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The Gray Detective

 



Chapter 1

 


Joe Hampton had seen quite a few sunsets since
he’d retired. The balcony of his condominium on Island Estates in
Clearwater Beach, Florida, was the perfect vantage point. Those
living around him shared equally advantageous roosts. But they
never appeared to be grateful for the sun slowly sinking into the
blue-green waters of the Gulf of Mexico, or the many colors
refracting off the cumulous clouds hovering above the horizon.
Maybe they’d grown accustomed to the magnificence or were too busy
to notice. Maybe they flat out didn’t care. Joe’s deep-seated
appreciation of his new surroundings had a lot to do with the
uplifting mood he often experienced. Thirty-five years of police
work in Philadelphia behind him was a major reason he looked
forward to living a quiet life. Another reason, and the most
important, was his lovely wife Joyce. Before she passed away, they
had shared a number of sunsets all over the country. She liked to
travel, and was all for moving to the inviting Gulf Coast community
after a visit. He wasn’t so sure. But he loved her, and loved
making her happy.

Joe sighed and reached for the glass of
whiskey sitting on the TV table next to his blue chaise. Whiskey on
the rocks was his traditional after-dinner beverage. This time of
year, though, the humidity was climbing, and the “rocks” melted
quickly. He took a long drink and sighed a second time. “I’m doing
it again, Joyce,” he whispered to himself. “Beautiful sunsets
always make me wish you were here.” As he finished the whiskey, he
heard the annoying tone of his cell phone. He shook his head and
set the glass on the table. He knew who was calling.

“Joe, you’re not going to miss
Bingo Night, are you?”

“I don’t know, Shirl. I’m feeling
awfully lazy right now.”

Shirley Lyon was an acquaintance who’d latched
onto him shortly after he’d arrived at the Crimson Conch
Condominiums. She was friendly and attractive for a woman of
seventy. Her once-blond hair was now white as the sand dunes, and
her lively blue eyes were pale and failing. Her verbose and perky
nature struck him as annoying at times.

“Oh, Joe, it won’t be the same
without you. Tony and Emma are coming. So are Tom and Doris.
They’ll be disappointed if you don’t join us.”

Joe rolled his eyes. “Okay. Let me grab
a―”

“I’ll stop by in ten minutes. Is
that okay?”

“Shirl, I need to shower first.
I’ll meet you in the Rec Room.”

“Don’t be too long or I’ll come
after you.”

He heard her giggle before he ended the call.
Just what I need, he thought, a giggling old woman.
He’d already showered. What he really wanted was another drink. The
extra boost to help him face the horde of bingo maniacs was an
absolute necessity. Why do I do this, Joyce? He chuckled at
the question. Who am I kidding? We’d be going to bingo if
you were here.

Fifteen minutes and another drink later, he
left his condo.

 


 


The Rec Room was filled with lines of tables
and buzzing with white-haired women and bald-headed men. Joe still
had a full head of hair, albeit gray, and was one of the youngest
occupants in the complex. The median age was seventy-five, and
being sixty-eight made him a prime target for all the widows and
divorcees. He felt like a show dog on display as he strolled about
the room.

“Over here, Joe!” Shirley
shrieked.

Joe stopped and slowly scanned the crowd until
he saw her. Wonderful, he thought, right in the middle of
everyone. There’s plenty of room in the back. He forced
a smile as he worked his way to where she and the others were
seated.

“I saved you a spot. Here’s five
cards and the chips to mark your numbers.”

“What would I do without you,
Shirl?”

“Probably be home watching the
ballgame,” Tom groused. “The Rays are playing
Baltimore.”

“Oh, hush up, Tom!” Doris scolded.
“You can watch the baseball game tomorrow night.”

Tom was a heavyset man, six feet tall with
silver hair, who’d spent his working years as a telephone installer
and lineman. Doris was barely five-five and a brunette. Like her
husband, she’d worked for the phone company in a switching station
before retiring. Together they were quite a pair. He was personable
and outgoing while she was shy and conservative.

“Tomorrow night is Bridge Night,”
Tony reminded them. “How could you even think of missing a hot
night of bridge?”

“Thanks, Tony. You’re a real pal,”
Tom said.

Tony laughed. Doris and Emma laughed. Shirley
leaned against Joe as she straightened his cards.

“I feel lucky tonight. How about
you, Joe?”

Joe caught her drift and winked. “You never
know, Shirl. How much do I owe you for the cards?”

A mischievous smile settled on Shirley’s face.
“We can discuss that later.”

“All right, people, let’s get
under way,” the caller announced. “The prize for the winner of the
first game is five dollars. That’s five dollars for the
winner.”

Tony rubbed his hands together. “You folks
might as well relax. I’ve got this game in the bag.”

“Good,” Tom said, and started to
stand up. “I can catch the first inning.”

“Sit down, Tom!” Doris
ordered.

Tom returned to his chair,
muttering.

“The first number is I-forty-two,”
the caller declared. “That’s I-forty-two.”

Joe took a breath, looked over his cards, and
resigned himself to a long, boring night.

 


 


A little after ten o’clock, Bingo Night came to
an end. The winners had received their prizes, and most everyone
was ready to return home and go to bed.

“Now that was a lot of fun,” Tony
said.

“For you, maybe,” Tom grumbled.
“If I’d won six games, I’d be happy, too.”

“Now, Tom, we come here to play
for fun and relaxation,” Emma said.

“Winning is fun. There’s no fun in
losing.”

“Oh, hush up, you old grump,”
Doris said.

The group blended into the rest of the
residents making their way out of the room. Once outside, they
paused on a grassy plot close to the seawall as the others filled
the sidewalk.

Emma looked up at the black canvas of night
dotted with endless specks of light, some twinkling, some simply
glowing. “Isn’t it beautiful?” She nestled against Tony as he put
his arm around her.

“One of the nicer things about
living down here,” Tom said. He winked as he gently nudged
Doris.

Doris smiled. “You old grump.”

Shirley walked to the seawall, transfixed by
the lights reflected in the water from a condominium across the
channel. She slowly lowered her gaze. “Joe, come here, will
you?”

Joe walked up beside her.

“What is that?”

“Where?”

“Down there,” she said, raising
her right hand and pointing.

In the shallow water a dark object about five
feet long bumped against the concrete barrier. With the nearest
source of light being the lamps surrounding the Rec Room,
identifying the buoyant object was next to impossible. Joe strained
to look. A second later, stark realization hit him.

“Tony, call
nine-one-one.”

“What?”

“Call nine-one-one and tell them
there’s a disturbance,” Joe said, taking hold of Shirley’s
arm.

“Come with me.”

“Why, Joe? What’s
wrong”

“Shirley, please come with me,” he
said, attempting to draw her away from the seawall.

She removed his hand and peered over the wall
again. “Oh, my god! It’s a body!”

Joe latched onto her arm and led her away,
intercepting the others coming toward them. “Hold on, everybody. We
shouldn’t go tramping around before the police get
here.”

“Yes, that’s right, operator,”
Tony said. “The Crimson Conch Condominiums on Island Estates. I’ll
be waiting out front in the parking lot.” He lowered his cell
phone. “The police are on the way, Joe.”

“Doris, Emma, I think Shirley
needs to sit down. Would you take her home?”

“Sure, Joe,” Emma said.

They each took an arm and escorted Shirley,
still wide-eyed and shaken, to the rear entrance of the main
building.

“Tony?” Joe said.

“Right! The parking lot.” Tony
hurried after the women.

“Tom, you stay with me in case
somebody gets nosey.”

“Good idea, Joe.” Tom leveled his
gaze on the channel. “You think it’s someone who lives
here?”

“Hard to tell. The body could have
been floating for awhile. You know, carried by the current. Perhaps
someone got drunk and fell off a boat or a dock.”

“Sure. A drowning. That makes
sense.”

Joe nodded. A drowning was what he wanted his
friend to believe. No need to upset him. He knew that the incoming
tide wasn’t due for another two hours. And the way the body was
situated in the shallow water, perpendicular and not adjacent to
the seawall, almost guaranteed it had been dumped. A fact not
needed to be made public—especially when keeping bystanders at
bay.

“I guess you’ve seen your fair
share of bodies,” Tom said. “How many years were you in
Homicide?”

“Eighteen,” Joe said.”

“You’ve pretty much seen it all, I
bet.”

“I’ve seen enough.” Enough for
this lifetime, anyway.

A siren wailed in the distance and immediately
was joined by a second.

“You’ve lived here longer than I
have, Tom. Has anything like this ever happened before?”

“Not that I recall.” Tom pinched
up his face. “Anything like what?”

“A body in the
channel.”

“Oh. No. The only thing I remember
seeing is dead fish. You know, during a red tide invasion. That
doesn’t happen too often, though.”

The sirens grew louder.

“I sure hope it isn’t someone we
know. That would be terrible.”

“Try not to think about it,
Tom.”

“Yeah. Right. But if it is someone
we know, Doris will take it hard. She always cries at
funerals.”

Simultaneously hitting their highest pitch,
the sirens abruptly ended. Fifteen seconds later, Tony led two
Clearwater Police officers through the rear door of the building.
They were followed by a small group of curious residents. Tony
stopped and pointed to Joe and Tom, who were standing twenty feet
from the seawall.

“Over there,” he said.

“Where’s the disturbance?” the
shorter officer said.

“The fellow on the right. Talk to
him.”

The officers were looking around as they
approached the pair. Joe motioned with his head. “There may be a
body in the water.”

The officers switched on their flashlights and
moved forward, taking calculated steps while searching the grass in
front of them.

“What’s going on?” someone in the
group asked.

“Something happened by the
seawall,” another answered.

A chorus of murmurs followed.

Carefully training their LED beams into the
water, the officers peered over the seawall.

“We’d better call Homicide and the
Criminal Analysis Unit,” the short one said.

They cautiously backtracked to Joe and the
others.

“Which one of you discovered the
body?” he asked.

“I did,” Joe said.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Joe’s conversation with the police officer was
short and riddled with the usual questions. “When did you discover
the body?” “What were you doing before the discovery?” “Did you
notice anyone acting suspicious?”

Another siren announced the arrival of an
ambulance and the EMTs.

The Criminal Analysis Unit appeared next, and
set about cordoning off the immediate area, erecting temporary
lighting before initiating a search for evidence.

Joe and the other residents stood quietly by
and watched the small army tackle the task at hand. Some in the
group were fascinated by the activities, periodically whispering
their observations to one another. Others drifted back to their
condos. The former detective remained silent, noting the team’s
actions with an educated eye and questioning little about how they
went about their work. Experience had taught him to let
professionals do what they were trained to do; ask, not demand, and
locate the most trustworthy crime scene technician when first
beginning to piece everything together. An involuntary reflex
whisked him back to the days when chasing murderers was a way of
life. The transition brought with it a tingling sensation. The “old
itch” had returned.

“Where’s Charlie?” someone
bellowed.

Joe and the remaining residents turned in the
direction of the voice to discover a woman with a raven pixie
haircut, wearing a midnight blue blouse and matching slacks. Her
forcefulness and unpleasant scowl left no doubt about who was in
charge. A female criminal analysis technician walked over to her,
and they huddled. After a few seconds, the technician turned around
and both women stared at Joe.

Raven Hair left the technician and headed in
his direction. As she passed by, she gave him the once-over with
her piercing green eyes.

At the seawall, she barked, “Get it up here
and let’s have a look!”

Two male technicians wearing rubber boots
hopped into the shallows and hoisted the body. Two more technicians
grabbed hold and pulled it into the grass. Raven Hair knelt down
and began an examination.

“Excuse me, sir.”

Joe turned to find a young man with steel-blue
eyes holding a wallet bearing a badge and identification. He was a
few inches taller than Joe, wore a beige polo shirt and blue jeans.
The blond military-cut suggested he held a position of authority.
That and the automatic strapped to his right side.

“I’m Detective Sizemore,
Clearwater Police Department,” he said. “I’m told that you
discovered the body.”

“That’s right,” Joe
said.

Sizemore shoved the wallet into his back
pocket and brought out a note pad and pen.

“Your name, sir.”

“Joseph Hampton.” Joe could feel
Tom, Tony, and the others hanging on his every word.

“And you live here?”

“Unit four-oh-five.”

“When did you discover the
body?”

“About a half-hour, forty-five
minutes ago, I guess. We’d finished our bingo games and were out
here talking.”

Sizemore grinned. “Was anyone with
you?”

“I was,” Tony said, “Anthony
Dunham…and my wife Emma, Unit two-thirty-nine.” Tony brushed his
silver moustache with his right forefinger.

“And me and my wife,” Tom said.
“Tom and Doris Vernon. We live in Unit one-seventeen.”

“Shirley Lyon, an acquaintance of
mine, was also with us. She lives in unit three-fourteen,” Joe
added.

“And where is she?”

“Doris and Emma took her to her
condo. She’s very upset,” Tom said.

“Did you notice anyone in the area
when you came out of the building?” Sizemore continued.

“It was quiet,” Joe
said.

Tom and Tony nodded.

“Why were you standing by the
seawall, Mr. Hampton?”

“Shirley was admiring the
reflection of the lights in the channel. She saw the body, didn’t
know what it was, and asked me to come take a look.”

Noticing that Tom and Tony were staring at
him, Joe looked to his left and came face to face with Raven
Hair.

“Is this the one who found the
body?” she asked.

“Detective Sergeant Truffant, this
is Joseph Hampton,” Sizemore said.

Joe and Truffant locked eyes.

“Have you lived here long, Mr.
Hampton?”

“Going on four years, I
guess.”

“Where are you from?”

“Philadelphia.”

“Know many people in the
condo?”

“Five or six, maybe.”

“In four years you only know a
half-dozen people?”

“I have some acquaintances.
Wouldn’t say I really know them.”

“What did you do before you
retired, Mr. Hampton?”

“I was with the Philadelphia
Police Department.”

“I see. And, of course, you did
register your weapon when you moved to Florida,
correct?”

“I don’t own a weapon.”

Truffant studied him. “That’s a first. What
did you do with the police department?”

“I was a beat cop in the
beginning. Then I was a detective.”

“Wouldn’t be Homicide, would
it?”

“It would.”

Truffant’s face held no expression. “Would you
follow me, please?” She looked at her partner.
“Sizemore.”

Joe followed a step behind her. Sizemore said
something to Tom and Tony, then hurried after them. The threesome
walked to the seawall and stood over the body.

“Do you recognize this woman, Mr.
Hampton?” Truffant asked.

Joe knelt down slowly. Under the temporary
lighting he estimated the woman to be in her middle seventies. Her
wrinkled face was drawn tautly over her high cheekbones. Her pale
lips were encircled by copious wrinkles, suggesting she might have
been a smoker. Wet, scraggly brown hair plastered her head to
slightly below her jaw line. A gaping gash on the left side of her
neck marred her aged elegance.

“She’s a resident, but I don’t
know her name.” Joe said.

“Would your friends
know?”

“It’s possible. They’ve lived here
longer than I.”

The detective faced her partner and nodded
toward Tom and Tony.

Sizemore left quietly.

Joe returned his gaze to the woman. “She
hasn’t been dead long. No rigor mortis.” He leaned closer. “Pupils
are exploded. Has Crime Scene found anything yet?”

“They discovered a lot of blood
out there.”

A few feet away from them a small wooden dock
jutted out from the seawall.

“No weapon, though. The killer
either tossed it in the water or took it with him.”

Joe picked up the woman’s left arm and
examined it closely. He repeated the procedure with her right arm.
“No defense wounds. No bruising on her face. Are you certain she
was murdered, Detective?”

Truffant narrowed her green eyes. “Is that
your idea of a joke?”

Joe wasn’t smiling. “She either knew her
assailant or she was surprised, but she wasn’t
overpowered.”

Sizemore appeared with Tom and Tony. Joe stood
up and backed out of the light.

“Gentlemen, does either of you
know, or have you ever seen this woman before?” Truffant
asked.

“Oh, no!” Tony gasped, and turned
his head.

Tom stood stunned, eyes wide and mouth agape,
frozen for several seconds. “That’s Beth Randolph. She was playing
bingo with us. I don’t believe it.”

“Was she with your group?”
Truffant asked.

“Yes. I mean, no. I mean, she came
into the Rec Room with us.”

“Did you see her
leave?”

“We took two or three breaks. I
really wasn’t paying attention. There were a lot of players
tonight.”

“What’s your name,
sir?”

“Vernon, Tom Vernon.”

“Mr. Vernon, are you absolutely
certain you saw her inside the Rec Room?”

“She was sitting at the table in
front of us. To our left, I think.”

“Does any of you know her unit
number?”

“The building manager could tell
you,” Tony said.

“Sizemore, go find the manager’s
office. Ask him…” She glanced at Joe. “…or her where our
victim lived.”

Sizemore started to leave.

“Mac’s not home,” Joe
said.

Sizemore stopped immediately.

“Where is he?” Truffant asked.
“Mac is a he, right?”

“Michael McDougal. He visits his
daughter on Tuesday nights.”

“Is there an emergency
number?”

“It’s on the wall above the
mailboxes in the lobby.”

Sizemore left without saying a
word.

Truffant looked again at the water-soaked body
of Beth Randolph, then back to the elderly trio. “Have you seen any
strangers around your building lately? Other than utility or repair
people, I mean?”

None of the men answered.

“Then, in the future, I suggest
you keep your eyes and ears open.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


A germ of uneasiness was growing inside Joe as
he entered his condo and turned on a table lamp. Although he hadn’t
known her, he felt a kinship with Beth Randolph. At the end of his
career in homicide he’d noticed the onset of empathy tugging at his
conscience. Part of being human, his partner had told him, but a
condition a good detective could ill-afford to harbor. Personal
involvement blinded objectivity, skewed the details of statements,
and sometimes lured an investigator from a truth staring him in the
face.

Joe sighed as he dropped into his brown
leather recliner. I’m starting to get the itch again, he
thought. The itch he’d always felt at the beginning of a case when
he was younger. Ridiculous. The game has passed me
by. Best I leave it to the young stalwarts who understand
the modern criminal mind. I’d look like a fool compared to
them.

He closed his eyes and lay back, knowing he
should prepare for bed, but lacking the will to do so. The image of
Shirley Lyon crept into his head. I should be with her, he
thought. Being interviewed by the police was likely a new
experience for his outgoing friend. Witnessing Shirley’s reaction
to the discovery of Beth Randolph, he figured she would welcome a
strong shoulder of support—especially if being questioned by the
insensitive Detective Truffant.

As Joe got to his feet, he heard both knees
pop.

I hate being old, he
thought.

Ambling slowly to the door, he promised
himself he would not stick his nose into the investigation.
Detectives Truffant and Sizemore seemed to be competent
investigators.

Making certain the door was locked, he stepped
into the hallway. Drawing up his face in disgust like he always did
when seeing the pink carnation walls and maroon carpet, he began
the now familiar walk to the elevator.

After a brief descent to the third floor, he
stepped out of the elevator and gazed in the direction of Unit 314,
Shirley’s condo. Tom and Tony were standing in the hall by her
door. Both were unable to hide their displeasure as he reached
them.

“That detective threw us out!” Tom
grumbled.

“Yeah! We come up to check on
Shirley and she gives us the boot,” Tony added.

“Where are Doris and Emma?” Joe
asked.

“Inside with Shirley,” Tom said.
“It’s okay for them to be with her. That detective’s a real
bitch.”

Joe scowled at his friend and rapped lightly
on the door. A few seconds passed before the door
opened.

With his steel-blue eyes leveled, Detective
Sizemore filled the doorway, a less than inviting expression on his
face. “Mr. Hampton, we’re in the middle of an
interview.”

“I know, and I apologize for the
interruption. Would you please let Shirley know if she needs
anything I’ll be glad to help.”

“I will.”

“Who is it, Sizemore?” Truffant
growled from inside.

Sizemore looked over his shoulder. “Mr.
Hampton.”

Joe heard a muffled female voice.

“Let him in,” Truffant
said.

Sizemore stepped aside and allowed Joe to
enter.

Shirley was sitting in the middle of her
buttercup yellow sofa flanked by Doris and Emma. A pine coffee
table covered with magazines separated them from Detective
Truffant. Doris got up and moved to an overstuffed chair nearby.
When Joe sat down in the vacated space, Shirley immediately took
hold of his right hand.

Detective Truffant glared at him before she
resumed the interview. “Now, Mrs. Lyon, you said you remembered
seeing Beth Randolph enter the Rec Room. What time was
this?”

“Let me see, I think it was
shortly before Joe came in.” She glanced sideways at him. “So that
would have been right about seven-thirty, I suppose.”

“Did you see her
leave?”

“Yes, around the time we took our
first break. When was that, Joe?”

“Eight-fifteen.”

“On my way to the restroom I saw
her in the hall talking to one of the maintenance men. I can never
remember his name. You know, Joe, the one with the shaved
head.”

“You mean Gary?”

“Yes, that’s right,
Gary.”

“And his last name?” Truffant
asked.

“I don’t believe I know his last
name. Do you, Joe?”

“Burgess,” Doris said.

All eyes settled on her.

“I heard Mac mention it one
time.”

Truffant focused on her partner. “Got that,
Sizemore?”

The blond detective nodded while scribbling in
his notepad.

“Mrs. Lyon, did you see this Gary
Burgess again after he talked to Beth Randolph?”

“No, I didn’t.” She paused. “I’m
sure I didn’t.”

Truffant glanced at the others. “Did any of
you see him later in the evening?”

No one spoke.

“Okay, I believe we’re done here.
Sizemore, what about McDougal?”

“He’s on his way.”

“Let’s go downstairs and wait for
him.” Truffant looked at Joe. “Thanks for your help, Mr.
Hampton.”

“My pleasure.”

Doris, Emma, and the detectives left Shirley
and Joe on the sofa. Once he heard the door close, Joe started to
get up.

“Please don’t leave, Joe. Not just
yet.”

“Okay, Shirl, I’ll stay for a
little while. How are you holding up?”

Shirley squeezed her eyes shut and shook her
head. “I don’t think I’ll sleep a wink tonight. I keep seeing poor
Beth lying in that dark water.”

“It’s not something I’d wish on
anyone. Maybe a glass of wine would help?”

She didn’t answer.

“Is anything wrong,
Shirl?”

Shirley opened her eyes. “I’d prefer something
stronger. Can you keep a secret, Joe?”

“Sure.”

“In the kitchen cabinet above and
to the right of the sink is a bottle of Scotch.”

Joe chose not to comment.

“Pour yourself one.”

He patted her hand and got up, making the
short walk to the kitchen. Pulling open the cabinet door, he
immediately saw a half-full bottle of Dewar’s and two tumblers. A
tight grin formed on his face. She’s probably been waiting for
the right occasion to invite me to join her, he thought. He
grabbed the glasses and the bottle by the neck. Two large ice cubes
went into the tumblers along with three fingers of Scotch. He
returned to the sofa, sat down beside Shirley, and handed her one
of the drinks.

“Joe, please don’t tell anyone
about this. Sometimes I like a little nightcap before I go to bed.
You understand, don’t you?”

“Your secret is safe with me.” As
he brought the Scotch to his lips, Joe thought of the bottle of
Evan Williams in his own kitchen cabinet. We could all use a
little nightcap tonight.

Shirley sipped her drink then sat back. “I
should have listened to you before.”

“About what?”

“You tried to keep me from looking
into the water. You didn’t want me to see her, but I can be so
stubborn at times.”

“It’s only natural to be curious,
Shirl. Sometimes curiosity isn’t a good thing, though.”

Shirley offered a brief smile and sipped more
Scotch. “Curiosity killed the cat.”

“That’s not what I
meant.”

“I know. You’re a good man, Joe.
You’re kind and considerate and you care about other people. That’s
one of the things I admire about you.”

Joe lowered his eyes. Comes with old
age, he thought.

“What?” Shirley asked.

“I was just thinking. If Joyce was
sitting here with us, she would take issue.”

“You miss your wife, don’t
you?”

“More than I ever imagined
possible.”

“I miss Lenny, too. He was so much
fun. Oh, we had our disagreements. What couple doesn’t? But we
laughed a lot, too. He was quite the jokester.”

Joe tilted his glass and finished his drink.
“I should be going.”

Shirley sat up and set her drink on the coffee
table. “Please, Joe, not yet.” She let go a short sigh. “Would you
think poorly of me if I asked you to stay? Stay the night, I
mean.”

“I can’t.”

“But why?”

“Shirl, I just wouldn’t feel
right.”

“Joe, Joyce has been gone more
than four years now. Don’t you think she would want you to get on
with your life?”

“Shirl, I’m really sorry, but I
can’t.”

“Please, Joe. It would mean a lot
to me.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Joe awoke before morning slid its slender
sunlit fingers through the half-drawn curtains. He eased out of
bed, slipped on his clothes, and quietly left Shirley’s darkened
condo.

The day’s first cup of coffee brought Joe no
satisfaction. His night spent with Shirley left him feeling
off-balance and wounded by pangs of regret. He’d stayed with her
out of sympathy—always a bad idea—and callously departed without
waking her. They hadn’t made love. He couldn’t. And though he’d
sensed her willingness, guilt whispered strongly in his ear. The
image of his wife began to fill his mind as it had when he lay in
Shirley’s bed.

“Damn!” he muttered and drank more
coffee. “I miss you so much, Joyce.”

He got up from the dining table and went into
the kitchen, pouring another cup of coffee. He stared into the
steaming French roast, still thinking of his wife, and made a snap
decision. He would apologize to Shirley and make clear his feelings
toward her. Then he would disappear for three days to get back on
track. A motel room in Sanibel or Captiva was his first
choice—somewhere on the beach where he could be alone with his
thoughts. Decisions needed to be made and now was the time to
act.

The hour was early, and the coffee was
starting to work its magic. Joe decided to take his cup to the rear
of the building and study the crime scene—from a respectful
distance, of course. The old itch was back and stronger than ever.
Surrendering was easier than putting up a fight.

He locked the door and quietly walked to the
elevator. While waiting, a feeling of release came over him. A
wonderful sense of knowing the course to be taken was the correct
one―no doubt or hesitation to impede his progress.

A surprise waited when the door finally
opened. Shirley stood alone in the elevator car, eyes wide at the
initial sight of him, fading to concern a second later.

“Are you all right,
Joe?”

“I’m okay. I was going to call you
later and―”

“When I woke up and saw you were
gone, I thought maybe you were ill.”

“I didn’t want to wake
you.”

“Well, you should have!” Her eyes
narrowed. “I was worried about you.”

Joe pushed the button for the ground floor.
“Shirl, we need to talk.”

“We can talk over breakfast. I’ll
make you whatever you want. I’m a good cook.”

“That’s what we need to talk
about.”

“My cooking?”

“No, about you and me and what
happened last night.”

“Oh. But nothing happened
last night.”

The elevator door opened, and a couple started
inside. They hesitated before offering smiles and greetings. Joe
and Shirley exited into the hall, eventually passing through the
glass door in the rear of the building. Joe took Shirley by the arm
and positioned her so that neither of them was looking into the
sun.

“Shirl, I’d appreciate your
hearing me out.”

“Sure, Joe.” Fear began to creep
into her eyes.

“I like you, Shirl. You’re a
wonderful woman. And I’m lucky to have you as a friend. But that’s
how I would prefer it to stay between us…as a
friendship.”

“But what about―?”

Joe held up his hand, palm forward. “I know
you were shaken last night, but I shouldn’t have agreed to…well, I
shouldn’t have. I believe you want something more than a
friendship. I’m not able to give you what you want. You’re right,
Shirl, I miss my wife very much. And when you and I are together…I
can’t, Shirl, I just can’t. Believe me, it’s not you or anything
you’ve done. It’s me.”

A single tear then another trailed down
Shirley’s cheek. “I understand, Joe. I was hoping we could…” She
lowered her head and brought a hand to her mouth. Saying no more,
she left him and walked inside the building.

Joe took a deep breath then moved to a bench
near the seawall and the small wooden dock. He sat down, setting
his coffee cup beside him. He hated that he’d hurt Shirley. Not
being honest with her now would have hurt her more at a later time.
He hoped she understood.

The sight of the black and yellow police tape
fastened to the dock and stretching to where Beth Randolph’s body
had been hoisted onto the grass brought with it a flood of
memories. He’d seen too many miles of the dreaded barricade ribbon.
Taking a sip of coffee, he visualized the woman’s final
moments.

Beth leaves the Rec Room and wanders onto
the dock for a breath of fresh air. The assailant,
man or woman, approaches her. They talk. Or
embrace. Beth says something her assailant doesn’t care to
hear. Or the assailant says something to Beth. With
no expectation of an attack, Beth neither defends herself nor tries
to escape. The assailant strikes.

Another sip of coffee prompted the primary
question: who? Yet another sip encouraged an equally important
question: why? Not knowing Beth Randolph made it difficult for Joe
to list her enemies. Everyone had enemies. Or, at the very least,
people who didn’t like them. Perhaps it was a homeless person who’d
wandered onto the property. Joe shook his head. The police were
good about keeping the island free of vagrants. Besides, the
homeless might steal but they seldom murdered. He studied the dock
a few seconds. The specter of Gary Burgess looming over the
diminutive woman took shape. Gary would know the time allotted for
breaks during the bingo games. And he would know her. At least, he
would know of her.

“Working on your tan,
Joe?”

Lost in thought, Joe hadn’t heard Tom arrive.
He eased his head around as his friend sat down. “No, just
thinking.”

“About last night?”

“How does a murder occur a few
yards away from a building full of people, and no one sees or hears
anything?”

Tom shrugged. “You’re the detective. You tell
me.”

Joe sipped more coffee.

“I ran into Shirley in the hall.
She was really upset.”

“I know.”

“You two have a spat?”

“We had a discussion.”

“I guess she wasn’t happy with the
outcome.”

Joe remained silent.

“Doris and I are going to have
lunch at the Sloppy Seagull on the beach. We were thinking
of asking you and Shirley to go with us.”

“I’ll take a
raincheck.”

“No chance of reconciliation by
noon?”

Joe shifted his body so he could face his
friend. “Tom, first of all there’s nothing to reconcile. And
second, it’s really none of your business.”

Tom threw his hands up. “Okay! Okay! I didn’t
mean to tread on sacred ground.”

Joe sighed and set his coffee cup in the grass
beside the bench. “Shirley wants to be more than friends and I
can’t right now…maybe not ever.”

“She’s a good woman.”

“I know.”

“Doris and I think a lot of
her.”

A moment of silence lingered between
them.

“I’m going to take a vacation,”
Joe finally said.

“Heading back home?”

“The other direction. Somewhere on
a beach where it’s quiet. Somewhere I can think.”

“I would ask you where, but it’s
none of my business.”

Joe grinned and shook his head.

Footsteps dragging along the sidewalk caused
both men to look over their shoulders.

A rotund, balding man with a sprinkling of
brown hair on his upper lip came plodding toward them. His green
Hawaiian shirt adorned with palm trees, baggy khaki cargo shorts,
and the worn leather moccasins covering his huge feet suggested he
was a transplant from the north. His thick, snow-white legs
confirmed it.

“Mac McDougal,” Tom said. “To what
do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

Mac drew a couple of deep breaths after he
reached them. “Joe, that detective who was here last night, the
bitch with the attitude, she wants you to call her.”

“Why did she call you?” Joe
asked.

“Because you weren’t answering
your phone.”

Joe grabbed both of his pants pockets. “Sorry,
Mac, guess I left it upstairs.”

“No worries. I can use the
exercise.”

“I wonder what she
wants.”

Tom winked at Mac. “She probably wants a date,
you handsome devil.”

“Or to ask you more questions,”
Mac said. “She kept my ass up ’til midnight.”

“How come?” Joe asked.

“She wanted to know all about
Gary.”

Joe paused, thinking. “May I use your phone,
Mac?”

“Sure, Joe, let’s go to the
office. I left her business card on my desk.”

Joe picked up his coffee cup, rose from the
bench, and joined the hefty building manager in a slow and
deliberate trek.

“Think about lunch,” Tom called
out.

“Raincheck,” Joe said over his
shoulder.

Mac’s office was on the first floor next to
the lobby, the door clearly marked. Joe followed him inside. After
Mac handed him the business card, Joe picked up the receiver,
punched in the number, and waited.

“Homicide. Truffant.”

“Detective Truffant, this is Joe
Hampton. I received a message you were trying to reach
me.”

“Yes, Mr. Hampton, we brought Gary
Burgess in for questioning this morning. He tells a very
interesting story about his conversation with Beth
Randolph.”

Brought him in? Joe thought. “I’m a bit
confused, Detective. Why are you calling me?”

“Because he’s changed his story
three times, and now he’s refusing to say another word until he
talks to you.”

“I don’t know why he wants to talk
to me. I don’t know him that well. He didn’t ask for a
lawyer?”

“No, Mr. Hampton, he specifically
asked for you.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


Joe was familiar with the location of the
Clearwater Police Department building on Pierce Street. After
taking the appropriate steps to be properly announced, he
experienced an old and well-established feeling. As he walked into
the Homicide office, he was home again. The surroundings and faces
were different, but the atmosphere was similar to his workplace in
Philadelphia. Cops were cops the world over. He recognized someone
he’d met before.

“Detective Sizemore.”

“Mr. Hampton.”

“Detective Truffant called me.
Where is she?”

“With Gary Burgess in an interview
room.”

“I’m curious to know why you
brought him in.”

“He wasn’t thrilled to see us
earlier and refused to cooperate. Carly didn’t appreciate his
attitude.”

“Carly? You mean Detective
Truffant?”

Sizemore’s uneasiness confirmed his error.
“Let’s keep that between us if you don’t mind.”

Joe grinned.

“Please follow me.”

A short trip to another part of the building
brought them to Interview Room 1. Through the one-way glass, Joe
could see the raven-haired detective sitting at a table with
Burgess.

In his thirties, the maintenance man sported
an average build, his plain white T-shirt, hanging loose, added
girth to his appearance. His bald head was of his own doing—a look
popular among some men of this millennium. Joe saw no reason for
shaving off a perfectly good head of hair.

“Detective Sizemore, I have to
tell you again that I have no idea why he wants to see me. I don’t
know the man.”

The detective shrugged and opened the
door.

Burgess flinched as Joe and Sizemore entered
the room. Truffant didn’t move.

“Mr. Hampton,” Sizemore
announced.

“Have a seat,” Truffant
said.

Joe pulled out a chair and sat down beside
her.

“Okay, he’s here, Mr.
Burgess.”

Burgess’s eyes flickered from Joe to Truffant.
“I want to speak to him…and only him.”

Truffant exhaled sharply and shook her head.
“I don’t believe this guy. All right. I don’t have to do this, you
know.”

She and Sizemore left the room.

Burgess relaxed and leaned back in his chair.
“I appreciate this, Mr. Hampton. I can’t talk to her. She gets me
all confused.”

“Why did you ask for me,
Gary?”

“Because you’re honest, and I
heard that you were a good cop in Massachusetts.”

“Pennsylvania.”

“Oh. Right.”

“What do you want?”

“I didn’t kill Mrs. Randolph. No
one’s going to believe me, but I didn’t do it.”

“Why won’t they believe
you?”

Burgess released a nervous chuckle. “If she
had told you that I tried to rape her, would you have believed
her?”

“Did you?”

“Of course not! I wouldn’t do that
to someone like Mrs. Randolph.”

“An older woman, you
mean?”

“Right.”

“But you would if she was a
younger woman.”

“No! That’s not what I
mean.”

“Then what, exactly, do you
mean?”

“Mr. Hampton, sometimes I get
together with a few of the women in the condo and we have…you
know.”

“You service them?”

“They pay me to do it. I mean,
some of them aren’t bad looking for being so…”

“Old?”

Burgess nodded.

“You’re a prostitute.”

“No! I never asked for the money.
They offered it.”

“So, naturally, being the
accommodating fellow you are, you took it.”

Burgess shrugged. “It’s an easy way to make a
few bucks.”

“And Beth Randolph? Did she refuse
to pay for your service?”

“You got it all wrong, Mr.
Hampton. I refused her.”

Joe arched his right eyebrow. “You refused
her?”

“See, I knew you wouldn’t believe
me.”

“Why her and not the
others?”

“I don’t go to bed with just
anyone.”

“I see. Go on.”

“She’d approached me before. I
told her no, but she kept bothering me. Last night she told me if I
didn’t agree to do her she would tell the police that I tried to
rape her.”

“Is that what you two were talking
about in the Rec Room hallway?”

Burgess acted surprised. “Uh…no, it was after.
She asked me to meet her out back on the dock.”

“What did you do?”

“I met her on the dock. When she
threatened me again, I caved in and told her I’d call her in a
couple of days. Then I left.”

“You agreed to have relations with
her.”

“What else could I do?
Refuse?”

“No one heard this conversation, I
suppose.”

“We were alone.”

“You said you left after talking
to her. Did you go home?”

“I went to JoJo’s on Court Street.
I needed a few shots to calm my nerves. You can ask the
bartender.”

“Detective Truffant said you keep
changing your story.”

“I told you she got me all
confused. She wouldn’t stop asking me why I killed the old
lady.”

Joe nodded and got to his feet.

“Can you help me, Mr.
Hampton?”

“I didn’t come here to offer legal
assistance, Gary. You asked for me, remember?”

“Then tell that cop I want a
lawyer.”

“I think she already knows.” Joe
opened the door and exited the interview room.

Truffant and Sizemore were standing next to
the one-way glass. Truffant switched off the intercom.

“What do you make of his story?”
Joe asked.

“He had time to put together a
nice little tale while we were waiting for you,” Truffant
said.

“You don’t believe
him.”

“The blood on the dock belongs to
Beth Randolph. Burgess admits to being on the dock with her last
night. Of course, no one heard their conversation. We’ll get the
names of the women he slept with after he talks to his lawyer. But
I have a feeling they’ll all be too embarrassed to admit to paying
for sex. If you were in my shoes and trying to build a case, would
you believe him, Mr. Hampton?”

“He doesn’t have much going for
him, does he?”

“Oh, and there’s one more item
that may be of interest to you. Tell him, Sizemore.”

“Gary Burgess was charged with
rape five years ago. The charges were later dropped.”

 


 


Joe could barely remember the drive back to his
condo. His exchange with Gary Burgess continued to barrel through
his mind like a commuter train with no plan to stop. The
inflections and pleading nature in the man’s voice, as well as his
sincerity in delivering his explanations, was most convincing. A
line of horse fertilizer lay down by many a con man was equally
compelling. Distinguishing the difference between the two proved to
be the challenge.

Something wasn’t sitting right with Joe this
time, though. Why would Burgess kill Beth Randolph on the dock?
People saw them talking in the hall outside the Rec Room. Killing
her soon thereafter was a guarantee of guilt.

Joe took his time getting from his car to the
front entrance of the condominium, head down and wheels turning. He
nodded to a couple he didn’t know on his way to the elevator. He
pressed the button and waited, still trying to decide whether
Burgess was lying. Swiveling his head to the right when he heard
someone leave through the rear exit door, he turned from the
elevator and exited through the same door. Facing the channel in
the shade of the overhang, he thought, Beth comes out of the Rec
Room, goes into the building, and talks to Gary in the
hall. They agree to meet on the dock. He follows
her. Joe stared at the dock for several seconds. Or did
he? I have no idea if he followed her right then.
They could have met later. Without more information, like
Beth Randolph’s time of death, he didn’t know much at all. He shook
his head and went back inside the building.

Standing in front of the elevator door again,
he tried to remember how long Shirley had been gone during the
first break.

As the door opened and revealed an empty car,
he chuckled. “Why am I doing this? I’m retired.”

The elevator took him directly to the fourth
floor. When the door opened again, he stepped out and nearly bumped
into Emma.

“Joe!”

“Emma. Are you lost?”

“I just came from your place.
Could I have a word with you?”

“Certainly.” He followed her down
the hall.

Joe inserted his key into the lock, opened the
door, and gestured Emma inside.

As she entered, she surveyed the living
room.

“You keep your place looking very
nice, Joe.”

“Joyce would yell at me if I
didn’t.”

“What?”

“Never mind. Have a seat. Would
you care for something to drink?”

“No, thank you. Joe.”

Emma sat down on one end of the sofa. Joe took
a seat in the living room chair nearby, and waited to see what she
wanted.

“Is anything wrong,
Emma?”

“It’s none of my business really,
but Shirley is very upset. What did you say to her?”

Joe sighed deeply. “To put it simply, she
wants to be more than a friend and I…”

“Don’t?”

“Can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Emma, I don’t care to discuss
it.”

“Joe, it’s been years since Joyce
passed away. You really need to move on.”

“I agree. But the simple fact is I
would hate to make a commitment only to realize it was a
mistake.”

“Shirley would be good for
you.”

Joe sighed again. She’s not listening.
“That may be true, but I might not be good for her.”

“I don’t believe that for one
minute. You’re a fine man, Joe Hampton. Everybody says
so.”

“And you’re a good friend,
Emma.”

Momentary silence spawned
awkwardness.

“I guess I should be going,” she
said.

“Emma, I’d like to ask you
something, if you don’t mind?”

“What is it?”

“This is difficult, so bear with
me.” Joe could feel himself slipping into cop mode. He had
to be gentle. “Has word gotten back to you that some of the women
in our building might be socializing with the staff?”

“What?”

“You know, getting friendlier than
usual?”

Emma’s mouth fell open. “You mean going to
bed?”

 


Joe’s stare was icy.

“Well, there has been talk of…I
mean I don’t want to believe that…” She couldn’t free herself of
his gaze. “Yes.”

“How many women?”

“Well, I believe I heard of five
or six. Maybe.”

“Are they all widowed?”

“All but one.”

“Who is the―?”

“Oh, please don’t ask me, Joe! She
would absolutely die if people found out.”

Joe was unfazed. “Who is the staff member
providing the service?” He noticed Emma breathing
easier.

“From what I’ve heard, it’s Gary
Burgess.”

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Opposing trains of thought tugged at Joe after
Emma left. He spent the rest of the afternoon divided between the
cloud of suspicion hovering over Gary Burgess, and the pending
drama most certain to unfold when he crossed paths with Shirley
again. And he would cross paths with her again.

That’s the problem with telling the
truth, he thought. Explaining the reasons over and over
until an understanding is reached. It’s so much easier to
lie.

But he wouldn’t lie to her. He couldn’t. He
liked Shirley. But love her? He loved Joyce. Still.

Joe rose from his sofa and went to the
kitchen, removing a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He
cracked the seal on the cap and was about to take a healthy pull
when his cell phone sang out. He set the bottle on the counter,
pulled the phone from his pants pocket, and checked the caller ID.
The number wasn’t listed.

“Mr. Hampton, this is Detective
David Sizemore.”

“Detective, what can I do for
you?”

“I thought you should know that we
didn’t hold Gary Burgess.” There was a slight echo behind his
voice.

“I didn’t think you could. Most of
what I heard was circumstantial.”

“Carly is really pissed. She’s
positive that he killed Beth Randolph.”

“Frankly, I’m surprised. I would
think she’d be more open-minded so early in the case.”

“Me, too. She normally doesn’t act
this way.”

“Something get under her
skin?”

“She has a soft spot for little
old…for elderly women.”

“I see.”

“Anyway, we’re heading back to
your condo to interview the women Burgess mentioned when he talked
to you.”

“You got their names?”

“The lawyer didn’t
object.”

“David, if I may call you David,
does Detective Truffant know you called me?”

“Uh, no, sir.”

“Then why did you?”
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