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	ECHOES OF JANIE

	 

	 

	 


 

	PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	If anyone had the right and the opportunity to be happy with their life, it was Janie Ballantine. Born to David and Darlene Ballantine, Janie was showered with all the possessions and creature comforts two successful lawyers could provide an only child. She had a fairy tale life. Her father was handsome, her mother beautiful, and both were intelligent and hopelessly in love with one another. Above all else, they were fiercely devoted to decency, morality, and their daughter.

	In the early stages of life, Janie’s charisma attracted other children who seemed to delight in her company. The few who reviled her most assumed to be consumed with envy, their misconceptions dismissed by others.

	Blossoming into adulthood, Janie was blessed with a combination of her parents’ physical attributes. Standing five feet eight inches tall with a well-toned figure, she possessed the commanding presence of her father. Stunning best described her beautiful face, highlighted by smooth, bronzed skin she inherited from her mother. Raven hair complemented her sapphire eyes. The only flaw on her entire body was a small, butterfly-shaped pigment beneath her left pupil. Barely noticeable at first glance, the imperfection created an air of mystery. And when she chose to speak, a clear sultry voice highlighted her skill in the art of conversation. Those fortunate enough to be deemed her friends appreciated her uniqueness.

	No obstructions, pitfalls, or harbingers of evil blocked Janie’s path in life. Which was why her being found dead next to the waters of the Gulf of Mexico early one spring morning struck those who loved her as unimaginable.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Homicide Detective Jan Larkin reached for the phone lying on the table lamp next to her bed. She had been dreaming she was leaning against a pine tree, gazing upon the natural beauty of the Great Smokey Mountains outside Gatlinburg, Tennessee. Feeling robbed of the solitude she craved, she struggled to snatch the phone up before the fourth ring triggered the voicemail.

	“Jan, it’s Seeward.”

	“Yeah?” She attempted to clear the gravel from her throat, the dream still vivid in her mind.

	“I’m at the Sea Castle condos in Madeira Beach.” Her partner, Seeward Sinclair, sounded tentative and uneasy.

	“Good for you.”

	“You’ve got to get out here ASAP.”

	“Christ, Seeward, it’s my day off. Can’t you handle it?”

	“I know, Jan, and I wouldn’t have bothered you except… Look, you really need to come out here.”

	Still, she wasn’t happy about the call. “Who is it this time? A drunk fisherman fall off a boat?”

	“It’s Janie Ballantine.”

	Ordinarily, a victim’s name meant little to a detective with Jan’s experience. Being dulled to the news a person was dead was one of the unfortunate side effects resulting from her job. This name, though, slapped her awake.

	“Janie Ballantine? As in District Attorney David Ballantine’s daughter?”

	 “I’m afraid so. Forensics is on the way, but you’ve got to get out here fast. I just got word the tide will be coming in soon, and I don’t want to move her before you check her out.”

	“I’ll get there as quick as I can. You may have to do it if I get stuck in traffic.”

	“Just hurry, Jan…please.”

	“All right, I’m moving.”

	Jan groaned as she tossed her phone onto the bed. Seeward’s reluctance to take charge of a crime scene was unusual, but no real cause for concern. He was a veteran with ten years of experience in Homicide for the Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office, two years less than her, and more than capable of handling any situation. Something out of the ordinary must have happened for him to exhibit such unorthodox behavior.

	Yawning, she swung her feet to the floor and stood. She stumbled after taking a step, catching herself before falling over the discarded pile of clothes. “Dammit! Someday I’ve got to get this place organized.”

	But she knew she wouldn’t. Her hours on the job were long, and fatigue took control of her body the minute she set foot in the living room every night. Personal time had become a short-lived luxury, and sometimes it was non-existent. Her years as a rookie patrol officer had been a valuable learning experience in her climb up the departmental ladder. She never thought twice about the amount of time the job required. When she opted to become a detective, the hours necessary to solve a case increased. She took pride in being one of the best detectives in the department, but lately had begun to wonder if the job was worth the sacrifice.

	Trudging to the bathroom, careful to watch for other objects strewn about the floor, she threw some water on her face. Gazing into the mirror above the sink, she studied the dark circles under her eyes. Her caramel-brown hair was mid-length and unfashionably tousled. Not unusual since she had never gotten the hang of styling her hair. “I look like I’m hungover,” she mumbled. “I’ve got to take some time off.”

	She was once a vibrant teenager who was never concerned with her appearance. Her clothes were a perfect fit, her five-foot-eight-inch-body projected the beginning of the woman she was to become. Lack of energy was never a problem at the start of each day. She gave no thought to the future Jan Larkin. Now, at age forty-eight, she was not impressed with the woman she saw in the mirror. “Ugh,” she said and threw more water on her face.

	In the middle of dressing, her ex-husband’s face slipped into her mind. Once again, Ken had come back to haunt her. Lines of age and time never appeared on his resilient, handsome face, magnified by tight blond curls and vibrant blue eyes. He had adored her smooth complexion and sparkling brown eyes and was always quick with a compliment. What would he say if he saw her now?

	Jan sighed as she clipped her holster onto the waistband of her slacks. Melancholia had already started to work its way into a day with a dismal beginning.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Arriving at the 132nd Avenue parking lot in Madeira Beach, Jan nodded to the deputy stationed at the entrance as she rolled past him. She steered her gray sedan into a smaller lot on the other side of Gulf Lane and eased into a space at the foot of the walkover. The entrance to the Sea Castle Condominiums opened a few feet away on her left.

	Wasting no time mounting the artificial wooden bridge that lifted her over the sea oats, sea grapes, and other assorted scrub brush, she walked the sandy path that led to the beach. Carried by the wind, but more so by human traffic, the sand now covered the end of the walk-over, so leaving the structure presented no problem. The abbreviated trail of sugar sand worn through the sand dunes was a different story. Each sinking step she took in her rubber-soled leather oxfords posed a challenge. She felt the muscles in her calves tighten before she reached the packed-down grains at the shoreline.

	Inside a cordoned-off section of beach, Seeward and Forensics Technician Judy Walker stood over the sand-encrusted body of Janie Ballantine. An ambulance crew with a stretcher waited nearby. Several deputies were holding back a small crowd of onlookers gawking like a flock of ravenous vultures over roadkill.

	Jan ducked under the barricade tape to join the pair and the victim.

	The young woman’s raven-colored hair was splayed about her head and caked with sand.

	“What do we know?” Jan asked.

	Judy Walker continued to take pictures as she answered. “Female. Mid-twenties. Weight approximately one hundred and eight pounds. Trauma to the left side of the forehead and bruising around the throat. Looks like strangulation. A laceration and bruising on the back of the neck.”

	Jan leaned over to better see the head wound. “She was hit and strangled?”

	“I’d swear to it in court.” Walker sidled to her left and knelt down to get a better angle.

	Jan shifted her eyes to the technician. “The laceration and bruising on the back of her neck are awfully thin. Do you think she might have been wearing some type of necklace?”

	“It’s possible. We’ll know more when we get her on the table.”

	“Time of death?”

	“I’d say five or six hours ago.”

	“Between three and four this morning.”

	Walker nodded.

	“Who found her, Seeward?”

	“Fellow standing by the dunes in the gray T-shirt and red shorts. He was jogging around six-thirty this morning.”

	“Any other witnesses?”

	 Her partner looked over his shoulder, scratched his head, then smoothed his dark brown hair. “No one in the crowd over there. I’ll head to the condo and knock on some doors.”

	“Are you done here, Judy?”

	Walker snapped another picture and lowered her camera. “I’ve got all I need. You look tired. Are you feeling all right?”

	“You know the old saying. All work and no play.”

	“You’re not the only detective in the department, Jan. Get some sleep, will you?”

	Jan grinned as she glanced down and saw the tide encircle her shoes before it ebbed. Sometimes she felt like the only homicide detective. The one who kept getting all the difficult cases. She turned to the ambulance crew. “Let’s get her out of here before she gets washed away.”

	As the body was being loaded onto the stretcher, Jan headed back to her car to wait for her partner. The sugar sand and trek across the walkover did nothing to relieve the fatigue she felt. And she dreaded what she would have to do once she left Madeira Beach. Notifying the family of a murder victim was one of the most unpleasant responsibilities associated with their job. This time, the task would be especially distasteful.

	Seeward strolled through the entrance to the condo much sooner than she’d expected. Depending upon the number of residents he’d interviewed, his early return was not a good sign.

	“Any luck?” she said.

	“There weren’t many people home. One fellow, Fred Flannigan, saw two people headed to the beach early this morning. He was on his balcony smoking a cigar.”

	“Was he able to give you descriptions of them?”

	“Not really, other than to say it was a man and woman.”

	Jan nodded. 

	“We heading back to the office?”

	“Not yet. Take a couple of deputies with you and knock on some doors along Gulf Lane. Go a couple of blocks in either direction. Maybe someone saw something.”

	“Got it.”

	“I’m going to deliver the bad news to Janie’s father.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want me to come along?”

	“No, it’s better he hears it from someone he knows.”

	“You know him?”

	“Kind of. I’ve been to his office several times. He’s confided in me about certain goings-on.”

	“So what? That doesn’t mean he considers you a friend.”

	“Seeward, I know he can be a hardass and won’t budge an inch when he thinks he’s right. And I’ve heard how he steps on defense attorneys who try to pull unethical bullshit, but this is personal. He needs to hear it from someone with whom he’s relatively familiar. I don’t believe he’s going to get violent or anything.”

	“Well… okay.”

	“Seeward, I’ve seen you act this way before. Now what’s bothering you?”

	“Nothing. I just thought you’d like some company.”

	“Are you sure?” She’d been around Seeward long enough to know when something was troubling him. And denying anything was wrong was always his first response.

	“Yes, Jan.”

	“Don’t think for one minute I’m looking forward to seeing him. When you get done here, go back to the office and start a search on Janie Ballantine. See what you can uncover.”

	“Got it. Say, isn’t Janie’s mother an attorney too?”

	“A corporate attorney, from what I understand. And just as smart and tenacious as her husband.”

	“Kind of makes you wonder about Janie, doesn’t it?”

	“That’s what I want you to find out.”

	As she pulled out of the parking lot, Jan wondered what effect two highly intelligent and successful parents might have had on their only child throughout her life. What Janie might have done to wind up dead was as perplexing an enigma as how she was murdered and who had killed her. Another issue beginning to get under Jan’s skin was the behavior of her partner. Getting him to divulge the source of his dilemma was like trying to put out a wildfire with a garden hose. She grinned. The two of them were hard-headed. They knew each other well.

	When her gut tightened, she knew for certain it would be one of the most difficult cases they would attempt to solve.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Jan was well aware District Attorney David Ballantine’s case against local crime figure Colby Rittenhouse was not going well. She’d heard about the judge tossing out vital evidence due to a legal oversight, along with other negative scuttlebutt.

	She felt an air of uneasiness hanging over Ballantine’s office the moment she entered. Tension covered the faces of the few associates who emerged from the inner offices, paying little attention to her and others waiting to be received. Even the receptionist sat stiff and expressionless.

	“How can I help you?” she said.

	Jan held up her badge. “Detective Sergeant Jan Larkin, Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office. I need to speak with Mr. Ballantine.”

	“Is he expecting you?”

	“No.”

	“I’m sorry, but he is unavailable to meet with anyone today.”

	“Please let him know I’m here. This is urgent.”

	“I’m sorry, but unless Mr. Ballantine is expecting you, he is unavailable.”

	Jan started for the door to the inner offices. She didn’t want to tell the receptionist what she had seen at the beach this morning..

	“Wait!” the receptionist shouted. She punched the button to an interoffice line and adjusted her headset. “Yes, there’s a Detective Larkin here to see Mr. Ballantine. She says it’s important.” The receptionist rolled her eyes. “I explained that to her, but she’s insistent.” She punched the button. “Someone will be with you shortly.”

	A short, slender woman wearing an expression as taut as the blonde hair pulled into a bun at the nape of her neck emerged from the hallway. Black horn-rimmed glasses matched her business suit and pointed-toe pumps.

	“Detective Larkin, I’m Delia Wentz, Mr. Ballantine’s administrative assistant.”

	“Yes, I need to speak with Mr. Ballantine.”

	“I’m sorry, but this is not a good time. I’ll be glad to make an appointment for you to see him in the next day or so.”

	“This can’t wait.”

	“Is it a matter which could be handled by the assistant district attorney?”

	“It’s a personal matter. And it’s very important.”

	Wentz paused and offered a blank stare. “Follow me, please.”

	The hallway held the atmosphere of the last corridor leading to an arena hosting a pride of lions. Jan’s breathing became labored. Perspiration dangerously close to dripping from the pores under her arms added to her discomfort.

	As they emerged into a smaller waiting room, Wentz turned to her. “Please wait here.”

	Jan watched the assistant approach the office door, pausing before she knocked. Upon entering, she left the door ajar. Seconds were slow in passing.

	“Not now!” came a man’s voice.

	Wentz edged out of the office. “I’m sorry, Detective Larkin, but Mr. Ballantine is engaged in an important matter and does not wish to be disturbed.”

	“Believe me, Ms. Wentz, this is extremely important.”

	Jan started for the door.

	Wentz stepped in front of her. “It had better be earth-shattering.” She entered the office again, said something, then pulled open the door and gestured Jan inside.

	David Ballantine looked like a man ready to hand down a death sentence as Jan neared his desk. His telephone rang, interrupting their meeting before it had begun. Ballantine picked up the receiver and waved Jan to one of the chairs in front of his paper-strewn desk. The thought of eavesdropping left her feeling awkward.

	“No! No! No!” Ballantine shouted. “Look, I told you we don’t have what we need to proceed in that direction. We’re dead if we go back to court without more evidence. Now, if you can’t find what I need, then I’ll find someone who can!” He slammed down the receiver and took a moment to calm himself. “As you might have guessed, things are not going well. Now, what is so important for you to interrupt my day, Detective?”

	Jan cleared her throat. “Mr. Ballantine, there’s no easy way for me to say this, but you’re daughter has been murdered.”

	Ballantine didn’t react at first, his gray eyes remaining hard and narrowed. “What…

	What did you just say?”

	“She was discovered on the beach near her condo early this morning.”

	“I don’t believe you.”

	Jan said nothing.

	Ballentine’s eyes softened and started to well up. “You’re sure it’s Janie?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	The attorney turned his head and released a sharp breath. “How did it happen?”

	“It’s too early to tell. As we learn more, I’ll pass along the information. Sir, I know this is a difficult time for you, but I really need to ask you some questions.”

	Ballantine paused, then nodded.

	Jan shifted in her chair. “When was the last time you saw your daughter?”

	“Last weekend, I believe. Yes. She and her friend stopped by the house on Sunday.”

	“Her friend?”

	“Daniel Peck. She’s been keeping company with him for quite a while.”

	Jan pulled a pen and notepad out of the pocket of her slacks. “Do you know his address?”

	“No, I…” Ballantine looked up, as if trying to remember. “No.”

	“Is something wrong, sir?”

	He shook his head then wiped his eyes with both hands.

	“Do you know where he works?”

	“He’s a CPA, I believe. I don’t know the name of his firm.”

	“Did your daughter seem upset the last time you saw her?”

	“She was her usual self…” Ballantine looked away and cleared his throat. “Happy, always smiling.”

	“And Daniel Peck?”

	“Daniel was nervous. But then he was always nervous around Darlene and me.”

	Jan noticed disbelief was gaining a foothold in Ballantine. “You said Daniel Peck was nervous. Any particular reason?”

	“He always acted nervous when they came to see us. Neither he nor Janie ever told us why. Maybe he felt unwelcome.” Ballantine sighed. “Detective, we want the best…wanted the best for our daughter.”

	“And Daniel Peck doesn’t fit the mold?”

	“Not in my eyes.”

	“You don’t like him?”

	“It’s not a matter of like or dislike. He’s not well established.”

	“I’m not following you.”

	“He lives in an apartment. We were hoping she’d find someone a bit more grounded and secure.”

	“Did your daughter ever mention being bothered by anyone?”

	“Not to me or Darlene.”

	“Darlene is your wife?”

	“Yes, and she would have told me.”

	“Where were you and your wife last night?”

	“We were attending a fundraiser in downtown St. Pete. Tons of people were there who know us and can attest to our presence.”

	“Yes, sir, and you know I have to ask.”

	“I understand. Detective, if you don’t mind, could we continue this at another time? I don’t feel like answering anymore questions.”

	“Yes, sir, I’ll be in touch.” Jan got to her feet. “And we’ll need you to identify the body.”

	Ballantine nodded and lowered his head.

	“I’m very sorry for your loss,” Jan said and quietly left his office.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 4

	 

	 

	Jan breathed easier after returning to the office. Taking a seat at her desk, she pondered the unenviable plight of David and Darlene Ballantine. Only the most insensitive person could have delivered such a message without feeling something. As a veteran detective, she had witnessed some of the most heinous murder scenes imaginable. Why this case left her filled with an abundance of empathy for people, she didn’t know was a mystery in itself. Some cases were like that. Some people were like that. Being the bearer of that kind of news was a necessary and unsatisfying part of the reality in which she lived.

	She thought of her own nieces and nephews, knowing how she would feel if something horrifying were to happen to one of them. Rage would push her beyond the limits of reason. Of that, she was certain. A vengeful act was guaranteed if something were to happen to her favorite niece, Riley Jo. How such dreadful news would affect her brothers was not difficult to imagine. They were family. Their response would mirror hers and be one of revenge.

	With leadership came responsibility, though, and she knew she must put aside her personal feelings. The sooner, the better. Hearing her partner pull out his chair to sit down chased the distressing thoughts from her head. “So, what did you find out about Janie Ballantine, Seeward?”

	“No arrest warrants or traffic tickets, but check this out. She graduated from the University of Florida with master’s degrees in Arts History and Museum Studies. Pretty impressive, huh?”

	“I’ll say. I thought she’d have some job in a law office.”

	“And she’s the curator at the Pinellas Fine Arts Museum.”

	“No kidding.”

	“Not bad for someone who just turned thirty.”

	“Guess she inherited her intelligence from her parents.”

	“Jan, I just got the preliminary back from the medical examiner. The blow to the head killed Janie.”

	“What about the bruising on her neck?”

	“They said the strangulation occurred before the killer bashed her, caused by the links from a thin necklace.”

	“So, strangling her wasn’t enough to get the job done, I guess.”

	“Maybe he surprised her, and she fought him off. Or maybe he was toying with her.”

	“How do you know the killer was a he?”

	Seeward rolled his eyes and huffed. “Please excuse my politically incorrect assumption, Sergeant.”

	“And we don’t have one piece of evidence.”

	“None so far. The tide took care of any footprints. And I don’t have to tell you about sugar sand.”

	Jan knew all too well sugar sand, so named for its color and loosely packed granules, separated under the least bit of weight and sometimes filled in after a step was taken. To find any semblance of a defined footprint was rare, the result most often a gritty dimple.

	“You mentioned some guy who lived in her condo,” she said. “What was his name?”

	“Fred Flannigan?” Seeward flipped through his notepad. “He said he was on his balcony between one-thirty and two o’clock in the morning smoking a cigar when he saw two people on the path between the dunes.”

	“Could he tell who they were?”

	“Just a man and a woman, he said. About the time he was going inside, he heard two people arguing.”

	“The same couple?”

	“He couldn’t tell. Just that it sounded like a man and a woman. He listened for a minute or so, and then the arguing stopped. The medical examiner puts the time of death at between three and five a.m.”

	“That’s in keeping with what Judy Walker told us.”

	Jan and Seeward knew what the other was thinking. Spending more time together than being at home, and partnered longer than some people remained married made understanding the other’s personality easier. Without one piece of evidence, and only one man’s sketchy statement, their job became that much tougher.

	“Oh, by the way, Janie Ballantine has a boyfriend,” Seeward said.

	“Yeah, I know. Daniel Peck. David Ballantine told me. He said Peck was a CPA or something.”

	“He works for Lengaard and Associates. He’s twenty-eight and lives in the Big Bayou apartment building just off Seminole Boulevard.”

	Jan rose from her desk. “Let’s go have a talk with Mr. CPA Daniel Peck.”

	“I called his office. They said he was out sick today.”

	The odd expression covering Seeward’s face was hard for Jan to ignore as he stood up. An impish gleam was dancing in his eyes.

	“You’re not buying that excuse, are you?” she said.

	“I’m thinking it’s more a case of the brown bottle flu.”

	“Do I want to know how you came by such a deduction?”

	“Oh, let’s just say after talking to Erica for a while, she became very helpful.”

	“I take it Erica is an administrative assistant or a paralegal?

	“A most wise deduction, Sergeant.”

	“Was it a productive conversation?”

	“You bet, once I turned on the old Sinclair charm.”

	This time, Jan rolled her eyes.

	“Well, what can I say?”

	“I know what I can say. I think I’m going to be sick.”

	“Oh! Did I mention Erica is an old high school friend of mine?”

	Jan shook her head. “All right, smartass. Let’s take a ride and see if Mr. Brown Bottle Flu is recuperating at home.”

	“Might as well. It’s too wet to plow.”

	As she neared him, Jan took a hold of his arm. “I know I’ll probably regret this, but what, exactly, does that mean?”

	“All we know for certain is he is her boyfriend, right?”

	Jan stared at him.

	“So we might as well go talk to him to learn more. It’s an old saying. You know, like ‘might as well, we can’t dance.’ Or ‘might as well, there’s no rain on the rhubarb.’”

	Jan shook her head again. “How did I ever manage to get stuck with you?”

	Seeward burst into laughter as they left the Homicide office.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 5

	 

	 

	The ride to Daniel Peck’s apartment was quiet. Jan and Seeward had taken many rides together, and conversations teeming with various topics was their normal routine. Silence created an uncommon void between them this time. But she was pondering the troublesome lack of evidence and preparing the list of questions she was about to ask the unsuspecting boyfriend of Janie Ballantine. The tremendous amount of pressure soon to be put on them by their superiors also weighed heavily upon her..

	The accountant’s unpretentious residence lay two blocks west of Seminole Boulevard in the 6400 block. Seeward parked their gray sedan two spaces down from Peck’s apartment, then he and Jan wasted little time in getting to his front door. “This place looks pretty ho-hum for an accountant’s digs,” he said.

	“Maybe he’s frugal.”

	“Or maybe he’s just plain cheap.”

	As they stopped in front of Apartment #4, the door was slightly ajar. Seeward gave Jan a quick glance before he knocked. After several attempts, he turned to his partner. “I’ll bet he’s passed out in a chaise lounge by the swimming pool.”

	“This place is too small to have a pool.”

	“All right. On the sofa then.”

	“Ow! Goddammit!” cried a voice from inside.

	The detectives stepped back.

	A groggy, disheveled young man pulled open the door. The pungent odor of liquor poured out of the room.

	“Daniel Peck?” Jan asked.

	Peck offered a tired grin. “Most of the time. But today, I’m not so sure.”

	Jan displayed her badge. “I’m Detective Sergeant Larkin of the Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office. This is Detective Sinclair. Is everything okay? We heard someone scream.”

	“Stubbed my toe on the damn dining table.”

	“May we come in?”

	“Uh, sure.” Peck stepped back and pulled the door open. “Sorry the place is a mess. What’s this all about?”

	Jan led Seeward inside. Jan glanced at the small pockets of sand scattered over the forest green carpet and caught Seeward’s eye. “Do you know a Jane Holten Ballantine?” she said.

	“She’s my girlfriend. Why?”

	“Mr. Peck, your girlfriend was found murdered behind her condo in Madeira Beach this morning.”

	Peck’s mouth fell open. He half-turned and hobbled a few steps before collapsing onto his slate gray sofa. “Oh, god! How… How did it…” He couldn’t finish and buried his face in his hands.

	Seeward sat in a gray chair next to the sofa. Jan sat down on the other end of the couch and narrowed her eyes.

	Peck began to cry. Five minutes passed before he regained his composure and wiped his face with the back of his hand.

	“Mr. Peck, when was the last time you saw Ms. Ballantine?” Jan said.

	“Last night. We went to dinner and then to a club. What happened?”

	“Where did you go to eat?”

	“Lamson’s Chop House. On Ulmerton Road.”

	“And the club you went to afterwards?”

	“The Silver Sandpiper. I can’t believe she’s been murdered.”

	“I know this is difficult for you, but what time did you leave the club?”

	“Between twelve-thirty and one o’clock this morning, I think.”

	“You don’t know?” Seeward said.

	“I’m not sure. I had a lot to drink. Janie wasn’t happy about it.”

	“You were drunk, and you brought her back here?”

	“No. No. She drove us to her condo.”

	“Her condo in Madeira Beach?”

	“She wanted me to stay with her because I was wasted.”

	“Then you’ve stayed with her before.”

	Peck nodded.

	Their conversation was interrupted when the muffled melody from a phone sounded. Confusion covered Peck’s face until the second chorus drew his eyes to the crack between the sofa cushions. He retrieved the phone and answered.

	“Yes, sir. Yes, sir, they’re here right now. I know and I’m sorry. I’ll explain everything later, I promise. Yes, sir.” Peck laid the phone down beside him and focused on Jan. “My boss. He’s already pissed because I’m missing work today, and now he wants to know why you called my office.”

	“We were trying to locate you,” Jan said. “Okay, just so we’re clear, Ms. Ballantine drove the two of you to her condo, you refused her invitation to spend the night, and then you drove home. Is that correct?”

	“I’m pretty sure we had coffee first.”

	“Pretty sure?”

	“Janie could be very persuasive.”

	“And after that you went home?”

	“We went for a walk on the beach, I think.”

	Jan glanced at Seeward. “What did you do next?”

	Peck lowered his eyes to the floor. “I’m not sure.”

	“Did you talk? Did you argue? Did you make love? What?”

	“We talked…I think.”

	“What do you think you talked about?”

	“I can’t remember. I drank way too much last night.”

	“You said that. But you remember her driving you to her condo, asking you to spend the night, and serving you coffee. And then you think the two of you went for a walk on the beach. How long were you walking on the beach?”

	Peck laid a hand on his forehead. “I’m not sure.”

	“When did you leave?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“How did you get home? Taxi? Uber? Did she drive you home?”

	“I don’t know! How many times do I have to tell you? I was drunk!”

	“No need to yell, Mr. Peck. I know this is difficult, but we’re trying to help you.”

	Peck hung his head. “I know. But I just can’t believe Janie is dead.”

	“Is there anything else you can tell us about last night?”

	“That’s all I can remember.”

	“Here’s my card. If you think of anything later, please call me.”

	The detectives and Peck rose from their seats.

	“We’ll see ourselves out,” Jan said. “You take care of your foot.”

	They heard him start crying again as they walked out of his apartment. When they reached their car, Seeward paused by the driver’s side door.

	“Jan, he admitted he was with her on the beach.”

	“We both heard him.”

	“And the sand on his rug is the proof.”

	“Even though he says he was drunk the entire time and doesn’t remember half of what they did.”

	“Are you good with his story?”

	“I think he’s either telling the truth, or he’s a really good liar. He could have killed her before he drunk himself into a stupor. Either way, let’s play it safe and get a search warrant.”

	Jan knew one thing for certain. With no clues, and a sketchy witness at Janie Ballantine’s condo, the only lead they had was their conversation with Daniel Peck. And the sand on the floor of his apartment. She thought it odd he hadn’t tried to dispose of the sand the previous night no matter what his condition. A thorough search of his place might uncover more incriminating evidence. On the downside, if they found nothing, they would have to go back to square one and go over the crime scene again. That notion did not sit well with her.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 6

	 

	 

	The next day, Jan went to Janie Ballantine’s home in the Sea Castle Condominiums to search it again—without her partner. Having directed Seeward to continue the research and fill out the necessary reports, she wanted to have a look for herself. Her partner didn’t object, but she suspected something about this case was bothering him. She understood anything or anybody could disrupt a detective’s course of investigation. Maybe Seeward had been introduced to Janie at some social gathering years ago. Or dated her long before he joined the sheriff’s office. At the proper time, she would pull him aside and finagle the truth out of him.

	The young woman’s residence occupied half of the top floor in the ten-unit building. Her balcony provided an extensive view of the Gulf of Mexico. Uncertainty kept calling her name as Jan walked onto the balcony and gazed out over the sand dunes and the beach beyond. She looked down the side of the building and noticed, where the floor of the parking garage ended beneath the units, a crushed oyster shell ground cover extended out and angled downward with the contour of the lot. At the property line, the shell melded into a medley of sea grapes, beach dune sunflowers, and sea oats, the latter blanketing the sand dunes before giving way to the snow-white sands of the beach.

	The balconies of the two top floor domiciles were equipped with metal spiral staircases leading to the roof. Two small sundecks divided by a vinyl fence offered a minimal amount of privacy for the owners. A benefit not afforded the other residents who lived in the units below.

	After climbing the stairs to the sundeck, Jan sat down on a chaise lounge. The panoramic view was impressive. Definitely a major selling point when luring a perspective buyer.

	From the lofty perch, Jan imagined the rainbow of colors marking the sky at the end of the day. Knowing Janie Ballantine would never enjoy another sunset, she felt a pang of sadness. The sight of a solitary figure interrupted her thoughts. It moved at a slow and even pace along the water’s edge. The figure appeared to be holding a metal detector, sweeping it back and forth in perfect rhythm.

	She leapt from the chair and hurried down the staircase before dashing through the condo to the hall and elevator. Close to a full sprint by the time she traversed the walkover, she slowed to a jog once she reached the path between the dunes. When she finally set foot on the beach, she discovered the person wielding the device was an elderly man.

	Five feet four or five inches tall at best, his bushy white beard lay full over his acorn-brown face. Collar-length disheveled white hair protruded from under a khaki-colored cap that sported an extended green plastic bill. A style popular among many old-time anglers. With the sleeves rolled up above his elbows, his khaki shirt was unbuttoned halfway down his chest and revealed a good-sized tuft of snow-white hair. The legs of his khaki trousers bunched up mid-calf around his spindly brown legs. He’d likely been a commercial fisherman and epitomized Old Florida. The old man glanced at her as she approached, then resumed his quest.

	“Excuse me, sir,” Jan said.

	The old man ignored her and continued to slosh along the shore.

	“Sir? Sir, I’d like a word with you.”

	The old man huffed and yanked the earphones from his head. “Whaddaya want?”

	Jan displayed her badge. “I’m Detective Sergeant Larkin, Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office. Can I ask you a few questions?”

	The old man hesitated and offered a suspicious eye. “Do I gotta choice?”

	“I’d appreciate it.”

	“Aw right.”

	“Do you come here every day?”

	“Nope. Not here ever day.”

	“Were you here a few days ago?”

	“Mebbe.”

	“You don’t remember?”

	“Coulda been.”

	“What’s your name, sir?”

	“Phillips. Morton Phillips. Some folks calls me Crabby, though.”

	“Crabby, huh? Then I take it you must be a crab trapper.”

	“Nope.”

	“Oh? Then why do folks call you Crabby?”

	“What the hell’s it to ya?”

	Jan almost laughed out loud, but maintained her professionalism. “Do you mind if I call you Crabby?”

	Again, the old man hesitated. “S’pose not.”

	“Okay, Crabby. If you were here a few days ago, did you find anything other than the usual trinkets and coins?”

	Crabby didn’t answer right away, and looked at her as if she were a sea creature he’d never seen before. “Nope.”

	“You didn’t come across anything out of the ordinary? Something that might seem out of place on the beach?”

	“That’s what I said. Yer hearin’ bad?”

	Jan lowered her eyes to the sand. “No, I heard you. I was just hoping you might have found… Well, thanks anyway, Crabby.”

	“Whatcha huntin’ fer?”

	“I’m not sure.”

	“Is this ʼbout that girl who was killed t’other day?”

	Jan looked up. “Yes, it is.” She thought she saw a glimmer of sympathy in the old fisherman’s eyes.

	“Naw. I didn’t find nothin’ I ain’t found ʼere b’fore. Nothin’ worth jawin’ ’bout anyways.”

	“Well, thanks for your time, Crabby. It was nice to meet you.”

	“You, too, Cap’um.”

	Jan smiled. “Sergeant.”

	Crabby smiled back at her, displaying a mouthful of yellow-tinged teeth.

	As Jan struggled through the sugar sand and mounted the incline of the walkover, she happened to look down when she grabbed hold of the railing. Part of a flat, singed piece of wood coated with grains of sand stuck out beside the support piling. She knelt down for a closer look. The object was not made of wood, nor was it singed. Jan reached into the back pocket of her slacks and pulled out an evidence bag. Sticking her hand inside the bag, she carefully picked up a small pry bar.

	“I wonder if this was used to kill Janie Ballantine,” she whispered.

	 

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 7

	 

	 

	Two days dragged by before Jan and Seeward found themselves en route to Daniel Peck’s apartment. Judge Michael Quinzi had agreed to their request for a search warrant.

	“Are you surprised Judge Quinzi gave the go ahead, Jan?”

	“Not really. He’s a believer in probable cause. And I understand Quinzi and David Ballantine go way back.”

	As they entered the parking lot, Seeward was able to steer their car into a space directly in front of Apartment #4. Exiting the car, they were careful in approaching the door. Jan nodded to Seeward, and he pounded on it three times.

	When the door swung open, Daniel Peck looked as haggard and rumpled as he had during their first visit.

	“What’s all this?” he asked.

	“Daniel Peck, we have a warrant to search your apartment,” Jan said. She thrust the document at him. “Please step aside.”

	Astounded, Peck did as she ordered and stared at the paper in his hands.

	Seeward moved past him and proceeded to rummage through the closets, rooms, and other belongings in his apartment. Jan noticed the clumps of sand that still dotted the carpet.

	Peck looked up from the warrant. “Wait a minute! Do you think I killed Janie? I loved her. I would never do anything to hurt her.”

	“Mr. Peck, please let us do our job.”

	Fear widened Peck’s eyes. “You got to believe me. I didn’t kill her. I loved her.”

	Jan had seen too many bodies and heard too many cries of innocence to be persuaded. A number of suspects before him had used love as an alibi, and many had turned out to be killers.

	Peck shuffled to the sofa and sat down.

	Twenty minutes passed.

	Seeward emerged from the bedroom with a golden crucifix on the end of a broken chain dangling from his right hand. “I found this hidden in the bedroom closet.” He glanced at the crucifix, then leveled accusing eyes on Peck.

	“That belongs to Janie,” Peck said.

	“Then what was it doing in your closet?”

	“She likes to hide things.”

	“I didn’t find anything else that looked like it might belong to her.”

	“Why does she like to hide her things from you?” Jan said.

	“She wants me to think about her when I find them, I guess. She likes to play games. I don’t know.”

	“You don’t know. So, we’re back to that again.”

	Seeward pulled an evidence bag out of his coat pocket and dropped the crucifix inside.

	“Don’t get any ideas about leaving town without contacting us first, Mr. Peck,” Jan said.

	“We may need to talk to you again.”
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