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	Memories Forgotten

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	Joe Hampton shifted from one foot to the other and tugged at his tie. Being the focal point of the assembled group of detectives was to blame for his uneasiness, a feeling he hadn’t experienced since his days as a rookie patrolman.

	He’d been to the Homicide office of the Clearwater Police Department once before and felt like he’d come home. The detectives’ desks with computers atop them were neatly arranged, each defining the personality of its owner with paperwork, files, and personal items lying about. The air smelled of various colognes and perfumes blended with strong coffee, a staple of humankind in every office. Gone was the odor of stale cigarette smoke.

	Besides being difficult, today was different. Today he was joining the team.

	“All right, everyone, listen up!” Detective Sergeant Carly Truffant began. “A suggestion to hire a consultant was passed along to the brass, and they have okayed it.”

	“Kissing up to the captain again, Carly?” Detective Cliff Parton said.

	The group laughed—all but one.

	Carly gave Parton a disgusted smile. “Looking to get back into uniform, Cliff?”

	“Oooh!” the group sang.

	Parton chuckled.

	Joe nodded to him then shifted his eyes to the female detective who found no humor in the banter.

	“As I was about to say,” Carly continued, “our choice for the position is Joe Hampton, although I almost didn’t recognize him all dressed up.”

	The group laughed again—except for the woman.

	“Joe is a retired homicide detective from Philadelphia P.D., or Philly, as they like to say, and has assisted us in the past. I feel he will be a tremendous asset. He is with us on an as-needed basis, so let’s not work him too hard. Any questions?”

	The group murmured while exchanging glances.

	Joe made eye contact with each detective before settling on the humorless woman. Her expression never changed.

	“Joe, would you like to add anything?”

	“Well, it’s good to be here, and feel free to call on me at any time, day or night.” He turned to Carly. “That’s it.”

	“All right, let’s get back to work.”

	Joe focused on the woman again and watched her all the way to her desk. “Who is that?”

	Carly did a quick scanning of the room. “Which one are you talking about?”

	“The detective with the sandy blonde hair just sitting down.”

	“Oh, that’s Danielle McMasters. We call her Dani. She’s new to the department.”

	“Takes her job seriously, doesn’t she?”

	“Doesn’t everyone in the beginning?”

	Joe glanced at his friend and grinned. “Some still do.”

	“All right, that’s enough out of you.”

	“I may be wrong, but it seems like she resents me.”

	“Don’t be so sensitive. You’re a charming man, but you’re not going to win over everyone right away.”

	“I don’t pretend to think that I can, it’s just…”

	“So how’s life at the Crimson Conch?”

	“Couldn’t be better. Things are running smoothly, residents are happy for the most part, and occupancy, even the rentals, is at capacity.”

	Carly twisted her mouth into a crooked smile. “Someone told me there’s a new love interest in your life.”

	Joe furrowed his brow. “Who?”

	“Who told me, or who’s your new friend?”

	“Do you mean Leslie?”

	Carly’s eyes danced skyward. “So now it’s Leslie.”

	“Will you stop it! She happens to be from Pennsylvania and we…connected.”

	“She’s from Philadelphia, and she has designs on you.”

	“Who told you that?”

	“Hoo! Hoo!” Carly mocked, and laughed. “Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no lies.”

	Joe growled and shook his head. “Have you seen David lately?”

	“Not since last week. I was planning on stopping by his apartment after I was finished here.”

	“Tell him I said hello, and I’ll see him in the next couple of days.”

	Joe nodded. “The mobility in his shoulder is getting better.”

	“And I, for one, am glad. I’m hoping to get him back in a week or two.”

	“He’s quite a young man.”

	“I know. It’s not the same without him. I feel like I’m missing my right arm.”

	“He’s a better man than I am.”

	Carly pinched up her face. She could see the hurt lingering in his eyes. “What’re you talking about?”

	“He forgave me for getting him shot. I don’t think I could have done that.”

	“Of course you could, Joe. You know the risks of going out in the field every day.”

	“It should never have happened. You know it and I know it. I couldn’t…”

	“You couldn’t what?”

	“A couple of years after I made detective I was nearly killed because of a rookie’s mistake. He was a patrolman just out of the academy. He mistook me for a killer we’d cornered. Lucky for me he was a bad shot. I was so mad they had to pull me off him. He tried to apologize a number of times. I didn’t speak to him for almost a year.”

	“But you finally had a change of heart.”

	“Yeah, with a little help.” Joe chuckled. “Joyce kept pushing and prodding me the way only she knew how.”

	“And it all worked out.”

	“Yeah. Good thing, too. Shortly before I retired that rookie became a captain.”

	Carly and Joe exchanged smiles as they had done so many times before.

	“Well, I’d better get out of the way.”

	“Joe, let’s do dinner sometime soon.”

	“Sounds good to me.”

	As he turned for the door, Joe looked over his shoulder.

	McMasters’s blue eyes were riveted on him, glaring in a most unpleasant manner.

	 

	 

	David greeted Joe with a warm smile and a firm handshake at the front door of his apartment. His left arm was still in a sling, but his spirits had been lifted by being out of the hospital—that, and the sight of the old detective.

	“Come in, come in. Can I get you some coffee?”

	“No, I’m okay.” Joe looked around, unsure as to where he should sit. “Is there any place in particular…?”

	“No, no, anywhere is fine.”

	A brown, two-seater sofa shared a chocolate area rug with a gray vinyl recliner. Facing them was a forty-inch television, the only item on the four vanilla walls, except for two wood-framed, black-and-white photos mounted side-by-side on the rear wall.

	I guess anywhere is here, Joe thought, and dropped down onto the sofa. “How’s your shoulder? I’d have thought you would have tossed the sling by now.”

	David beamed as he took to the recliner. “I don’t need it. I only keep it on because the doctor said I should. You know, keep the department and the insurance company happy.”

	“When are you planning to go back?”

	“Next week, I hope. That’s what I’m pushing for.”

	“Before I forget, Carly says hello, and she’ll be coming to see you soon.”

	David’s elation faded. “I sure do miss being at work. I never thought I would. It’s funny how you don’t think you’ll miss something until it’s gone. Know what I mean?”

	Joe stared at him a second then smiled.

	“Of course you know what I mean. How could I be so stupid? You’re the new consultant, right?”

	Joe fiddled with his tie. “Indoctrinated this morning. I think I’m overdressed.”

	“I almost didn’t recognize you.”

	“Well, take a good look because you won’t see me duded up like this very often.”

	“Did you meet the gang today?”

	“Yes. Not individually, though.”

	“We have a good team. You’ll enjoy working with them.”

	The thought of inquiring about Danielle McMasters crossed Joe’s mind. “I hope so. I’m still not convinced I should have accepted the position.”

	“Are you kidding? Once you get to know them and they get to know you, you’ll be glad you did.”

	“What can you tell me about Detective McMasters?”

	“Dani? She’s the newest member of the team. Been with us five or six months, I believe. Why?”

	“She didn’t seem too thrilled with my being there. Maybe something else was bothering her.”

	“Really? That’s not like her. She’s always been very friendly around me.”

	“Is she having a hard time adjusting to Homicide?”

	“Not that I can tell. She’s made a few mistakes. New kid stuff, but nothing major.”

	“Is she married?”

	“Why, Joe, I’m surprised at you. She’s young enough to be your granddaughter.”

	“I can tell you’re feeling better.”

	David laughed. “No, she’s not married. I don’t think there’s anyone in her life right now. She hasn’t mentioned it, anyway.”

	Joe nodded.

	“Maybe her day didn’t start off right. Don’t let it worry you.”

	“Okay. Well, I’d better be going. Time to get back to my other job.”

	“You keeping all the residents in line?”

	“As best I can.

	“Carly tells me you’ve got a new girlfriend.”

	“Oh, she did, did she? I can see there won’t be any secrets with you two around.”

	David’s bursting into laughter made him feel better.

	“She just moved in. She’s from Pennsylvania. We enjoy talking about home.”

	“You out-of-towners, I swear.”

	“What?”

	“You move to Florida, but all you talk about is home. Home is where you are, Joe, not where you were.”

	“I’ll try to remember that.”

	David walked Joe to the door, and they shook hands. “Don’t be a stranger,” David said.

	“I won’t.”

	As Joe walked to his car, he began to think about Dani McMasters. Something was definitely bothering the rookie detective. And he was sure that something had to do with him.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 2

	 

	Memorial Causeway stretched from the edge of downtown Clearwater to Clearwater Beach, flanked on both sides by water. Joe had traveled the road many times, not as many as some of the natives liked to remind him, but as much as any other transplant. Born and raised Floridians always enjoyed poking fun at the newcomers and winter visitors—snowbirds they called them—and their inability to cope with the real Florida weather that arrived in July and August.

	Joe had dismissed the events of the morning except for the lingering agitation as to why Dani McMasters had given him the stink-eye. He wasn’t a threat to her job. He wasn’t taking over the department. To his way of thinking, his knowledge and expertise would seldom be called upon. When it was, she would benefit the most. What she found objectionable about his presence was a mystery to him.

	“I guess I remind her of someone she doesn’t like,” he muttered to himself. “Hope it’s not a relative…or her father.”

	He steered his car onto Island Way and negotiated his way through the parking lot of the Crimson Conch Condominiums a short distance later. Easing to a halt in his designated parking space, he removed his tie, picked up his coat from the passenger seat, and got out.

	The mid-morning sun was close to a full burn and baking the asphalt, releasing an all-too-familiar odor as he strolled past the long line of cars. A bead of sweat streamed down the left side of his face, dropping onto his white dress shirt when he mounted the sidewalk under the concrete overhang. Summer was just around the corner and he could feel it already.

	The glass doors to the lobby slid open and a blast of cold air rushed out to greet him. A drastic change in temperature that always took some getting used to—the hotter the day, the stronger the shock.

	Joe headed straight for the building manager’s office. He draped his coat over the back of the padded office chair and sat down, then wheeled himself up to the desk. A flashing light on the telephone indicated that someone had left a message. He punched the button and waited.

	“Joe, this is Tessie Birnbaum, number five-fifty-one. The kitchen sink is drooling. Would you, please, arrange for a plumber to come by? Thank you.”

	Smiling, he picked up the receiver, checked the caller I.D., and rang the woman.

	“Oh, Joe, thank goodness. I was getting worried.”

	“What seems to be the problem, Tessie?”

	“The sink is drooling…I mean, water is drooling into the sink from the spout.”

	“The water won’t shut off?”

	“The water is shut off. It’s running into the sink from where the spout goes into the base.”

	“Sounds like a bad seal. Is the water coming out fast?”

	“No, it’s just…drooling.”

	“Okay, I’ll get a plumber out here right away.”

	“It won’t burst, will it, Joe? The seal I mean?”

	“Don’t worry, Tessie. It’ll be fine.”

	Joe let go a sharp exhale through his nose as he hung up the receiver. “At least I hope it’ll be fine.” He picked up the receiver, pressed the button for the Contacts List then punched the Speed Dial button for Stop-Leak Plumbing.

	A soft knocking pulled his eyes to the door. The door slowly opened, and a small, stocky woman stepped into the room. Her smile was as bright as her brown eyes, and the silver streaks in her wavy black hair perfectly framed her soft, round face. The years had forgotten her age, one of the first things he’d noticed when she’d come to inquire about a vacancy. He held up one finger.

	“This is Joe Hampton at the Crimson Conch Condominiums. I have a situation that needs attention.”

	He provided the woman who answered with the information, stressing the concern of the resident, and was assured the problem would be addressed as soon as possible.

	Joe replaced the receiver and smiled at the five-foot-three woman standing beside the desk. “And how may I help you, Mrs. Symington?”

	The woman’s smile disappeared, her brow furrowed, and she pressed her lips together in thought.

	“I’m looking for someone. He wasn’t home, so I left a note on his door, but he hasn’t come back yet.”

	“Have you tried calling him?”

	“I did. He didn’t answer. I think he forgot his phone.”

	“What does he look like?”

	“He’s about your height, has gray hair like yours, and is about the same weight, but he’s much better looking.”

	“Hey!”

	The woman laughed—an enjoyable sound that lifted his spirits higher.

	Joe laughed with her.

	“I’m sorry, Joe. I couldn’t resist.”

	“You’re in a good mood today, Leslie.”

	“So good that I’m thinking of going out for lunch. Care to join me?”

	“I’d be delighted.”

	“Is one o’clock okay? The lunch crowd should start thinning out by then.”

	“Sure.”

	“And you’ll wear something that won’t make you look like an old stuffed shirt?”

	“If you insist. Do you have some place special in mind?”

	“I’ve been dying to try Wally’s Weiner Wonderland on Pier 60.”

	“Wally’s Weiner Wonderland?”

	“They have a wide variety of hot dogs and Bratwurst. You don’t care for hot dogs?”

	“Well, frankly speaking, my dear, we could throw some dogs on the grill out back and woof them down by the pool.”

	Leslie laughed again. “Oh, Joe, you are so funny.”

	“Wally’s will be fine.”

	“I was just joking. I’d really like to go to Frenchy’s Rockaway Grill.”

	Joe’s elation vanished.

	Leslie noticed the change in him. “Would you rather go somewhere else?” Her voice was soft with concern.

	“No, uh, Frenchy’s is fine. The food is good.”

	“What is it, Joe?”

	“I’ll tell you about it sometime.”

	He did his best to smile, hoping to chase away the vision of Rusty Goodfellow. Rusty’s wife, Nancy, had moved to Boca Raton, unable to remain at the Crimson Conch after Rusty was murdered.

	“I don’t want to force you if it makes you feel uncomfortable.”

	Joe shook his head. “You’ll like it. I can already taste my favorite, the Mahi Mahi sandwich.”

	“Are you sure you’re okay with going there?”

	“Certainly. They have a wonderful view of the Gulf.”

	Leslie was still tentative as she lingered by door. “I’ll meet you in the lobby at one o’clock, okay?”

	“See you then.”

	After she was gone, Joe leaned back in the chair and folded his hands over his stomach. He had had nothing to do with Rusty’s death. Tony Dunham or Martha and Lionel Berkshire, either. He had to get over this feeling of guilt.

	Of course you didn’t, he heard Joyce say.

	Then why do I feel so bad?

	You can’t save everyone, Joe. I know you don’t like hearing that.

	I can try.

	You have tried. And you did your best. Now let it go. You deserve to be happy.

	I don’t know if I can. I keep thinking about David.

	He forgave you. Now forgive yourself.

	The phone rang and shattered his thoughts. After a deep breath he picked up the receiver.

	“Joe, it’s Carly. You don’t have your cell phone, do you?”

	“I guess I left it in the condo. You need me already?”

	“Yep, a slice and dice at the end of Pierce Street and Ewing Avenue on the east side of Prospect Lake Park. I need you to help us put the pieces together.”

	“That’s a terrible pun. Pierce Street? Close to the station?”

	“Yeah, it’s two blocks west of the park. Get here as soon as you can, okay?”

	“Give me ten minutes.”

	Joe cradled the receiver and sat back. An odd sense of relief flowed through him. Now he wouldn’t have to confront his demons by going to Frenchy’s. The reason was not the best, but a viable reason, nonetheless. And Joyce was right. He needed to forgive himself. That would come in time. For now he would change clothes, grab his phone, and call Leslie. He paused. She deserved better than a phone call. He’d apologize to her face-to-face on his way out.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 3

	 

	On Chestnut Street, followed by a turn onto Ewing Avenue, Joe was battling additional guilt. The disappointment he saw on Leslie’s face when he told her he couldn’t make their lunch date only compounded his uneasiness. He entertained thoughts of bowing out of the consultant position, envisioning disruption after disruption of his personal life. Especially since Leslie had entered the picture. Eighteen years as a detective had produced enough turmoil for one person to bear. Only Joyce’s patience and understanding had saved their marriage. At this point in his life, the last thing he needed was the phone calls at all hours and seeing more dead people. Joyce was right. He’d done his best. He shouldn’t offer to give anymore of himself.

	Approaching the dead end where Ewing Avenue and Pierce Street met, he was welcomed to Prospect Lake Park by a familiar sight: Patrol vehicles, uniformed officers, and Criminal Analysis technicians populated the northeast quadrant. Joe slowed his car to a halt when he saw a young patrolman heading in his direction.

	Here we go again, he thought. I wish they’d given me a badge.

	The officer stopped by the driver’s-side door and leaned down as Joe lowered the window.

	“May I see some identification, please?” the officer said.

	“Oh, of course.” Joe reached into his right rear pocket, pulled out his wallet, and removed his driver’s license. “I’m Joe Hampton.”

	The young man eyed his license. “Thank you. Mr. Hampton. Sergeant Truffant is expecting you.”

	“Thank you, Officer, uh…Officer Smith.” He stared at the officer’s name plate a second time.

	“It’s okay, Mr. Hampton, I get that a lot.”

	Joe smiled and nodded then eased the door open. He proceeded to make his way to the sidewalk, bordered on both sides with acorn-bulb lamps, that encircled the lake.

	Carly and a Criminal Analysis technician were huddled near a small stand of palm trees, their attention drawn to an object lying at their feet. Joe glanced to his right and noticed a woman stepping away from the pair. Now she was leaning against a chain link fence that marked the boundary line to a tract of private property.

	“Here’s the first one,” Carly said.

	Joe looked down at a bare human arm, jagged and severed at the shoulder, lying atop a scattering of brown mulch. The slender wrist and size of the hand suggested it had belonged to a woman.

	“You said the first one?”

	The technician moved to one side.

	A second arm, also chopped off at the shoulder, lay five yards away. A plastic evidence marker sat beside it.

	“There are two legs a little farther down by the water.”

	“Did you find the torso?”

	“We’re still looking.” Carly nodded to the technician. “Desiree Morton, this is Joe Hampton, our new consultant. Tell him what we know so far.”

	“We found two human arms and two human legs, ethnicity to be determined. One arm and leg appear to be female, the others, male. There’s a large amount of discoloration on all the limbs.”

	“Do the other limbs look as ragged as this one, where it was severed?”

	“Yes, Mr. Hampton. In my opinion none of them was surgically removed.”

	“The legs are closer to the lake?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Are there alligators in the lake?”

	Morton looked at Carly.

	Carly shrugged. “We haven’t seen any.”

	“I don’t believe an alligator did this,” Morton said.

	“I don’t, either. Besides, a gator would have stowed it somewhere to eat later.”

	“It’s possible that another animal might have found them,” Joe said, “but it’s unlikely that an animal or animals would discriminate between male and female body parts.” He looked in the direction of the woman standing beside the fence. She hadn’t moved. “I’d like to take a look at the legs.”

	“Thank you, Desiree,” Carly said.

	As he and Carly strode along the sidewalk, Joe took a long look at the second arm. “Definitely belongs to a man.”

	Carly didn’t speak.

	“Are you working this one alone?”

	“No, I brought Dani McMasters with me. Her partner is on vacation, and since David is still out, I figured she could use the experience.”

	“Is that her, leaning against the fence?”

	“She lost it the second she saw the first arm. At least she made it to the fence before she tossed her breakfast.”

	“Glad that never happened to me.”

	“Me, too.”

	The veterans exchanged knowing smiles and continued their trek.

	The sidewalk began to angle to the left, following the green St. Augustine shoreline. Palm trees were the dominant theme in the park with very little supporting foliage to accompany them. The objects of their curiosity were easy to discover.

	Joe took a moment to study one leg then shifted his attention to the other. Similar to the arms, approximately five yards separated the appendages. He turned his gaze to the stand of palm trees before resettling on the limbs in the grass.

	“I’m sure you’ve already determined that whoever did this took great care in their placement,” he said.

	Carly looked around to make certain they were far enough away from the others. “We’ve got a psycho on our hands, Joe. I know it and you know it.”

	“No doubt in my mind.”

	“And I don’t want to think about how many victims there might be.”

	“We know for certain there are two. What bothers me is the discoloration of the limbs. We could be looking at someone who’s been doing this for years.”

	“I’d hate to think that these have been on ice for any length of time.”

	“I agree, but it wouldn’t be the first time.”

	“I’ll contact the other agencies in the area to see if they’ve had cases similar to this one.”

	Nothing else needed to be said. Both of them hoped she was wrong. A serial killer, especially a mutilator, was the last thing they wanted or needed.

	Joe spied McMasters as she trudged toward them, more embarrassed than pale. The young detective hung her head when she reached them.

	“I’m sorry, Sergeant. It won’t happen again.”

	“It’s okay, Dani,” Carly said. “And it’s okay if it happens again. I threw up on my partner the first time.”

	McMasters looked up and gave her a weak smile.

	“Dani, this is Joe Hampton. You were introduced to him earlier this morning.”

	“Nice to meet you, Dani.”

	“Mr. Hampton.” The detective’s face held no expression.

	“Carly, in my opinion, I don’t think you’re going to find anything else around here. Hate to say it, but we’ll just have to wait.”

	“Why are you giving up?” McMasters asked.

	Joe locked eyes with her. “I’m not giving up, Detective. It’s just my opinion. This is just the beginning. Whoever did this is…” He stopped, wondering if she would believe him.

	“Go ahead, Joe,” Carly urged. “She needs to know.”

	“Whoever did this is issuing a challenge.”

	“Daring us to catch him?” McMasters asked.

	“Right. We don’t have enough evidence to even know where to begin to look for this person. And if we don’t find any clues, then we’ll have to wait until―”

	“We find more evidence,” McMasters interrupted. “We’re dealing with a psycho, aren’t we?”

	“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” Carly said. “For now, I want you to scour the lake and see what you can find. Check with Criminal Analysis before you get back to me.”

	“Do you want me to start a search of runaways and missing persons when we return to the office?”

	Smart girl, Joe thought.

	“Yes, but let me set some parameters first. Is there anything else, Joe?”

	“Let me give everything a good going over, and I’ll touch base with you before I leave.”

	“Okay.”

	McMasters turned to begin her search of the lake.

	“Say, Joe, have you talked to David?” Carly asked.

	“Saw him this morning.”

	McMasters stopped and spun around. “How’s he doing?”

	“He’s looking like his old self again. Says he only wears the sling to keep the doctor and the insurance company happy.”

	“I’m relieved to hear that. When I first heard what happened, I…” She noticed Carly staring. “I’d better get to work.”

	Joe watched her hurry down the sidewalk.

	“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Carly asked.

	“If you’re thinking that she has designs on David, then yes, I am.”

	“I wonder if he knows.”

	“I doubt it. You didn’t—until just now.”

	“All right, smart guy, I think it’s time that you got to work.”

	A grin covered Joe’s face. “Yes, ma’am.”

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 4

	 

	Joe felt a little better as he drove home. The reason for the animosity being directed at him by Dani McMasters had come to light. She held a secret attraction to Detective David Sizemore. And she blamed Joe for Sizemore’s getting shot. As if he weren’t already buried in enough guilt of his own.

	When the opportunity presented itself, he would square things with McMasters. Show her how badly he felt for a grievous mistake. Prove to her that he wasn’t prone to acts of recklessness. Satisfied with his decision, Joe began to ponder his next problem. How would he make up with Leslie?

	The fellow Pennsylvanian had garnered his attention the first time he’d seen her. Initially reluctant to act since his instant attraction to Victoria Combes had proved nearly fatal, he’d remained detached. Whether obvious to her or not, she showed no signs of ceasing her efforts to make a connection, appearing more and more often to go out of her way to be around him. After a time, he had relented. Feeling he’d probably overreacted in the beginning. Spurred on by increasing loneliness, he welcomed seeing her more and more. A decision she relished.

	He was blessed with the perfect idea as he entered the condo parking lot and parked in his designated space. The remedy was simple: he’d invite Leslie to supper. He shook his head, wondering why he’d agonized so long to come up with such a simple solution.

	“I hate being old,” he muttered.

	Getting out of his car, he headed for the entrance. He noticed dark clouds forming over the Gulf and figured that rain was on the way. Or they might be empties from Cuba on their way to the Panhandle. Once inside, he glanced around the lobby. “I’ve got to remember to thank the maintenance crew,” he whispered. “They always do such a fine job keeping the place so neat and clean.”

	He breezed around the corner, ignoring his own office, and headed straight for the elevator.

	Leslie resided on the top floor of the eight-story building, the “top of the world,” she called it. Another condo on a lower floor had been available when she’d come searching, but she’d preferred the highest roost.

	“I can see clear to the Gulf of Mexico,” she’d told him. “It’s so beautiful.”

	Joe’s excitement mounted as he stood in front of her door. He took a deep breath and cleared his throat before knocking.

	A few seconds passed. Time enough for her to look through the peephole.

	He heard the chain lock rattle and the deadbolt slide before the door opened. Seeing her, he offered his best smile.

	“Oh, Joe, I’m so glad you’re back. Please come inside.” Her expression suggested concern more than unhappiness.

	“Is anything wrong?”

	Leslie closed the door behind him.

	“About an hour after you stopped by this morning, I went downstairs. I was going to take a walk to get some exercise and then sit by the pool for a while. It’s such a lovely day.” Her brown eyes widened. “Just as I came out of the elevator a man was walking toward me from the lobby. I’d never seen him before.”

	“Leslie, you haven’t lived here very long. I’m certain there are a number of people you haven’t seen before. This is a very large building.”

	“Joe, he acted confused, like he didn’t know where he was going. He smiled when he walked past me and went out the rear door.”

	“Did you see him again?”

	“I went to the door in time to see him heading for the recreation room. Then I went back upstairs.”

	“What did he look like?”

	“He was tall…and young. In his thirties, maybe. He had dark red hair and green eyes.”

	The face of Rogan Cavanaugh appeared in Joe’s mind. “Was he wearing a uniform, like for pest control or appliance repair?”

	“No, he had on a dress shirt and slacks.”

	“I wouldn’t worry, Leslie. It was probably some salesman looking for me.”

	“Oh. I didn’t think of that.”

	“He probably slid his business card under the office door before he left.”

	“I’m sorry, Joe. After you told me about that dreadful man vandalizing your car, I guess I let my imagination run wild.”

	“It’s nice to know that someone is keeping an eye on the place.”

	“Did everything go well with your, uh, commitment?”

	Joe hadn’t explained his new position at the Clearwater Police Department to her yet. “Yes, all went well. I’m sorry about lunch.”

	“That’s okay. I had a bologna with cheese and pickle sandwich.”

	“You didn’t go out to eat?”

	“No.”

	“In that case, I’d like to make up for it by buying you supper.”

	“Really? Tonight?” Leslie was radiant.

	“Wherever you like.”

	“Oh, my gracious, let me think. Oh, what’s the name of that place in Tampa I’ve heard so much about?”

	“Do you mean―?”

	“I know, Vern’s Steak House! I’ve heard the food is exceptional.”

	Joe felt a pain in his wallet. Vern’s was an expensive restaurant and one of the finest in the Tampa Bay area. He swallowed hard.

	“Well, I’ll have to call and make a reservation. Otherwise, we probably won’t be able to get in.”

	The smile he had come to adore brightened her face. She laughed a wonderful sound. “I’m just teasing you, Joe.”

	“I guess I deserved that.”

	“I’d still like to go to Frenchy’s. What time were you thinking?”

	“Maybe seven o’clock? I’ll try to wangle a table on the beach side so we can watch the sunset.”

	“Oh, that sounds wonderful.”

	 

	 

	The dark clouds Joe had assumed were drifting to the north were actually building on a sea breeze offshore and moved onto land an hour later, bringing a solid curtain of rain. With no chance of ending soon, the downpour soaked the region as well as Joe and Leslie, leaving them damp and chilled inside the air-conditioned restaurant.

	“I’m glad I brought my sweater,” Leslie said.

	Wish I’d brought mine, Joe thought, trying hard not to let on that he was cold.

	They studied their menus, she unable to decide on one of the many delicious offerings, while he struggled to ignore the bead of water trailing down the back of his neck.

	“What are you going to have, Joe?”

	“I’m leaning toward the baked stuffed grouper tonight.”

	“That does sound tempting. Have you had the North Beach scallops before?”

	“No, but I’ve never been disappointed by anything I’ve ordered here.”

	Their server arrived, and Leslie suggested that Joe go first. He obliged by ordering the grouper. She held off for another minute then decided on coconut shrimp.

	Joe collected the menus and passed them to the server, directing a smile to Leslie after she’d gone.

	“I’m sorry we won’t be able to see the sunset. I find it to be therapeutic when I’m on the beach.”

	“Really? Are you sure you know what that word means?”

	Joe knew what the word meant. What Leslie didn’t know was how much he abhorred going to the beach after the murder of the Berkshires and David’s shooting. Only recently had he forced himself to face one of several on his list of demons.

	“What I mean is that I enjoy the serenity it brings me.”

	“I was teasing you. This is so different from what we have in Pennsylvania.”

	A number of idle seconds lingered between them.

	“Do you miss home, Joe? What I mean is, would you ever consider going back?”

	The streets, alleys, and neighborhoods he once frequented, as well as his many friends and his best friend, Joyce, came to mind.

	“I don’t think so, Leslie. What few relatives I had are gone. Most of my friends are gone or have moved away. And I can’t imagine facing those winters again. I guess I’ve gotten spoiled since I moved here.”

	“You miss Joyce very much, don’t you?”

	“No sense denying it.”

	“I miss Paul, too. We had a wonderful life together. Not perfect, what marriage is? One of the reasons I left Philly was because there were so many memories. That and…” She lowered her brown eyes to the glass of water in front of her and slowly turned it with her left hand.

	Seeing that she was choking on emotion, Joe didn’t push her to answer.

	“My brother passed away a number of years ago,” she said. “It was difficult for him toward the end. Difficult for me as well.”

	“I take it you were close.”

	“We had a typical brother-sister relationship, I suppose. We couldn’t stand each other when we were children, taunted each other as teenagers, and loved one another unconditionally as we grew older.”

	“Sounds pretty normal to me. We’re at an interesting point in our lives, aren’t we? On the one hand we’ve worked hard to get here, and we’re supposed to relax and enjoy doing whatever we want in the time we have left. On the other hand, we have to stand by and watch our family and friends leave us without having a say in the matter.”

	The server appeared and placed with their meals.

	Leslie waited until she was gone. “You surprise me, Joe Hampton. I never would have guessed that you were a philosopher.”

	“Well, Leslie Symington, I knew the minute I laid eyes on you that you had good taste.”

	The stocky, well-rounded woman burst into laughter.

	“You are so funny.”

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 5

	 

	Drizzling rain was the first sound Joe heard as he woke. No surprise, really. At certain times of the year the rain was commonplace. A subtropical climate invited precipitation more often than not.

	Languishing under the covers, he was glad he’d taken a hot shower after returning from his supper with Leslie, needing to rid himself of the chill in his bones. He’d enjoyed their time together, and he hoped the same was true for her. At this point in her life, she appeared to be in a place he knew very well: positive and upbeat on the outside, lonely and longing for companionship on the inside. The upbeat façade only carried a person so far. After a while the wall of self-protection would crumble, stone by stone, the bare truth exposed in the light. Then he would know whether the moment was right to open his heart. Until that time, he would wait.

	Joe rolled over on his left side and pulled the covers up to his chin.

	I have to get up, he thought. But I don’t want to get up. I don’t have anything to do. He released a long, slow sigh. Yes, I do. I need to tend to condo business.

	Yesterday had held one distraction after another, although unlike Leslie, his new position with the police department could hardly be considered a distraction. He grinned at the thought of his new friend. She was a pleasant distraction.

	Throwing off the covers, he swung his bare feet to the floor, taking a second to yawn, and stood up. The traces of morning glowing around the edges of the drapes provided enough light for him to get dressed, but he lacked the will to do so.

	Down the hall and into the bathroom was a path he’d sleepwalked many times before. Feeling better today than most days, he negotiated a pair of simple right turns out of the hallway and into the kitchen. The small window above the sink revealed a gray day looming, giving him reason to pause. Television served as his escape from rainy days if the networks provided programs worth watching.

	The coffeemaker sat idle, a silent reminder that planning and preparation were required to produce the desired results. Today, his forgetfulness didn’t matter. Opening the cabinet door underneath the sink, he tossed the old filter full of damp grounds into the beige trash can, still marveling at how a simple evening out could bring about a much-needed attitude adjustment.

	With a new filter and fresh coffee grounds in place, he filled the reservoir with water, closed the lid, and pressed the button that would begin the creation of positive reinforcement.

	“Glad I don’t have anywhere to be,” he whispered. “Last night’s soaking was enough to last for me the next few days.”

	The coffeemaker belched its final note, pulling Joe from the miserable display framed by the kitchen window. His favorite mug, stained brown from years of use, served as the perfect vessel to hold the liquid rejuvenator.

	Joe raised the mug to his lips and blew over the top, relishing the aroma emanating from the elixir. Patience rewarded, he drank a good amount and savored the warmth flowing through his body. Nothing could beat the first cup of the day.

	In the middle of pouring a second cup, he decided to go to the office and catch up on unfinished condo business. He replaced the carafe, turned off the coffeemaker, and carried his mug to the bedroom.

	Setting his mug on the dresser, he took a moment to consider what he should wear. Seeing he was staying close to home, he yanked open the second drawer, grabbed a faded gray t-shirt with Phillies emblazoned in red on the front and the faded jeans he’d left draped over a nearby chair. His favorite black running shoes completed the ensemble.

	With his coffee mug in hand, and his keys and cell phone stuffed into his pockets, he headed out the front door and into the despised pink walls and maroon carpet of the hallway.

	A solo ride on the elevator, coupled with a cordial greeting to residents whose names he couldn’t remember, led him to the office.

	He almost missed seeing the envelope at his feet when he opened the door. Pausing, he wondered about its contents and took a sip of coffee before bending down to pick it up. A second later he grinned, noticing the absence of a name or address, believing the sender to be someone he knew—someone who’d recently shared supper with him.

	Settling into the office chair, he set down his mug and tore open the envelope. Confusion wiped the grin from his face when he saw the yellowed newspaper clipping.

	Removing and unfolding it, he stared at a headline from the past. His past.

	 

	—Thewlis Found Guilty—

	 

	Aaron Thewlis had been a financial advisor employed by a reputable firm in Philadelphia, who was caught embezzling from the firm by a co-worker. When his attempt to bribe the co-worker failed, Thewlis killed him. He was convicted but spared the death penalty and given a life sentence. The detectives responsible for his apprehension and conviction had been Joe and his partner, Bill Foster.

	Mesmerized by the article, Joe struggled to recall when it had happened. No date was mentioned or appeared at the top of the ragged-edged clipping. A simple solution sat in front of him: a computer. He laid down the article and was about to begin a search when a melody unlike the one that had emanated from the coffeemaker found his ears. This one was far from delightful. He sighed and removed his phone from his pocket.

	“Joe, if you were sleeping, I’m sorry I woke you,” Carly said.

	“I was working on my second cup of coffee. What’s got you out on a day like this?”

	“A repeat performance from yesterday. Better break out your rain gear.”

	“Where are you this time?”

	“Cooper’s Bayou Park.”

	“That’s a new one on me.”

	“It sits on Old Tampa Bay, close to being in Safety Harbor.”

	“What’s your suggestion on how to get there?”

	“Head east on Drew Street to the end. That’ll be North Bayshore Drive. Turn left and start looking for San Bernadino Street. The entrance and parking are on the right.”

	Joe laid his phone on the desk. He had known it was only a matter of time before the mutilations surfaced again. Sooner than later, was not good. Usually a number of days, weeks, and sometimes months, passed between incidents.

	“Unless they’re already dead,” he mumbled to himself.

	An ugly image took shape in his mind—body parts stored in a refrigerator or a freezer.

	“We’re dealing with a psycho,” he remembered Dani McMasters saying.

	Or worse, they could be dealing with a cannibal the likes of Jeffrey Dahmer.

	Joe shifted his attention to the article on Aaron Thewlis. No one in the condo complex knew that much about his past. Or did they? He stared at the computer. Anyone could have run a search. Then he remembered Leslie telling him about the stranger she saw poking around the lobby yesterday.

	“That’s got to be it.”

	He pulled open the desk drawer, scooped up the article and envelope, and dropped them inside. He would talk more with Leslie about the man when he got back.

	 

	 

	Finding Cooper’s Bayou Park wasn’t difficult once Joe turned onto North Bayshore Drive. Even the officer guarding the entrance stepped aside and pointed to the parking lot. The uniforms were starting to recognize him.

	Leaving his car, he picked up the brown paper bag and cup carrier holding three coffees. After so many years, he’d become oblivious to the sight of Criminal Analysis technicians milling about.

	The bag was getting damper by the second, being pelted by the rain, so he unsnapped his dark blue rain jacket and shoved it inside, thankful that the narrow, winding path by the small body of water wasn’t very long.

	Carly and Dani McMasters stood beside a bench near a sharp bend in the path. Carly’s raven pixie-cut hair was shiny and plastered against her head. Dani’s sandy blonde locks hung scraggily beneath her ears.

	“I like a man who comes bearing gifts,” Carly said.

	Joe produced the bag.

	“And food, too. I think I’m in love.” She relieved him of the bag and carrier, offering the coffee to Dani.

	The young detective plucked out a cup and peeled off the lid.

	“There are cream and sugar packets,” Joe said to her. “I wasn’t sure how you liked your coffee.”

	Dani said nothing before taking a sip. “Thanks.”

	Carly was busy eyeing the contents of the bag. “There are only two donuts in here, Joe.”

	“I ate mine on the way.”

	In truth he’d only bought two donuts, figuring Dani would be off somewhere throwing up.

	Carly handed him the carrier, and held out the open bag. “What’ll it be, Dani, Boston Cream or powdered raspberry filled?” As Dani leaned forward to look inside, Carly snatched it away. “Time’s up! You lose!” Claiming the Boston Cream, she passed the soggy bag to the rookie.

	“How did you know the powdered was raspberry?” Joe asked.

	“I’m a detective,” Carly mumbled through a mouthful, and lifted a coffee from the carrier.

	Joe removed the last cup and tossed the carrier into a trash can by the bench.

	“Over here,” Carly said, motioning with her head.

	The trio walked toward a wall of mangrove trees lining the shore of Old Tampa Bay. Ten feet from the trees, resting inside a cordoned-off area, were four body parts: two arms and two legs.

	Joe glanced at Dani.

	She’d finished the donut, crumpled up the bag, and was drinking her coffee. What she wasn’t doing was staring at the limbs.

	Carly smacked her lips after the last bite of donut and swallowed. “Now it’s getting a little weird,” she said.

	Joe studied the assortment. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

	The arms were bent at the elbow, and the legs were bent at the knee. If attached to a torso, the person would appear to be running. A noticeable difference lured him closer.

	“They have fewer darker areas than the others.”

	“I noticed that, too.”

	“What, exactly, does that mean?” Dani asked.

	“It could mean the victim was killed recently. We should get verification from Criminal Analysis.”

	“I don’t care for the looks of this at all,” Carly said.

	Dani started to walk away.

	“May I have a word with you?” Joe asked.

	“I need to look for evidence.”

	“Detective, I think you should listen to what Mr. Hampton has to say,” Carly said. “That’s an order, not a request.”

	She left the pair alone.

	“Dani, please let me explain something to you.”

	The brown eyes of the disgruntled woman were narrowed and hard.

	“I’ve made quite a few mistakes in my life. Some I’ve come to regret. But, believe me when I tell you, the one mistake I regret the most is not telling David beforehand about squaring off against the man who shot him. What happened to him haunts me every day.”

	Wearing no expression, Dani appeared unmoved by Joe’s confession. “Outside of trying to relieve yourself of guilt, why are you telling me this?”

	“Because he’s a fellow detective, your comrade-in-arms, someone like yourself who…” He could tell by her lack of emotion that his explanation was pointless. “I just…thought it was important for you to know.”

	“Are you finished?”

	Joe nodded.

	“Then you’ll excuse me.”

	He watched her head toward the nearest Criminal Analysis technician, who was sifting through a clump of mangroves.

	 Carly walked up behind him. “All done?” she asked.

	“Maybe for good.”

	“What?”

	“Never mind. Our killer is moving fast. Too fast by my thinking. If he has more body parts stashed, he’ll continue to play his game. If he doesn’t, he may take off.”

	“I don’t care for either scenario.”

	“How’s your search of missing persons and runaways going?”

	“Slowly.”

	“No new evidence?”

	“None so far.”

	“I guess we’ll just keep plugging along then.”

	A low buzzing sound distracted them. As it grew louder, they looked up, the rain playing havoc with their eyes.

	“There!” Carly said, and pointed.

	From across North Bayshore Drive, and about fifty feet overhead, came a drone. It flew past them to the area bound by black and yellow barricade tape, hovered a few seconds, and then buzzed away in the direction from which it had come.

	“What do you make of that?” Joe said.

	“Probably some curious kid,” Carly grumbled. “There are times when I hate technology.”

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 6

	 

	Two hours later found Joe returning home on Drew Street. The rain was coming down harder, and the slapping of the windshield wipers became an annoyance as his thoughts jumped between latest gruesome discovery and the Thewlis newspaper article he’d discovered earlier.

	Scouring Cooper’s Bayou Park for clues to bolster the investigation had been in vain, so he’d huddled with Carly before leaving, both of them damp and frustrated. They agreed that all patrols city-wide should be alerted to pay special attention to parks, stretches of beach, or any open tract of land for signs of unusual activity. Around-the-clock observation might be the catch-all necessary to end the butcher’s unsavory acts. They knew it was a long shot, but with little evidence, it was better than doing nothing.
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