past Kate once she gets back. She ran over to Publix for some odds and ends. She’s been baking like crazy lately and also making soups. We’ll bring you some of the goods as we’re just about out of freezer space.”

“Doesn’t sound like a hardship to me. And you know Louis will be happy to take any free food that’s offered.”

“And yet he complains the loudest about his pants getting too tight in the waist. When and where do you want to meet?”

Dale and I talked a bit longer before he got called away. I told him we’d see him the day after tomorrow unless there was something on the calendar I wasn’t aware of. Once Kate got home I mentioned it to her as I helped put away the items she’d gotten.

“Great, we can give the guys some of these cookies and a couple pints of soup.” Kate said as she surveyed the air sealed bags of cookies stacked on our counter top.

“Wanna go for a ride on the scooter?” I asked.

“Not really, it’s so humid out there that the idea of putting a hot helmet on my head has no appeal.”

“I understand and there’s no way we’re riding without so maybe just before the sun sets or early some morning? I’ll take you out for breakfast or we can pile the dogs in the side car and head to the beach to watch a sunset.”

“Followed by ice cream?”

“Of course, what’s a sunset without either a pizza and wine or some ice cream afterwards?”

“Do you think we’ll get to the point of not feeling this void in the house? Funny but I’ve always been comfortable in the silence but now...”

“I know babe, I miss their energy. Not their messes though.”

“There is that, it’s nice to not be tripping over shoes when we come through the door.”

“Or finding damp towels balled up?”

“Oh my God, have we become that anal in our routines and having e everything where it belongs?”

“Since the dogs don’t know how to put their toys back, I don’t think we’ll ever be without clutter. Now we can add cookies and soup to the list.” I teased.

“Speaking of which, would you prefer broccoli cheese soup or chicken soup tonight?” Kate asked.

We both voted for the chicken soup. I cut up a couple of apples, sliced some cheddar, and buttered a couple of pieces of rye crisp.

“So do you think Dale is going to ask you about Lowell?” Kate asked. I’d let her read his letter so she was the only other person who knew his secret. At least as far as I was aware.

“I’d be surprised if he doesn’t. If not, I bet Louis will bring him up.”

“Do you think Louis knows his true identity?”

“I hope not. Louis is the sort of guy that would try to find him and then do something stupid like trying to bring him in.”

“On what?”

“I don’t know. His family is responsible for several deaths over the years. Maybe he knew and didn’t try to prevent them.”

“Would Louis be that stupid? I’ve seen the man in action and there’s no way he can take on those mob guys.” Kate said.

“Let’s hope Giselle takes up all his free time, and all he wants to do is spend time driving her.”

“Speaking of that sweet car, are you going to keep after him until he lets you drive her?”

I had to smile at the thought. “Of course.” 

“Do you think we’ll ever go back to Cuba?” Kate asked.

“I found the colors of their buildings and vehicles beautiful. But, I don’t think it would make for a good destination for a vacation. I don’t want to have any of those guys in black suddenly recall seeing me.”

“Think they’d recognize us without the wigs?”

“Do you really want to take that chance?”

“No, I guess you’re right.”

“If you want to take a trip maybe we can talk about it and see what we each have in mind for a destination. I think I might know what yours will be.” I told Kate.

“I think I know yours too.”

“Maybe we could combine our locations if we were gone for three weeks or so.”

“Oh now that would be a trip of a life time!” Kate said as she considered the idea.

“Might be a trip that breaks the bank, too.”

“Doesn’t cost anything to find out or to dream.”

“That’s true. Maybe there will be one of those free seminars where they do a slide show then try to sell you on a cremation plan or a burial plot.”

“Yeah, don’t you just love being on that email list.”  Kate said laughing. “I’ll price out airfare and what not for Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, and New Zealand.”

“I may have to take a temporary job at Publix to cover the add on fees, tips, and shuttles.”

“I guess we could go sit through a slide show, eat the tasteless dinner they include, then tell them we’re playing on cryogenics.”

“I bet they have that option covered too.”

“All good con people try to think of every possible angle. Want to take a shower with me then crawl between the sheets?”

“Ah, you sweet talker. You planning to take me to some new heights?”Kate teased as she ran her hand up my arm.

“Well, I can try. After all these years together I think you know all my moves as well as I do.”

“Let’s see if we can add some new variations.” Kate replied.

INVISIBLE REDEMPTION BOOK 2

We sat across from Louis and Patrick while Dale sat at the head of the table. Patrick made small talk while Louis looked like he’d rather be anywhere but sitting where we currently were.

“So I imagine you’re wondering why I asked you all down here. I wanted to go over how things went down for you in Cuba and if any of you have heard from Lowell.”

Louis looked over at me before shaking his head no. We all shook our heads no one after another. 

“You haven’t heard from the guys that you arranged his transport with?” Louis asked.

“No, in fact they called me to see if I had made a revision to his exit plan. They weren’t made aware on their end why he was a no show.”

“How could he be a no show, we personally put him on that plane.” Patrick said as he looked at Louis to confirm.

“He’s right, we walked him to the door and watched the plane rise before we left the airstrip to catch our ride out.”

“Well, somewhere along the way he either convinced the pilot to take a different course, parachuted out, or hijacked the plane. So far I haven’t been able to reach the pilot or the company which supplied the plane.”

“Did you go through the department for the aircraft?” I asked.

“No. I didn’t want for there to be any sort of a trail to be traced.”

“So it’s possible Lowell set this up himself?” Patrick asked. “But why, what reason would he have to give everyone the slip? He must know he can trust you Dale. Or Louis or Robi.”

Louis looked at me again which was making me rather nervous. “I’ve worked with the dude on several calls. He always kept some things to himself. I don’t think I ever really got to know all of him. He’d open up only so far then he’d shut down. I used to tease him about having a secret past.” Louis shrugged his shoulders as he looked at Dale then the rest of us. “Maybe he does.”

I felt as though Louis was waiting for me to speak up. Kate nudged me under the table. I focused on Dale yet could see Louis’s hands start to make drumming motions from my peripheral vision.

“Well, the mission’s object was to get Lowell out of Cuba and we accomplished that. If he has gone out on his own path, he does it alone. He rejected the offer for witness protection so I truly hope he knows what he’s doing. 

We’ll no longer put our efforts into locating or protecting him. I wanted to thank you all personally for your traveling into what could have been a no return situation. 

We’ve gotten more information about the foot hold that The Corporation has established in the Miami area. We also have knowledge of their trafficking of both drugs and arms. There will be a special task force made up to try and infiltrate their inner workings. We will be sending undercover officers to meld with members in Miami. Patrick will be working with the gang associated with them here in the US. Patrick, would you like to share anything with us?”

Patrick looked at all of us before speaking. It was obvious that he was weighing his thoughts. “I can’t tell you much for obvious reasons, but I will be working again with the MS 13. I have established myself with them in the past so it won’t raise suspicion to be coming back.

“How does one reconnect in such a situation like this?” Kate asked.

“My back story is that I was serving time in prison, out of country. If they should be able to get through the multiple layers that have been put in place, it will seem legitimate. Besides, these guys have too much going on to really wonder why I’m now reappearing after a few years away. I have some rough prison tats to help sell my story.”

“Needless to say, none of you will have any further contact with Patrick once he goes into play. Once out, he will be placed into WPS and get some facial sculpting done on the companies dime.”

“Wow man, that’s really pretty scary. I’ve done some UC work but can’t imagine what you’re about to do. I hope you come out on the other side of this unscathed.”

“Thanks Louis.” Patrick told him prior to wishing us all luck with whatever was yet to come our way.

Dale mentioned that he wanted to see Louis’s car so we all followed as Louis led the way. Dale sat behind the wheel, his hands caressing the well worn oval. “How did you get this sent over here, I thought cars were banned from Cuba to the US due to the modifications they do over there.”

Louis shrugged. “Sometimes there are ways around even loopholes. Now who wants to go for a ride? We can head over to Mickey’s, I’ll buy the first round.”

“How about if that’s the only round? Not wanting to leak out, but we have some errands that we need to tend to. I don’t shop well under the influence.” I replied.

“Yeah, that’s fine. I don’t need to get snagged by some young overzealous cop wanting a better look at this beautiful girl. Dale, since you’re already behind the wheel, you can drive.”

Dale grinned from ear to ear even though the bar was just a couple of blocks away. “I think my dad had a car like this when I was just a kid. Wasn’t as clean on the inside as this one is.”

Kate and I settled into the large back seat. She looked over at me and whispered in my ear. “No wonder there’s so many baby boomers, this back seat is perfect for some steamy sex.”

“I heard that!” Louis said.

“Well you know she’s right. Cars like this make it much easier to mess around in than say our little VW bug.” I responded.

“You always have the truck.” Dale chimed in.

“It’s too hard to get into at our age, plus the bed is so hard.” Kate replied as we pulled into the parking lot.

Dale opted for a space far away from any other cars. He also made sure not to park close to any of the trees since they were leaving yellow pollen on the ground near them. “You ok with this spot, Louis?” he asked before turning off the ignition. Louis nodded so we all got out.

There were only a few patrons in the bar. They were all watching a Florida semi pro football team getting their asses whooped by a team from Chicago. I had to wonder if it was a farm team for the Bears. I knew better than to bring up my team, all things considered.

Louis got a pitcher and four glasses. I carried over some plastic baskets of popcorn to the table where Kate and Dale were sitting.

I noticed Louis eyeballing the Foosball table a few feet away so I wasn’t surprised when he asked, “How about a game foos? Kate, you can be my partner.”

Dale looked over at me. I nodded in agreement. “You’re on!” Dale told him.

Neither Kate or I had to do much as the guys seemed to forget we were playing too. That little white ball went flying across the room more than once before Louis broke the tie to score the winning goal.

“Well guys, this was fun but we really need to be going.” I said as Louis poured himself another glass of beer. I looked at his face before letting him off the hook. “You stay and drink that beer while it’s cold. We’re only two blocks from our car so we’re happy to walk.”

“You sure?” Louis asked.

“Yep, it’s a nice day for a walk. You boys need to play another game. Maybe make it for something good like a burger or a shot.” Kate told them.

“Works for me old man.” Dale told Louis which made us all laugh. Louis was younger than the rest of us but he acted like he had at least a decade on all of us.

Kate and I walked back the two blocks to where we’d parked. I was waiting for Kate to speak up. I knew her well enough to know she was running something through her mind.

“I think Louis knows that you know where Lowell is.” she finally spit out.

“But I don’t. And to be honest, I don’t want to know where he is. If he returns to Cuba to take the place of his father, I really rather not have that in my head. He was a good cop. He had morals, compassion, empathy. I don’t see those as traits in a mafia don.”

“I know, he seems too compassionate and gentle. Maybe he’ll keep moving so they can’t force him into that life.”

“I’m not sure where one would run to in order to evade mafia members.”

“If he has plastic surgery, gains weight, changes his hair color and style...” Kate’s voice drifted off as she spoke.

“Maybe. He knows too much about what I do so that could be a major liability.”

“If he wanted to stop you, he had plenty of opportunity.”

“True.”

“Come on, let’s hit Publix and go home. I’ll make you your favorite casserole later if you’d like.”

We managed to hit Publix when every old man was shopping and seemed to have no clue as to what they were doing. Carts left in the center of the aisles while they wandered. Add in carts full of items waiting to be restocked left me feeling rather stressed and unbalanced. Kate noticed and whispered in my ear that she’d relax me once we got home.

Even that didn’t seem to work. My body felt so numb that for the first time ever, I faked it. I just wanted or was it needed, to get inside my head. If Kate knew, she didn’t let on. She got up from the bed and laid a throw over me. Rune followed her out of the bedroom so it was just me in the room. That was a rarity with our three dogs needing to be attached like velcro.

I felt adrift. Like I had when I lost my best friend when I was a kid. As an adult I should be able to decipher my feelings better than I currently was able to. 

I knew I could tell Kate anything but for some reason I hadn’t uncovered, this just didn’t feel like one of those times. In some odd way, a part of me felt as though I had cheated on my marriage. Some of what Lowell and I had shared was intimate, even if it wasn’t sexual. He saw me in ways no one else ever had or probably ever will.

I was angry. Grieving what was and would never be again. I was angry too as I’d gotten so that I was used to bouncing ideas off him no matter what time of the day it was. Louis tried, he really did. But I knew that if he ever learned my secret, Kate would have to write me in care of some prison. 

I knew deep down that I could lower that risk by simply ceasing to dole out my form of justice. I was also realistic enough to know that it would never happen. 

Already I was preparing to delve into a case of parental abuse, to see if I could locate Eli Riehl before the police were able to. In my mind, a man who beats a child then douses them in gasoline doesn’t deserve to be housed and fed by my tax dollars. His daughter, is alive only because a young boy witnessed the attack and alerted his father. Still, she will have scars from the chemical burns and some loss of vision.

I wasn’t able to drift off, to shut down my mind. I tried some breathing techniques which normally calm me. Not this time. After a bit, I got up, folded the throw and went to find my family.

I came out to find Kate chatting with someone on the phone. She got an odd look on her face when she realized I was standing in the door frame watching her. Whoever was on the other end was told she needed to go. 

“I thought you were going to sleep.”

“I tried, I couldn’t make my mind stop.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No, not really. Who were you chatting with? You didn’t need to end the call on my account.”

Kate looked away before she answered, “It was Flo Harriet from my gardening group. She can talk for hours if she’s not stopped. So I’m glad you came out when you did. I told her a half hour ago that I needed to start dinner.”

I nodded and walked to the door to let the dogs out since they were all lined up trying to catch our eye. 

“Did you sleep with him?” Kate asked.

“Pardon me? Did you really ask me what I think I heard?”

“Yes,”

“Why would you ask me that?”

“Because ever since we’ve been back, you’re different. I feel like there’s a gap between us. You don’t respond to my touch like you used to.”

“No.”

“No what? No you don’t feel what you used to towards me? No you didn’t sleep with Lowell? What in the hell are you telling yet not telling me?”

“No, I didn’t sleep with Lowell. That never crossed my mind and I doubt it did his either. In all our years together, I’ve never even had a desire to step outside of what we have. Can you say the same?”

“You know the answer to that so why even ask me?”

“Because you asked me.”

“So we’re going to really do this?”

“I honestly don’t know what to tell you Kate. Yes, for the first time in our 34 plus years together, I faked it. Why, because my body wasn’t going to respond. Sex begins in the brain and my mind is a mess. I didn’t want to bruise your ego by not being able to bring me to orgasm.”

“My ego? Really, you think it’s gonna destroy my confidence if I can’t get you off?”

“Here’s what I think. I think we’re going to say some things that will be hard to forget or let go of if we continue this discussion. Right now I need to get my bearings and get to where I feel grounded again. If that doesn’t make sense, I’m sorry. It’s all I’ve got.”

“So now what? You just plan to walk away and not talk to me?”

“No, I intend to go away for a couple of days so I can heal.”

“Heal? From what?” Kate yelled.

“Because I feel like I’ve lost a piece of myself, like I’ve lost my best friend! And my wife.”

Kate stormed out of the room as I went out to let the dogs back inside. I was glad they weren’t in the house to hear our argument as it always upsets them.

I went in to throw a few things in my duffel bag. In addition to a couple days worth of clothes, I added a 25 round box of hollow point ammunition and my hand held GPS. I changed into a pair of cargo pants, put my Kershaw knife in one pocket and clipped a holster carrying my Hellcat into my inner waistband.

I went into the kitchen and grabbed some of Rune’s bagged dog chow I kept ready for any call outs. I placed the two collapsible bowls in my second duffel too. I’d grab water and other incidentals once I’d found a place to stay for a few days.

I could hear Kate slamming things in the bedroom so I wrote a very brief note and left it where she’d see it. Rune followed at my heels as I took her harness and leashes from the garage hooks. She jumped into the truck ready to go. 

I had no idea where I was going, and wasn’t even totally clear as to why. I headed East in order to get to I75 North. I was heading towards Ocala and would be looking for Eli Riehl. I wasn’t sure why that would be my starting point. I was operating solely off gut instincts.

I knew Kate was going to be pissed off at me for leaving. I admit easily that I can be an asshole when I get fixated on something that I feel I have to do. I was feeling adrift and a bit mentally fucked up. And hurt. How could she even ask me if I’d slept with Lowell? I like men, have good relationships with them, but the idea of physical intimacy? Nope, no way. Been there done that as they say. Now I find that they are victims to something other than my so called feminine wiles, if I even have any at this age.
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I stopped at the first Bass Pro Shop I saw along the way to pick up a few incidentals like paracord, ammunition, and a blade sharpener. 

I found a roadside motel that allowed me to keep Rune in the room. The fact that she wore the colors of local law enforcement usually meant she got a free pass to go where I did with no questions asked. I appreciated her company although I don’t know if she’d say the same about mine. Her deep dark brown eyes seemed to look right through me as she searched my face for some clue as to why I was so bitchy. Good luck dog, maybe it was a Gemini swing.

I stored my duffel bag, Rune’s food, dishes, and the gallons of water in our room. I sat on the bed and used the iffy WiFi to search DOT sites for vehicles registered to Riehl. Normally I’d use the SCSO site for my search but I felt the need to not leave any sort of an electronic trail. Not that someone bent on doing a deep search couldn’t find my computers web trail. It took me twice as long, but I finally found out that Riehl had two cars licensed in his name. The first was a 2007 Saturn Ion. At that age it was probably not in the best shape to make any long haul get away sort of drives. The second, a 2015 Audi A4. I put my nonexistent money on the Audi as it was newer and would give him a longer range in between gas stops.

I used the provided pad of paper beside the phone to jot down both plates, color, and makes. Now I had something more for my hunt. The ringing of my phone distracted me from trying to come up with a starting plan. I was kind of hoping it might be Kate. Caller ID showed the incoming call as potential spam. I swiped to open the call then ended it. I added the number to my ever growing blocked list.

I sat holding my phone for a few seconds before noticing that Rune was giving me “the look”. If you have a dog, you know that look. It might mean feed me, or let’s go for a ride, or throw that damn ball. In Rune’s case, I was confident it meant for me to get my head out of my ass.

I set the phone down and opened my gmail account so I could compose an email to Kate. I found that writing was often a better way for me to say things that just got left unsaid verbally. Maybe I was a chicken when it came to confrontations. Is that even possible since I do what I do? Am I really a walking misanthrope or perhaps more of an enigma? Or, just an upright clusterfuck? Maybe all three and more at times.

Rune gave my leg a nudge and stared at me until my fingers started to move across the keys.

I poured my heart out. I apologized. I told her that I needed to see the end to the current case I was following up on. Then, I apologized once more for being a crazy ass old woman with what could seem like a one track mind. I promised to stay in touch. I told her that I loved her. When I said all that I felt I could or needed to, I read it out loud to Rune prior to hitting send. Rune gave my right arm a shove with her nose. It was almost like she was telling me to hit send. So I did.

Rather than wait for a return ping, I grabbed my keys and we headed out to the truck. I set my phone into the on dash holder and typed in a command to locate all lodging in the immediate area. I set it to advise based on cheapest first.

We drove all around Ocala. Rune’s large head hanging out the window made for quite a few grins from those we passed. She seemed to enjoy her newfound attention which was evident in her toothy smile I could see from the side view mirror.

We’d driven through all the cheaper places and next would be more of the mid range room offerings. It was just a bit after noon so I pulled into a fast food place, and got in line to place an order, then perused the first menu. I liked places that told you what they offered before you got to the ordering kiosk. Made for faster decisions, not that I usually tended to order something other than my usual.

The woman behind the amplified voice spoke so fast, I had to have her repeat the total back to me. Finally she displayed it under my order. When she asked for a name, I replied with Rune.

Rune had come from the back seat to the front passenger side. She stretched her body across mine as I was handed the bag of food. Miss speedy voice motioned for me to wait a minute then came back with a small Dixie cup sized container of vanilla ice cream. I thanked her as I tried to keep Rune from gobbling it down before I could find a shady place to park.

I put the small cup into the cup holder and let her do her thing. Her long tongue barely fit into the narrow cup. It took three licks and the cup was now cleaned out. Finished with her treat, she shifted her focus back to the bag. She seemed to know there was more for her inside the white bag. I took out the plain cheese burger I’d ordered for her and tore it into small pieces which I’d feed her one by one. If I let her have her way, she’d be done before I’d chewed the first bite of my own.

I drew some of the iced Coke into my mouth. To me this was a treat, especially on a hot day. They seemed much sweeter than the carbonated dispensed Coke, but I wanted both the sugar and caffeine in my system. I added some water to the dish kept in the truck for Rune. She drank some in between bites like a civilized dog. 

Once lunch and all crumbs had been devoured, we headed back out to search for a black Audi or a blue Saturn. I was a realist in that I mentally knew he could be out getting food and I’d missed him. Or, he could be long gone. He may have gone in a different direction other than straight North. It was a long shot that I’d find him before all the law enforcement officers would.

A Motel 6 was off to the left, which meant I either waited for traffic to open, or I tried to make a U turn at a light. I opted to wait and gunned it when there was room for me to get between the steady flow of oncoming cars. 

I saw a weathered looking, once a deep black Audi sitting outside a room door. The license plate didn’t match what was registered to his. But, he’d be smart to switch tags. I looked at the stickers on the back bumper, all were clean, the colors vibrant.

They hadn’t been on the bumper for very long. It looked like a simple ruse to make the vehicle appear different. Could it really belong to Riehl? I pulled into a far corner of the lot back by where cars with trailers had designated stalls. I’d move if I needed to but for now, I had shade and a vantage point. I could see both his door as well as the vehicle. I poured some more water for Rune, pulled a baseball cap down low onto my forehead and adjusted my sunglasses. It looked like I was napping.

The nap facade was almost more of a truth with my full belly, hot breeze, and a snoring dog. I shook my head and did some shoulder movement to try and stave off the desire to close my eyes. If I gave in now, it would be well over an hour before my eyes opened again. I couldn’t afford missing Riehl nor did I want some insect flying into my slack jawed mouth.

Once Rune woke up, I took her for a walk along the grassy strip between the parking lot and roadway. It gave both of us a much needed stretch of our legs. I thought I saw movement of a curtain that might be Riehl’s room based on where his car was parked. I wasn’t overly concerned if he saw me as he’d have no idea who I was. I didn’t look like a threat as I made sure to shuffle and appear a bit bent at the waist as I walked Rune. Maybe he’d think I was just an old broad walking my service dog.

I opened the door for Rune then got into the truck myself. I’d seen a small park across the back side of the lot that would provide us with better shade and still maintain a line of sight. We headed over and settled into the truck seats. Rune showed no interest in making conversation with me as she shut her eyes and was soon back to snoring. Her loss. I pulled up a book to read on my phone as I waited for Riehl to make a move. If he didn’t come out once it was dark, my plan was to walk Rune and plant a GPS on the under carriage of his Audi.

I entertained myself by watching a kids baseball game. Some of the girls had better throwing arms than their male teammates. Parents cheered or looked as though they were telling the umpire he needed new glasses. Having first hand experience, umping isn’t for the timid. At least with adult leagues you dealt with partially intoxicated players instead of angry, know-it- all parents that seemed to think their child was “gifted” above all the rest.

The moon was now high in the sky and still no sign of Riehl. I put on Rune’s generic service dog vest, grabbed the GPS device and we headed over to the motel. There were just a handful of cars in the lot, the Audi now had a vehicle on either side. I crouched down and placed the magnetic locator under the rear wheel well. Unless he happened to get a flat tire, chances were slim he’d notice it. 

Rune and I went into the motel, where I headed to the ice machine and the few vending machines they had. Pickings were slim. Apparently whoever owned the machines rarely came back to refill them. I filled my travel mug with ice then bought a bottle of water, a Coke, a Snickers, and some pretzels. I decided to use the hallway restroom since it was available. I  never did run into staff or a guest.

Once we were back in the truck, I poured some of the Coke over the ice. The caffeine would have to keep me awake since there wasn’t any coffee in the motel lobby.

I took a couple bites from the stale Snicker’s then wrapped it up to either toss or forget about until it turned into a melted lump. Rune got a couple of her favorite chicken treats and carrots. What it actually was, were chicken strips broken into pieces with carrots slices, broccoli, and an apple sliced then diced. She was content, which helped me to relax.

I must have shut my eyes despite my weak attempt to caffeinate myself as I woke to the sounds of the GPS locator beeping indicating movement of the target. Rune sat up, climbed into the passenger seat, and we were in a slow pursuit.

I still didn’t have a plan in mind for Riehl. The route he was taking out of town would eventually take him over the border into Georgia. The fact that he was using back roads made it easier to see his vehicle but at the same time, left me out in the open. 

When he stopped for gas, I drove past. I planned to stop at the next station which was five miles ahead. It wasn’t like he’d be giving me the slip. Unless he found the locator, or it fell off which I hoped was unlikely. I never felt the underside of his car to see if it was solid or if it was rusted out and pitted.

I walked Rune then used the bathroom again. My motto was if there’s a bathroom available, use it, even if you don’t think you need to. Made sense as stopping roadside to squat in unknown weeds gave me the heebie jeebies. As I came out, I saw the Audi go past. I’d give him a few miles head start before I’d intercept him with what was still an unknown plan.

Riehl was either tiring or was playing with his phone as his car was crossing over the center line then off to the shoulder. Good thing there wasn’t any other traffic for him to collide with. For a brief moment, I wished the truck had what some referred to as push bars, bull bars, or a heavy duty grill guard. Then, I could ram his Audi and not damage my vehicle with the impact. I doubted if Kate would find them a necessary accessory.

I watched as he continued doing his lane dance. We were finally in the hilly part of Florida where there was no only an elevation rise, but some actual curves in the roadway. I flipped on the high beams increasing my speed as I did. Riehl reacted as I’d hoped. He sped up too thinking there was possibly law enforcement on his tail. I reached under the seat and grabbed a small light bar. I positioned it on the dash then plugged it into the USB port. The cab of the truck was now filled with the flashing of blue and red lights. Illegal, you bet. Effective, definitely. Did I have them for a purpose? Yes, when responding to an emergency SAR call. But not for intimidation or impersonation. 

Riehl went off onto the gravel shoulder and started to fishtail until he slowed down enough to get his car back under control. I could see the trucks headlights reflecting off his rear view mirror. I continued to push my way forward, taking the center of the road as I did so. Now, he was in full panic mode. 

He started to hit the shoulder again, this time with enough momentum to cause his tires to lose traction with the road. I backed off the gas a bit as I didn’t want to become caught up in what was about to happen.

I watched as the Audi slid sideways as Riehl tried to brake and steer. Unlike sliding on ice, gravel made for a slower, almost graceful slide. It didn’t seem to matter much in Riehl’s case as he lost control and sent the Audi over the side of the hill. The car came to rest from impact with a large oak tree. The hood looked to be shoved back almost to the front seating area. There was steam pouring out from under the rumpled metal. I stopped on the shoulder of the road. I undid the flashing light strip and stored it back under the seat. I stepped out and was about to make my way down the hill when I saw the flames from beneath the trunk. I looked to see if Riehl seemed conscious and aware of his fate. His head was slumped forward, the air bags never deployed. He was most likely dead or soon would be. I stood there watching the flames for a few minutes then made a u turn and headed in the direction of home.
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I wasn’t sure what type of reception I’d be coming home to. I wouldn’t blame Kate if she wanted me to sleep in the guest room until we’d had a conversation or two. I walked into the house and it was quiet. Not even our dogs came to greet us. I headed into our bedroom and the first thing I did was open Kate’s closet, which looked to be as packed with her clothes as usual. I let out a loud sigh in relief.

Rune went to the water dish and drank until she’d emptied it. I refilled it for her then checked to see if there was anything in the fridge that would pass for dinner. Not seeing anything appealing in the fridge or freezer, I decided to make the drive over to Publix. I told Rune I’d be back in a little bit and headed out. Since it was late afternoon, I still had time to make something like a meatloaf, so I picked up the ingredients along with a large russet and a single sweet potato. I’d put it all in the oven. If Kate came home and was so inclined, she would have her preferred starch. I threw together a spinach salad, then set it back in the fridge to chill.

I went in to shower after unpacking. I tossed my dirty clothes into the washer and started the load that was ready. Still no sign of the rest of my family so I opened a bottle of wine. I put the loaf and spuds into the oven around 5:30. I added a scalloped corn casserole since that was my preferred veggie with meatloaf.

Rune sat beside my chair as I ate. I had shot Kate a text around 6:00 telling her I was back and that dinner would be ready in about 45 minutes. There wasn’t any response. I cleaned up the kitchen, put away the leftovers then headed back to our bedroom. I checked Kate’s closet and her side of the dresser once again. Her toothbrush and morning meds were on the vanity so it didn’t appear she had left for an extended period of time. 

Feeling extremely restless, I sent a text to Carole to see if Kate had been in touch with her. Once again, no response, so I sent one to Emma. Emma responded almost immediately that she hadn’t heard from either her mom, or from Kate. There weren’t a lot of places that Kate would take our two little beasts. Especially not both of them without me.

After almost three quarters of the bottle of wine gone, I headed to bed. Rather than sleeping in our room, I headed to the guest room. I closed Rune in with me. She wasn’t a fan of being cooped up while home. She let me know of her displeasure by whining, pacing, and glaring at me from the foot of the bed.

The room was spinning ever so slightly when I closed my eyes. It always amazed me that wine hit me so much harder than my usual gin or tequila. I woke sometime after midnight from the beep of the garage door sensor as the door opened. I rolled over and went back to sleep. Whatever was about to be said could wait a few more hours.

I woke to the smell of coffee brewing. Rune’s nose nudged me and when I tried to ignore her, she jumped up on the bed to paw at me. I saw Kate leaning against the door frame.

“Morning. I was surprised to see you back.” Kate said as she ran her fingers through Rune’s ruff.

“I sent you a message shortly after I got back.”

“I didn’t see it. I misplaced my phone so by now it’s probably out of charge.”

“Oh. Any idea where you lost it?”

“Are you insinuating something?”

“Christ no! What in the hell is wrong with you? Why are you so intent on being a bitch to me? If I did something, tell me.”

“I can’t believe you actually called my a bitch!”

“Well, this is the first time I’ve said it where you’ve been able to hear me.” I said as I looked down at the floor.

Hearing Kate start to laugh wasn’t at all what I was expecting. I got out of bed and went to where she was standing. I drew her close to me. I felt her initial resistance until she allowed herself to almost melt into me. 

“Seriously Kate, if I’ve done or said something...”

“I’ve been feeling shut out, left out, not a priority to you.”

“Babe, then that’s on me as you are my number one everything. I know my head has been up my ass with this whole Lowell thing. Add to it that I feel as though Louis is just waiting for me to tell him something that he shouldn’t have knowledge of. I know he knows that I know more than what I’ve told him. He looks at Dale like he wants him to confront me.”

“So what was the reason you left? Was it regarding someone being abused?”

I went into the kitchen to make myself a cup of coffee then sat beside Kate on the couch so I could face her. I took her hand in then told her the backstory of the crime.

“What did you do to him?”

“I used his own fear and resultant attempt to elude being caught to my advantage. I didn’t have to lay a finger on him. In his attempt to flee, he lost control of his car and went off the road. The car struck a large tree. It looked like none of the airbags deployed. For all I know, he was dead from multiple internal injuries before the vehicle became engulfed.”

“So you didn’t go to check?”

“I thought about it. But with the incline, then the flames...I opted to shout his name once and when he didn’t respond, I headed back to the truck. Rune and I sat watching as the flames were fueled by whatever he had inside the trunk and interior.”

“But why no airbags?”

“It was an older car, maybe he bought it with a salvage title. I think he knew they weren’t going to go off. He was all over the road prior to me flipping on my lights.”

“So he thought you were a cop? That he was about to be arrested?”

“Yes, I’m assuming so. We were on some old narrow roads outside of Ocala. They were hilly back roads. There were some lower speed curves that he still drove faster than he should have judging by the way he fish tailed a few times before crashing.”

“How are you?”

“I drove home feeling rather numb. I can’t wrap my head around a parent that harms their own children. Or any child for that matter. And his daughter has a long road of recovery ahead of her. She’s going to require a few surgeries and may lose the vision in one if not both eyes. Worse, I get home and read about a father that killed his three kids because he didn’t want his ex wife to have them. It’s like the men who kill their girlfriends, wives, or whoever they feel have wronged them. They treat people as though they are their own personal property.”

“Having the kids here for a short time has made me even more aware of child abuse.”

“I agree. All we can do is report it if we see it. Stop it if we can. Or at least try to intervene.”

“I totally agree with that but I tend to lean more on the stopping the abuser from ever hurting anyone else ever again. On the way home, the news reported on a father that killed his wife and then his kids and dog. All because she wanted a divorce and was going to go for full custody.”

“Did they get him?”

“Yeah, they arrested him so that’s one I can cross off my invisible hit list.”

“Do you have a hit list? I know you probably don’t write one down but do you keep one in your head?”

“Um, not really. Well, maybe I do in a way. If I see someone being abused, I’ll step in to try and intervene for the victim to get away. If it’s something I catch third hand, then yeah, I do make a mental notation and that might involve me doing an online search. If I can find a weakness, or a clear pathway to that person then I might engage in some mental planning and fantasy of stopping them.”

“But the blood and gore has to make a dent on your mental health.”

“It does Kate, but I saw so much gore when on the streets working as a Paramedic. I literally plugged wounds with my fingers to try and stop a person from bleeding out while we were responsible for their care. I saw so much disregard for other people. 

There was so much hatred for the poor from the rich and the rich had such distaste for those with less money or objects. Lowell and I used to talk about the discrepancy in how people were treated even when arrested. Some were treated with more gentleness, less physical displays of power.”

“I don’t know what to say to that.”

“You don’t need to say anything. For most of us, it’s not our reality. We judge people based on their age, skin color, gender, who they love, what’s in their bank account. By doing so, we overlook those who have much to share. Maybe it’s just not in the preferred way by the politicians.”

“Oh boy, you never talk about anything political.”

“No, I try to avoid that topic at all costs. But I don’t stick my head in the sand either. I pay attention to laws that try and strip people or groups of their rights. People have come to this country as young children are now being sent to a country they’ve never been part of. They have jobs, pay taxes, take pride in where they are. There are a few kids in our morning breakfast program that have voiced concerns over being sent away. A couple of them have already had a parent removed from the family. Worse part is that nobody knows where they went. That’s just another type of abuse. Taking away in the name of the law.”

Kate stepped closer to me, drawing me into her chest. Kate felt the shudder as Robi began to sob. Kate was about to suggest them going out to the couch as they’d be more comfortable than standing. What stopped her was the ringing of Robi’s phone from the charger.

“Hello Dale.” Robi said as she tried to get her emotions back in control.

“You ok, you sound a bit rough.”

“No, Kate and I were just talking and my emotions rose to the surface.”

“Oh. Well, I need help from both of you if you’re available. I just had a cold case given to me as fresh eyes on the case. I could use you two to help the team search the area where the victim was last thought to be.”

“How old is the case and wasn’t it previously searched?”

“Three years and yes. But a kid recently found a necklace that might have belonged to the victim so we’re starting all over. It may be something or it may be a bust.”

“And the powers that be don’t want to involve the cold case team as it might be a waste of time and cut into the budget?”

“You can be such a sarcastic cynic and also be right on at the same time.”

Kate was the one who spoke next. “Count the three of us in Dale. If we can get more information for the family, we’re all for it.”

“Great! I’ll be sending a team email with the information. We’ll meet tomorrow morning at 6:30 AM. Wear something that you might not be too attached to, the scene is going to be wet and muddy.”

“Oh joy, we’re going to get a mud bath without going to a spa.” I said with sarcasm.
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Dale hadn’t been kidding about the scene being a mess. We met up in what looked like on the  edge of a mud bog. He had gotten some ATV and UTV’s for our team to use rather than trying to wade through the varying depth of heavy, black mud. 

“I know this isn’t like our usual search scene. I know too that it stinks like swamp cabbage, and that the bugs are huge and hungry. As I said in the briefing email, a necklace was located by a kid two days ago while he and his buddies were messing around out here. He had the presence of mind to put a stick in the mud where he found it. I’m not sure if your K9’s will be able to catch a scent through all this slop, but we have to try. I’ve requested some ultrasound equipment that might penetrate this crap.” Dale said as we all took the time to look at the acres of nastiness. 

“Damn it, I should have worn waders for this!” Louis said as he looked down at his hiking boots and khaki colored pants.

I looked over at Dale and saw that like me, he was trying hard not to smile much less laugh out loud. I turned to look at Kate who hadn’t even tried to contain her mirthful response. She didn’t even attempt to look sorry as Louis glared at her. It suddenly seemed so ridiculous that each of us joined in chuckling.

“Sure, make fun of the guy who actually presents himself as a professional.” Louis said as he stormed back to his Suburban to change.

“Does he really carry waders?” I heard one of the team ask.

Dale sighed before answering. “He has several wardrobe choices at all times. Ok, lets search in a six foot grid. You may want to get off your machines once you’re closer to the hit area. Good luck!”

Since we had Rune with us, we got a UTV as it would give us a place for Rune to ride and she could hang her head over the side on the off chance she did catch a scent. We were working blind in that neither Megan or myself had scent clothes for our dogs to use to hone in from.

Rune had some cadaver training so I was somewhat hopeful that she might locate something. Although it could be a dead animal instead of a young females body.

Each of us barely touched our machines throttle as we were trying to not just move slowly, but to also avoid tossing mud all over one another. I looked at Louis. He had on chest high waders, a rubber rain coat and goggles. I wanted to go along side of him then get ahead of him to churn some mud all over him. Maybe later.

We searched for a couple of hours taking frequent stops to gas the machines or chip away at the build up of mud caked onto the frame. Dale handed out water and some sandwiches. Once we were all done eating, we headed out again. 

This time we had a third person riding with us that had what looked like a metal detector.  Instead of locating metal, it made images of shapes that were trapped beneath the slop. I noticed Megan had a similar passenger and that it was just our two UTV’s that were making slow grooves around the location marker.

“Stop!” yelled the woman, Marti who was clicking buttons on the flat screen portion of her device. I could see what looked like a rough outline on the screen but to me, it was too small to be human.

Then we heard another directive of “Stop!” coming parallel from us. The passenger with Megan was now doing the same measurements as Marti had done. The two detector operators looked at one another then called out on the radio. “We have located what appears to be a portion of a human form.”

“Copy that. I’ll send out the recovery team. Marti and Chase please mark your coordinates.”

I watched as both of them placed a florescent orange stake in the mud then added three more green stakes that formed a triangle. We were told to come back in and we’d be turning our UTV over to the next part of the team. I watched as Louis got into Megan’s ride with Chase and a guy I didn’t recognize. They put some long handled stick like shovels, pails and water into the back of each machine then drove out to within a few feet of the marked area. 

Louis stepped off the UTV into the mud. It was almost as though we could all hear his feet getting sucked down into it. It was going to be a tough walk even that short of a distance with the way the mud drew him down. I noted that both Marti and Chase were wearing what looked like laced beach shoes. I doubted they’d still be wearing them by the time they came back to the rest of us.

Chase had taken what looked like ridged corrugated plastic sheeting out of the UTV. It was fascinating to watch as she made a large circle around the triangle, then pushed the stiff plastic deep into the mud. 

Next came the narrow bladed shovels. Each of the women dug mud from the area closest to the sheeting and tossed the mud into a bucket where Louis and the other guy felt for any bone or solid matter. If nothing, they tossed the mud out on the outside of the sheeting. I lost track of how many buckets were examined before bones were found. Once they’d been found, it seemed like several of the subsequent buckets had bones which were placed with unspoken reverence into a clean bucket. Then the bones were tagged before being placed in yet another pail to be sent to the coroner for further workup.

“Who will be helping the coroner with this?” I asked Dale.

“We’ve brought in an anthropologist to help. And, we got a Forensic MD from Miami to assist.”

“Is there anything else we can help with at this point?” Kate asked.

Dale was about to answer when Marti hollered out, “We have a second burial site beneath this one.”

“How can you tell?” Dale hollered back.

“The bones are much larger which indicates an adult. The length of the femur suggests a male at least six foot tall.”

Dale asked if we wanted to be a part of the bucket brigade so we went over to help Louis and Bob. We found out who he was once we were standing beside him.

“Sorry we didn’t get any introduction, I’m Bob. I’m here on loan to assist the anthropologist, Steve, with this case.”

“Have you been involved with something like this before?” Kate asked after she introduced us.

“Yes, this is my third such case. But this is the first one sorting through mud. I have to say dirt is much easier to examine. It’s also much lighter to lift and dump.”

I heard Louis sigh but to his credit, he didn’t follow up with any sarcastic or snide commentary.

We worked for what seemed like eight more hours but in reality, was closer to three. By the time we were done, the target area had been taken down to damp soil. The mud that had been there was now all outside the sheeting.

“I’m going to run the detector over this area one more time to make sure we’ve gotten all there is to get here. My gut is telling me that there’s more to find very close to this area so we should plan to search here again tomorrow.”

“There’s like an 88% chance for rain tonight and tomorrow. This place will need swamp buggies to get around in and will be a hell of a lot worse to dig through.” Louis told us.

“Well, we can’t tarp it and we don’t have enough tenting to protect an acre of search area. We’ll have to hope for the best and bring in some more help and equipment. Unless you have something in mind, Louis.” Chase responded.

Louis looked around and shook his head. He had no words of wisdom or a game plan apparently.

“Get some rest. Clean off your gear before the mud hardens. I’m trying to get at least five more bodies to help out tomorrow. Marti, tell me what else you need and I’ll put out a request from here to Jacksonville to see if anything is available.”

“I’ll see if I can call in a few favors from the University in Pensacola as they have a decent sized program and some of the machines we need to search deeper and wider. They might have a few students that are looking for some field experience too.”

“Sounds great! I’ll see all of you back here at 6:30 AM. If there’s going to be rain all day, dress accordingly Louis.” Dale said as he threw out the slight calling out to Louis.

“I need a fucking rubber suit!” I heard Louis mumble as he peeled off the waders. I watched as he placed them in a large plastic bin so they wouldn’t get his SUV’s interior dirty. Since I hadn’t thought that far ahead, I was pleased that we had a small tarp in back of the truck to lay our clothing on. Everything would be hosed down once we were back home. If that didn’t do it, then I’d take a drive over to the local car wash.

On the way home Kate suggested we swing into a Tractor Supply store to see what they had for playing in the mud gear. We came out of there with chest high waders, high viz rubber rain coats that had decent hoods, and rubber gloves that back in the day were advertised that the wearer could pick up a dime. I wasn’t interested in small change, just small bones.

Kate went inside to feed the dogs and find something in the freezer we could thaw for dinner. I took the garden hose to our gear. It took several runs of the hose to get mud to release from our boots. Our pants were ok as were our shirts, so my main concern was how long it would take for our boots to dry. And what shape they’d be in after being thoroughly soaked. I rinsed the mud globs off the driveway and into the yard then headed inside to take a long, hot shower.

I took the time to greet our little dogs before heading into our bedroom. For such small creatures, they both had big attitudes. Especially when it came down to being left alone while Rune accompanied us on a call. I did try to explain things to them more than once but I don’t think they cared to even try to understand.

I came out to make drinks while Kate showered. She had found some sort of leftover casserole and it was now heating in the oven. Whatever it was, it smelled fantastic. Once the drinks were poured, I brought her glass into the bathroom. We made our nightly toast to one another and to the day. She dressed in pajamas like I had done. We were both ready to be warm and comfortable.

I set two plates on the counter then opened a bag of lettuce mix. I cut up a tomato and a baby carrot. That would suffice as our side salad for the night.

Kate sat down beside me on the couch as I was loving up our dogs. “So what do you think about today?”

“As a kid, we used to make mud balls and lob them at each other like they were hand grenades. That mud seemed really flimsy compared to what we were in today. I’m trying to wrap my head around hauling a body out there and leaving it. Maybe it wasn’t such a bog three years ago.”

“If there’s more than one body then wouldn’t it be a possible serial killer with a dumping field?” Kate stated.

“Whoa, you’ve been watching more of those true detective documentaries again. But yes, you could be right.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted from feeling through the mud then lifting repeated buckets to dump it all out. I think after we eat I want to crawl into bed and maybe turn the sleep timer on while I watch something mindless.”

“That sounds like a perfect plan to me. Looks like the dogs agree.” I pointed out our three sleeping pups. Two of which were belly up and dream twitching. We ate, rinsed the dishes, loaded them into the dishwasher then woke the dogs for one last time outside. 

I had no idea what time I’d dozed off. One minute I was watching a rerun of something on HGTV and the next, reaching to shut off my phone alarm. I reached over to touch Kate but her side of the bed was empty as was the foot where the dogs slept.

There was no reason to shower before leaving so I pulled on some shorts and a t-shirt and a pair of heavy cotton socks. I wanted something cushy in case the wader boots were stiff. Kate had our 60 ounce water jugs ready, a 40 ounce travel mug to use with a re-hydration packet, and a travel sized coffee to go. We had some muffins that came out of the freezer last night so she’d packed those, grapes, carrots, some nuts, and a couple of clementines. I added a bag of pretzel rods as a salt source when my muscles started to seize.  

Dale had sent a text earlier that said we didn’t need to bring Rune along so we gave them all a treat telling them to be good and we’d be back as soon as we could. I felt three pairs of eyes glaring at my back as I headed to the garage door.

We sipped on coffee, shared a clementine and a muffin as I drove us to the site. My waders had chest pockets so I put some pretzel rods in a baggie and stuffed them and some jerky that was in the truck into a pocket. I took one of the 60 ounce water bottles and lashed it to the UTV since it was too big for the cup holder.

Dale had managed to come through with three more modes of transportation and four more officers. Marti had scored even better with three more detectors and eight young volunteers to do the heavy lifting. 

Marti climbed into the back right side of our UTV while Chase got into the rear left. They’d both scan over their given side so we could cover more ground. I looked over to see two other vehicles set up the same way. A third had one person with a scanner that was changing back and forth on the scanning side.

It had rained all night long and was now a light, steady drizzle. The insects could be seen in small, black swarms. I was glad to be covered from head to toe in something that their little asses couldn’t penetrate. 

The kids each had what looked like walking staffs but were a bit more high tech than that since they had a probe on the bottom to register solid mass. The handle held a small two inch indicator that would shift from red to green if the probe hit something other than mud.

It could be a rock, twig, garbage, or, a bone. I was thankful that it wasn’t us trying to slog our way through the sludge.

It took me a few minutes to find Louis. I don’t know how I missed him. Maybe it was because he was dressed head to toe in a camo rubber duck suit. Beside him was Bob in an all black wader and rain slicker combo. They had the lone scanning volunteer with them. Marti had told us that riding with them was the anthropologist from Miami.

“Oh, I’d love to hear their conversations!” Kate said.

“Why is that?” Marti asked. 

Kate and I looked at each other as Chase began to laugh. “I bet Louis is gonna complain about how thick the mud is, how brown it is, how much it stinks, that the rain never stops...”

“Yep, pretty much.” I said. “But, if you’re ever in a tight spot, he’s the guy you want to have your back. Even if he can be annoying as hell sometimes.”

Our silence was broken by the sound of Louis over the radio. “We’ve found some more of something over here!” We watched as two of the students headed over in that direction to assist with the clearing and checking.

Not even a half hour later, the other UTV announced they too had found what could be another dump site. The other two students headed over to assist.

Then, one of the students probe indicator changed from a red to green signal so we drove Chase over to check it out further with a detector. Sure enough, looked like there were more bones beneath the muck.

“Look across the way.” Kate said. Both Marci and I looked and saw what Kate was referring to. The others were in an almost straight line across from one another. The distance was a few feet ahead or behind from the other groups.

“It sure looks like we have a pattern. Let’s get the other four students to do a two foot grid across and parallel to the recent sites.”

Soon it reminded me a bit of Christmas as I could see the red and green lights that were blinking. Dale had officers help with putting up plastic sheeting to form a barrier for the potential burial site.

Like the initial site, there were at least two bodies dumped in the same immediate area. Someone had been very busy and seemed to know this areas potential to hide his or her victims. 

By the time we broke for lunch, we’d found bits and pieces of what were assumed to be nine more victims. We wouldn’t have a solid number until the bones had been examined and DNA checks done. 

While we were eating, Dale sent up a drone to take video of our dig sites. When the drone landed, he removed his phone from the controller and plugged it into his laptop. From the aerial footage, we were able to establish the pattern on the ground. It would provide us with distances and we’d be able to build more off the original grid going across other parts of the bog that was open.

In addition to the photos taken at each site, we now had an overall scene to study. If this were more of a typical crime scene, they might use what was called a RUVIS system which stood for Reflected UV Imaging System. But that, as well as the standard Infrared, UV, or florescent wasn’t going to help us now, although maybe the latter could be tried on the bones themselves.

Dale brought us all together before we went back out into the field. “All right, listen up. We’re on a time crunch here as we have a Holiday weekend coming up, which means there’ll be people that will be turned away from riding in this area. We’ll have officers and signs posted but as you’re all aware, there are those who feel they are above the law and are entitled to be here no matter what. We’ll be fencing off the obvious entry points and will have officers here from now until we feel we’ve exhausted our abilities to locate anymore victims.

There’s no rain in the forecast for the next 72 hours so we need to hit this hard. I appreciate the time you’re all putting into this. To those of you volunteering, we can’t do it without you. If you have knowledgeable friends, invite them to give us a hand. I know it’s not much, but I have meal certificates for all of you to a local burger establishment so don’t leave before getting one. I hope to see all of you and your friends tomorrow at 6:30 sharp.”

Kate walked over to the small table Dale was using as his command post and grabbed two of the meal coupons. Lucky for us, it was for burgers from our favorite Midwestern restaurant that had ventured down to us here in Florida. We stopped and got the works for ourselves and three plain cheeseburgers for the dogs.

Kate ordered some cheese curds which we devoured along with our root beer on the drive home. I was looking forward to some grease in the form of fries, rings, and the burgers. Of course in addition to the curds, we had to sample a ring and fry or two before we made it into the garage.

The dogs greeted us but then became more interested as to what was in the brown bags with the blue lettering. Before letting them sniff to their hearts content, we put them outside and put the food into the oven for rewarming. Kate made our drinks while I divvied up the kibble into the dogs designated dishes. I put two of the plain cheeseburgers into the fridge for another day and tore apart the third one to top off the kibble. Rune had more bun than the others but meat wise, they each got a third.

I set the dishes down and opened the door so they could race back inside. I smiled when they each went to their own place for dining. In the past, I’d had dogs that had no regard for their pack mates and would attempt to bully off the others after they’d chowed down. These three were actually pretty well mannered. At least until Kate and I sat down, then they sat before us making googly eyes at us. Sometimes we’d weaken and give them a handout. I mean, how does one not get swayed by those large brown eyes?

“How many days do you think we’ll be out in the mud?” Kate asked as she handed me the last onion ring.

“I’m not sure. This is unlike anything else we’ve ever done. I’m surprised the media hasn’t shown up yet to get footage and blow things totally out of proportion. The idea of a serial killer is going to bring a lot of crazies out.”

“Do you think Dale is right when he predicted an uptick in people coming out with their four wheel vehicles?”

“I do. With all the jacked trucks with the outrageous tires guys looking for something different to do will show. I’m betting we’ll be seeing a lot of pickups, coolers, and muscle shirts in the next couple of days. If we hear banjo music I wouldn’t be surprised. Hopefully the deputies can hold them back as fences will just be an obstacle to mow down.”

“I guess it might be a good idea to be packing. Since we won’t be dealing with rain I planned on wearing my jean waders and a long sleeved wicking shirt. I can use my belly band to holster my gun.”

“Good idea Kate, I think I’ll do the same. I’m sure Louis and Bob have been carrying but I doubt the others, especially the students, will have any sort of protection if it comes down to a showdown of any sort. This has the makings of a cluster fuck waiting to happen.”

“How do you mean?”

“Once word gets out, people will head out to see if they can find something that we may have missed. Then it will become a “cool place to hang” with some of the young adults. I can see it being a topic of a podcast or two.”

“Who does the land belong to?”

“I have no idea. That might be a good question for Dale. If it’s state owned it would be easier to get a fence in place. It’s an accident waiting to happen. That mud is thick, slippery, and heavy. If someone were to fall, they could have problems getting back on their feet and could end up suffocating from it. Be an awful way to go.”

“Ugh, I wondered about that. The rain alters the depth of it too so where it was maybe a few inches deep could change literally overnight.”

“Yeah. As a kid I would have seen it as a great place to play. At least until I got close enough to smell that dank, dark odor. Now I’m wondering if decaying bodies play into why it stinks like it does. And if so, there have to be a lot more yet to find.”
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