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The body looked just like the others; sprawled out on Sunset Cove Beach, face down. I nearly gave a start when they rolled him over. His eyes were wide open, and his mouth was agape as if he wanted to break out in song. 

You are weird, Janet. What a thing to think of. If he was a singer, he isn’t anymore.  

There didn’t seem to be any clear signs of the cause of death.  

“How did he die?”

The coroner stood. He peeled off his gloves, tried to brush off the wet sand from his pants, then pushed his glasses up with the back of his wrist. He shrugged.  

“We’ve identified him...Dean Robinson. The next of kin said he had some kind of problem with his ticker...maybe it just gave out. I’ll know more when I get him on the slab.”

“Any guess as to when?”

“It’ll be done when it’s done, Janet. As there’s no clear sign of trauma, it’ll mean a toxicology report and that means Frankfort. Besides...you know this has got to go through proper channels, sheesh.”

“No, I mean time of death.”

“Oh...well, hmm...my first guess would be he died sometime either late last night or early this morning, so maybe 7 to 8 hours ago?”

“Got it. Thanks Ken.”

“Yep.”

How many is that now? Ten? I’ll have to check with Tammy. Hopefully the coroner will find out something useful.

At the office I stared at the screen, the cursor mocking me. An hour til deadline? Really? You waited until right now to remember this stupid piece?

“Hey Janet...got a minute?”

“Yep, be right there.”

My editor didn’t mince words. “Who told you about the body?”

“I have my sources…”

“It’s a small town...I can find out another way.”

I shrugged. “It was Fred...he’s got one of those…”

“Police scanners?”

“Yeah.”

Bill frowned, then shook his head. “For cryin’ out loud, why didn’t you follow protocol? Now I’ve got the Chief accusing me of interfering with a police investigation!”

“I’m sorry...but…”

“Look Janet. Just because he divorced you, that doesn’t mean you can circumvent the process. John’s been assigned to the case, so everything needs to go through him from now on. Kapich?”

“Yeah.”

John won’t tell me more than the bare bones. I’ll have to drag every bit of information out of him if I want the full picture.  

Bill might want me to wait for the department to release their official statement, but I know there’s more to the story. Why not get a jump on things before the story gets buried?

I sighed. Hmm. Buried. Gallows humor is unbecoming, Janet. Maybe mom was right....

These people weren’t just having sudden heart attacks, or whatever. There’s something going on, and I needed to find out what.

It took Tammy less than a minute to pull it up. It would have taken me an hour...if I even found it at all."

Raymond Chapman, local real estate broker, and Warren County Board Member was found dead on his boat, docked at Narrows Marina. He leaves behind his wife of 30 years, Ruth Chapman, a sister Ginger Houchens, and brother Ricky Chapman.”

“Hmm...when was that?”

“Last year, around this time,” said Tammy. “Right before Sunset Cove Beach was set to open.”

“And wasn’t his body covered in sand, with water in his lungs?”

Tammy nodded. “Yeah. Weird, huh? I mean, if he drowned, how did he crawl back on his boat? It never made sense to me.”

“Me either. Somebody could have dragged him onto the boat, but why? Of course, we’re not detectives, so we don’t know what we’re doing,” I said, as I folded my arms across my chest.

“John never said that,” said Tammy.

“Why do you always take his side?  

“I don’t...it’s just that in this case, you’re wrong. He just wanted to be sure they could catch the guy...and they did.”

I didn’t want to admit it, but Tammy was right. If they’d released any details to the paper, the defense attorneys could have claimed foul, and the killer might have gotten a lighter sentence. Or, God forbid, a chance at parole.

“So do you think we’re dealing with another serial killer? I mean, the circumstances are almost the same.”  

Tammy frowned. “Doubt it. I mean, come on...we’re not exactly a sprawling metropolis.”

“No...but we’re welcoming to strangers, which makes it easy for a psychopath to blend in, don’t you think? I mean, look at the Son of Sam, or that Dahmer guy...they seemed totally normal...until everyone learned they were anything but.”

Tammy shrugged. “I guess.” She grabbed her purse then stood up to leave. “I’ll give it some thought. I got a date with Brad tonight...I don’t want to make him wait. See ya Monday!”

“Yeah..hey, did you print off a copy of the daily from the AP?”

“Uh huh...here it is. Don’t work too late...it’s Friday night...go home and get some rest.”

“I will. Thanks.”

I made a copy, stuffed it in my purse and headed home.

Just one more stop first.

“Hey Janet, how’s it going?”

“Hi Mary. Good, thanks. Got any of that local beef in?”

“Yes...want some chops too?”

“Of course.” I laughed. “When have you ever known me to turn down pork chops?”

She grinned. “Here you go. Anything else?”

“Nah, I’m good, thanks. Oh, wait…” I glanced around. We seemed to be alone. “When was the last time you saw Dean Robinson?”

She blinked. “You’re the second person to ask me that today,” she said, her eyebrows furrowed.

“Oh?” I had to tread lightly. I think she’s a distant relation.

“Yes. It was your ex-husband. I told him Dean shopped every Saturday afternoon, so that had to have been the last time I saw him.”

Mary’s face grew somber. “He was my fourth cousin, you know.” She shrugged. “I...I feel bad for Charlotte. I don’t think she has any kin of her own, only his. And, well, you know…”

I nodded.  

Mary frowned, then excused herself. Maybe she just remembered I wasn’t born here either...something my ex’s parents always went out of their way to remind me of on the rare occasion I came across them in town.

Oh they weren’t in my face about it, but their point was made, just the same.

“Thanks Mary. I’ll see you later.”

She called out from behind her register. “Take care Janet...you ought to try to stay at home when it gets dark out. Too many people dying around here. I swear it’s starting to get almost as dangerous as Louisville.”

I nodded, then went home.

I plopped onto the sofa and set my ribeye and a copy of the daily wire on the coffee table...a habit I’d picked up from John.

The first headline made me nearly choke and my obituary flashed before my eyes; 

“Local reporter discovered by neighbor Mrs. Tompkins and her cat. Initial exam discovers she’d choked on a piece of meat, updates to follow.”

I can’t believe it...he’s escaped? I wonder what John’s going to do.

“Authorities have issued an ALL POINTS BULLETIN: They warn citizens to be on the lookout for escaped convict Damon Gadsden, age 42, escaped from Riverbend Maximum Security Institution at approximately 0600 hours. 6'2", 220 lbs, Caucasian male with distinctive lightning bolt tattoo on his neck. Last seen wearing stolen civilian clothes at Bonita Bakery.  Subject is considered extremely dangerous with violent history. Do not approach. Subject believed to be heading North on Highway 65 towards Lucas County in stolen Rangefinder, Black. License plate number XYB 987. Possibly armed. Contact local authorities immediately with any information. Case #TN-7729-E.”

That’s just dandy...he wouldn’t be so stupid as to come back here, would he? 
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I waved the paper at him. “What’s the status on this, John? Have they found Gadsden yet?”

“No.”

“But...do you think he’d really come back here? Are you taking any, uh...extra precautions?”

“What? No. Look, it’ll be fine. He’ll be caught, I’m sure of it. And he won’t come back here, no way.”

“How can you be so sure? And what about Dean Robinson? He died in the same way all of Gadsden’s victims did.”

John frowned. “Yeah, we’re looking into it.”

“Maybe it’s a copycat killer?”

“You know I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation, Janet.”

“Come on...for old time’s sake?”

John shut me down with the same stare he’d done our entire marriage. I knew better than to push it...he’d just clam up even more.

“Fine. Promise me you’ll let me know when you’ve found something? The people have a right to know.”

“As soon as it’s cleared, I’ll do my best to make sure you get the story first. Alright?

What other choice did I have but to agree?

I pulled out of the parking lot and headed home.  
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The victim’s body was found in much the same state as Dean’s although by the time he was discovered the wildlife had a go at him.

I remember; I nearly retched when I caught a glimpse of the photos in the folder on John’s desk.

We were still married then, although in name only...and the paper was fighting off yet another scandal from my editor’s predecessor.

It was a crazy summer.

The next victim was found in the same spot, although, like Dean, he was found before much decay had started.

My thoughts were interrupted when Tammy entered the breakroom.

“Hey, Tammy...how was your weekend?”

“Great, as always.” She glanced around, leaned in and whispered “by the way–why aren’t you seeing anyone?”

I shrugged. “I’m good.”

I didn’t really care to date anyone...I had more important things to do. Besides, I enjoyed having things the way I wanted them.

“Any news on that prison break?”

Tammy looked disappointed when I didn’t take the bait. She shook her head. “Not that I heard of. Thought for sure he’d have been caught by now. But, I doubt he’ll be coming around here.”

“Not unless he thought he could get away with it,” I said.  

“What do you mean?”

“I keep thinking about that real estate guy...Chapman. I mean, it makes no sense whatsoever...the body being found in the condition it was, around the same time they discovered Damon’s victims.”

“So? They closed that case. Heart attack or something.”

I looked at Tammy and raised an eyebrow. “Doesn’t that set off your “investigator senses”?”

She laughed. “What are you talking about? We just report the news—we’re not detectives.”

“Come on, aren’t you just a little bit curious?”  

She shook her head and shrugged.

“What are the odds,” I said, “that a guy would be found covered in sand, lungs filled with water not far from Sunset Cove Beach at the same time some nut is killing people, and leaving their bodies on the same beach?” “Was the killer trying to send a message or something?”

Tammy shrugged. “Maybe. But like I said, the case is closed. Besides, what do you think is going on?”

“I think that if we find out why Chapman was murdered that we’ll find out why Robinson was discovered last week.”

“Huh? How?”

“Shields...get in here...stat!”

Now he remembers my maiden name.

“Hey, what’s up Bill?”

“Didn’t I say to do things by the book?”

I frowned. What is he going on about?

“Yeah? I am...why?”

He jabbed at a paper on his desk. “Then why do I have a complaint here saying that you were interrogating Mary Lewis about Dean Robinson?”

“Huh? I wasn’t interrogating her...I just asked if she’d seen him, that’s all.”

“I thought I’d made it clear to let John handle this!”

What? This makes no sense...it was just a question. Why’s that a crime?

“Look, I just asked if she’d seen him. That’s all. It’s not like I was working, I was on personal time...I didn’t think it would matter.”

“Well it does. The last thing I need is the Robinson family coming after the paper. Do you have any idea how deep their pockets are?”

“Fine...fine.” no, it wasn’t fine...it was anything but... “Next time I buy groceries I won’t say a word. Will that satisfy you?”

Bill spoke through tight lips. “I don’t care what you do, just stay away from anyone even remotely related to the Robinsons.”

It was all I could do not to slam the door behind me. I’d worked with Bill for two years and this was the first time he’d pissed me off enough to want slap him.

“Wow, he sounded pissed,” whispered Tammy. “Are you okay?”

I was debating going back in there and slapping the man anyway, but then I realized he’d just given me a clue, but I couldn’t chase it down until after work.

“I’m fine...it was just a misunderstanding.”

“He really shouldn’t have shouted like that,” she said.

“No, he shouldn’t have, but it’s done now...let’s just get back to work.”

I’d just dropped my story in the box on Bill’s door when he mumbled a half-apology, half-goodbye.

I decided it wasn’t worth holding a grudge, so I told him no hard feelings and to have a good night, then went home.

A loud bang woke me from a sound sleep. I thought for a moment it was part of a dream, but the follow-up pound on the door confirmed its reality.

“Janet Shields, open up...now!”

I recognized the voice. It was John’s old partner, Craig.

I cracked the door, and he pushed his way through, without an invitation.

I frowned….what a jerk. “Hey...what the heck do you think you’re doing?”

“Chill out...I’m just doing an old friend a favor. You need to listen close ‘cause I’m only gonna tell you this one time. Stop poking around the Robinson investigation. When the police department comes out with their results, then you can run with the story. You’re not Nancy Drew. Besides..nobody liked Nancy Drew...she was too nosy for her own good.”
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