

        

            

                

            

        




	



LEROY MERIWETHER'S COLD CASE SEEMS TO BE GOING NOWHERE. . . UNTIL PEOPLE START DYING 


	. . . IMPORTANT PEOPLE.


	 


	A murder victim is discovered in a shallow grave in southern Georgia. The skeleton turns out to be that of Billy Howell, a well-liked business owner thought to have died in a boating accident 25 years earlier. Under appreciated detective Leroy Meriwether’s investigation reveals that Billy was involved in gambling and drug smuggling. As the various layers of deception are stripped away, a drug kingpin unleashes deadly violence on the small community of Brunswick, determined that his involvement remain secret.


	 


	“Rodney Page has written a taut murder mystery that will have readers on the edge of their seats from start to finish. The book is set amidst the steamy creeks and marshes of the Georgia low country, and I could almost catch the scent of pluff mud and small town corruption leaking from the pages. You'll never guess the ending. Put this one on your must read list.”—Ronald Paxton, Author of Silent Waltz.


	 


	The Fourth Partner is another excellent novel from Rodney Page. Page remains true to his style of witty prose, fast-paced story, strong plot, well developed characters, and authentic dialogue. What’s not to like?


	When aging Homicide Investigator Leroy Meriwether gets landed with the case of his career, it turns into a Pandora’s Box of trouble affecting not only his job, but his life and the lives of those he holds dear. Forgotten local personalities grow in wealth and power but remain bound by the secrets of their past. The Fourth Partner is a great reminder that the seeds we sewed long ago, often grow their own roots and affect the winds and paths that direct our lives decades later.


	Read this book. When you finish you’ll thank me for the recommendation and, like myself, be forever hooked on Rodney Page’s writing.


	This book is Georgia’s Peach for 2016.—C. G. Carey, Author, Temporary Problems


	 


	“The Fourth Partner hooks you on page one and leaves you reeling at the end — the perfect murder mystery.”—Stephen Doster, Author, Jesus Tree.
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	Preface


	 


	Even God’s country — Southeast Georgia’s Golden Isles — can have imaginary nefarious characters doing sinister things; fiction allows it. Yet, the villains’ plotting and scheming can do little to detract from the beauty and serenity of one of the most beautiful places on earth. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	THE FOURTH PARTNER


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 1


	 


	August, 1991


	 


	It was hot, a sultry humid heat made more unbearable by the lack of a breeze.


	Billy Howell sat on the small deck atop his dock on the marsh creek a few miles north of Shellman Bluff. Sweat soaked his Atlanta Braves baseball cap. He was shirtless and perspiration streamed down his broad chest, drenching his canvas shorts. Billy never built a house or cabin on the lot, just the floating boat dock and deck; there wasn’t a need.


	He was alone, but the dock had buzzed with activity many nights the last couple of years. Now it was just a place of solitude where Billy tried to relax, a refuge from what had become an increasingly maddening and stressful life.


	Jill Howell never visited the lot he’d bought in 1988; neither had his son. Billy relished his wife’s absence; the couple seldom spent time together anyway. His estranged son, B.J., hated him, and Billy knew why. It was a shame, but it was what it was. Laura loved the lot, and Billy recalled fond memories of the cookouts and boat rides with his daughter.


	There was no telephone. Billy’s clients wouldn’t bounce their way over McIntosh County’s washboard dirt roads to hassle him. They’d have to wait until he returned to his office to bitch or file law suits or contact the police or do whatever the hell they decided to do. But pissed-off clients were the least of Billy’s worries.


	During happier times Billy spent hours on the deck with those he considered friends. They argued good-naturedly about upcoming football games, hockey matches, basketball games, boxing matches or damn near anything else on which a bet could be placed. But no longer. And he reflected on the late night rendezvous at the dock. 


	My God, was it worth it?


	Billy flung the empty beer can into the creek. He reached into the cooler for another but stopped. His father was a drunk, and Billy feared addictive tendencies floated somewhere in his genes. Dulling his senses wouldn’t help, and he tossed the Styrofoam cooler into the creek; the remaining beers sank. Oddly, the tide was turning, and the cooler bobbed in place, floating neither northerly nor southerly. 


	Just like my life…going no damn where.


	The searing sun turned the deck’s tin roof into a heating element, not unlike that of a toaster oven. Billy considered a cooling swim but saw a solitary alligator lurking near the dock. 


	No breeze stirred. Billy slipped on his deck shoes and climbed down from the deck to the dock. A boat ride would offer relief from the heat; no matter how hot the air, at least it would move.


	The jon boat’s small motor cranked to life, and Billy mindlessly guided the small boat through the meandering labyrinth of creeks, streams and inlets. He found solace in the marsh. The receding tide revealed jagged oyster beds on the muddy banks. They reminded him of his youth when he clamored in the muck to harvest a few dozen for roasting. Trout jumped, and a pair of porpoises frolicked in the main creek channel. For an hour Billy forgot his worries.


	He guided the boat to his dock. The sun was low, and Jill would react savagely if he was late, but no more so than usual. B.J. wouldn’t be there and couldn’t care less if his father was home or not. However, Laura would give him a hug.


	The jon boat rounded the bend in the creek, and Billy saw two men standing on his dock. He recognized both. Billy shrugged his shoulders and braced for another unpleasant conversation.


	Billy lived his life on the edge … his finances, business dealings and personal affairs always on the precipice, poised to plunge into chaos. But his disarming charm and bullshitting skills saved him. Now his verbosity and boyish grin wouldn’t help.


	He climbed out of boat and secured it to the dock. The accusations were more intense than last time. Billy offered the same answers and assurances he had for weeks. Yes, he’d keep his mouth shut. There was nothing more Billy could say or do. 


	He tired of the threats, turned and walked off the dock onto the wooden pier. The two men followed; one screamed at Billy. He ignored the verbal assault and climbed the steep stairs leading to his lot on the bluff overlooking the creek. He walked toward his Infiniti Q45, reached into his pocket and pushed the unlock button on the keyless device. Billy saw the Infiniti’s lights blink and heard the click of the door lock mechanism…the last sight and sound he ever saw or heard.


	One of the men was remorseful, the other relieved.


	With considerable effort the two men stuffed Billy’s body into the trunk of their car. They unmoored the jon boat and set it adrift. 


	Billy left the property’s solitude for the last time.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	Present Day


	 


	Leroy Meriwether finished his foot-long Subway meatball sandwich at the Glynn County Sheriff’s Department in Brunswick. His beige Steelcase desk sat among seven others just like it lined up in two rows of four in the cramped twenty-by-thirty foot rectangle known as the bullpen. The desks were indistinguishable except for the degree and nature of clutter covering each.


	The nameplate sitting on the right-hand corner of Leroy’s desk displayed: Leroy J. Meriwether, Lead Homicide Investigator. However, the nameplate belied reality on many levels.


	Lead was an unofficial moniker and added nothing to Leroy’s bi-weekly paycheck. Homicides accounted for a small minority of Leroy’s cases. There had been only six murders in the county the previous year, and all were quickly solved. 


	Rednecks and gangbangers got drunk and/or whacked-out on something and killed each other or their wives or girlfriends. A few perpetrators hid but were soon captured; most sobered up and tearfully admitted their guilt. Leroy’s talent was underutilized.


	Interspersed with the murder cases Leroy worked rape and assault cases and most anything else his boss, Captain Bill Donaldson, assigned him. Leroy was bored, but he’d max out his pension and retire in a couple of years. He was fifty-eight and divorced so his financial needs were modest, and he’d be young enough to pursue his true passion, restoring sixties muscle cars.


	During his tenure with the department Leroy saw three sheriffs come and two go. The first was competent but voted out because of his political affiliation; he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The second was corrupt and resigned when indicted by the grand jury. The current sheriff, Carter Cox, a politician with little law enforcement experience would probably turn out corrupt too. But, no matter who ran the show, it had little impact on Leroy’s day-to-day activities, and he could put up with anything for another two years.


	Leroy was born and raised in Jesup, forty miles northwest of Brunswick. He’d joined the Army, earned his GED, become an MP and applied for a position with the Wayne County Sheriff’s Department after he was discharged. He made sergeant after twelve years’ service. Had he remained in Jesup, Leroy would never be promoted to lieutenant; his ex-wife’s father sat on the county commission. 


	After the divorce Leroy wanted no part of Jesup and Wayne County. He joined the Glynn County department as a deputy. His natural curiosity and persistence were noted by his superiors, and three years later he was promoted to detective. He achieved the non-compensatory Lead title five years after that.


	Leroy stood six-foot-five, was long, gangly and a bit clumsy. Except for a fringe of graying hair he was bald, and his attire made Columbo look like a fashion plate. His trousers were too short; his associates called them high-water pants. His shirts were likewise, and Leroy constantly tucked in his shirt tail. Department regulations required detectives wear ties while on duty, a rule providing daily visual confirmation Leroy was colorblind.


	Leroy threw the Subway wrapper in the waste basket and prepared for a long, tedious afternoon reviewing a stack of assault and battery case files. His phone rang, and ignoring the department’s suggested phone etiquette protocol, Leroy answered, “This is Leroy.”


	“Hey, Leroy, it’s Paul Fortner,” said the deputy.


	“How you doing, Paul?” Leroy drawled in his deep south Georgia accent.


	“Pretty good; you got a minute?”


	“Yep, what’s up?”


	“We got a call from a grading contractor working up off Laurens Road on the north end of Saint Simons. You know, where the Coastal View Company is building that new hot-shit development with gillion-dollar houses.”


	“Yeah, I know where it is.”


	“I’m up here now, and a bulldozer uncovered a skeleton.”


	“Did you secure the scene?”


	“Yes, and I called the coroner’s office; they’re on the way.”


	“How long has it been there?”


	“I don’t know, but it’s been a while. A bulldozer was leveling piney woods and palmettos next to the marsh. Luckily the driver wasn’t grading very deep and saw a bone sticking up and stopped.”


	Leroy perked up. First settled by the English in the 1730s, Indians lived on Saint Simons Island for thousands of years before. Skeletons were occasionally unearthed that were hundreds of years old, but usually buried in deep graves. Finding a skeleton close to the surface was unusual.


	“Okay, I’m on my way. I ought to be there in thirty minutes.”


	As Leroy crossed the causeway to Saint Simons he tried to recollect any active missing person cases other than the usual runaways and junkies. Nothing came to mind, but Leroy’s instincts screamed. He didn’t believe the skeleton was that of an Indian, one of General Oglethorpe’s colonists or a long-deceased resident of the cotton plantations that once thrived on the island. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 3


	 


	Leroy guided the unmarked, black Dodge Charger through the sprawling 3,000-acre construction site and saw the flashing blue lights of two police cruisers and the coroner’s white van. Mark Fletcher, the assistant coroner, and two assistants were removing dirt surrounding the skeleton. 


	Leroy caught Fletcher’s attention and asked, “What we got here, Mark?”


	“I don’t know much yet. It’s a male, and he’s been here for a while.”


	Leroy began to doubt his intuition. “Don’t tell me it’s another Indian.”


	“Not unless the Indians wore Sperry Topsiders, khaki shorts and Izod knit shirts.”


	 “Paul told me it’s been buried a while?”


	“It has. I’d guess maybe fifteen to thirty years based on the deterioration of the clothing,” said Fletcher.


	“Any ID?” asked Leroy.


	“Nope, no watch or rings either. But his teeth had work done on them, a couple of gold caps and several fillings. If he’s from around here we ought to able to identify him from his dental records.”


	“Can you see anything indicating cause of death?”


	“Yeah, the back of the guy’s skull is shattered like an egg shell. I’ll know more after I get him back to the lab, but my early assessment is somebody beat the hell out of him.”


	“Okay, thanks, Mark. Are you doing the autopsy?”


	“Yeah, but it’ll be tomorrow afternoon before I can get to him.”


	“No problem; do you mind if I drop by?”


	“Not at all.”


	Leroy’s intuition was correct. The remains were of a victim who was murdered in fairly recent times. The detective didn’t know much yet about him, but he did know somebody went to a lot of trouble hiding the body. 


	He also knew the press flocked to any crime scene where a body was found, and were more infatuated if it was a skeleton. This was a murder; therefore, there was a murderer, and the murderer would be alerted if the Channel 4 News You Can Depend On crew arrived with their remote satellite truck. The skeleton’s discovery would be the lead story for the next two or three days. Not that much happened in Brunswick.


	Leroy called Martha Larson, the department’s public affairs spokesperson. 


	 “Hey, Martha, it’s Leroy.”


	“Good afternoon, Leroy. What can I do for you?” Martha asked, not particularly cordially. 


	She and Leroy weren’t on the best of terms. Like many policemen, Leroy didn’t think much of the media and even less of what he believed was the overabundance of information released by the department. He and Martha butted heads on several occasions, and Leroy hoped he hadn’t completely burned the bridge.


	“Martha, has the media heard about the body found at the Coastal View development on Saint Simons?”


	“I doubt it; I don’t know anything about it.”


	“Good. Do you think we can keep this thing under wraps?”


	“Why?”


	“It’s either a murder scene or the location where a body was buried after a murder somewhere else. I don’t know for sure, but I think the victim was a local which means the murderer may be local too. It sure would be a favor if we could keep the details out of the media, particularly the location.”


	Martha was silent for a few seconds and said, “You know the media will eventually find out about it.”


	“I know; that’s unavoidable. But we don’t have to help them.” He regretted his words the instant they left his lips.


	“What do you mean by that?”


	Leroy tried to recover. This was not the time to do battle. 


	“I meant no offense, Martha. I know you have your job to do, and it ain’t easy dealing with the press. But if you could be ambiguous when they ask about the location, I’d really appreciate it.”


	“I’ll do what I can,” said Martha, and she hung up.


	Leroy did all he could to delay the release of the gravesite’s location and turned his attention to the area surrounding the skeletal remains. 


	The landscape was flat, not that there were any hills on Saint Simons which was just over three feet above sea level at its highest point. Judging from the size of the remaining trees the dozer hadn’t uprooted and pushed into a pile, the area went undisturbed for forty or more years, probably since it was logged in the fifties or sixties. Whoever buried the body was familiar with Saint Simons.


	Leroy found the bulldozer driver and introduced himself in his usual low-key and folksy manner. “Hey, I’m Leroy Meriwether from the sheriff’s office. What’s your name, sir?”


	“Walter Hodges,” the man said sounding nervous.


	“Walter, you got a few minutes to answer some questions?”


	“Yes, sir,” said the large black man who remained unnerved by his discovery.


	“Walter, how long have you been working on this project?”


	“Since it started, about fourteen months, Mr. Meriwether.”


	“Good, can you tell me what this area looked like before the excavation began?”


	“Yes, sir, this is one of the last areas we’re clearing. I think they’re going to build tennis courts here. It don’t need no heavy grading, just a little leveling out. Wasn’t no big trees, just a few little pines and a bunch of palmettos and brambles.”


	“Sounds like nasty work,” Leroy said.


	“It’s hot and there’s a bunch of snakes, rattlers and copperheads. But it’s safe up on the tractor.”


	Leroy involuntarily glanced down at his feet; he hated snakes. 


	He quickly looked up and continued his questioning. “How deep had you graded when you saw the bones?”


	Hodges shuddered at the recollection. 


	“Once I pushed up the palmettos and was down to the topsoil, I made a couple of runs. Probably took no more than a foot off each time. I only needed to get the roots out and get it real level.”


	It would have taken some effort, but most anyone over the age of twelve could have dug a two-foot grave.


	“One more question, Walter, if you don’t mind.”


	“No, sir, don’t mind at all.”


	“You said you’ve been working here for a while. Do you remember if there was a path or road to get back in here from Laurens Road before you started grading?”


	“Yes, sir, I think it was an old logging road. If you go over there past where I piled up the palmettos you can still see it if you look close. Don’t know where it ends, probably at the marsh. But it ran right past where them bones are.”


	“Do you remember if it led back to the road?”


	“Yes, sir, it did. We’ve been using it to get back in here since we started working.”


	“Thanks, Walter. I appreciate your help. Now you stay cool and watch out for those damn snakes,” Leroy said, smiling.


	“I will, but I ain’t afraid of the snakes, I just don’t want to dig up no more bones. It ain’t a good sign.”


	Leroy radioed the office and confirmed the CSI team was on its way. He doubted they’d find anything useful, but they might get lucky.


	Leroy tucked in his sweat-soaked shirttail, got into the Dodge and turned the air conditioning to full blast. His mind spun as he drove back to his office. The victim was likely fairly affluent. He could have been a tourist or part-time resident. Some of the richest people in the world had homes on Sea Island that abutted Saint Simons. But there was also plenty of money on Saint Simons. 


	The victim could have been killed at the gravesite or elsewhere and then transported there. He was bludgeoned to death. There wasn’t a gunshot wound that might help. Anybody who could lift a pipe, wrench or a waffle iron could have killed the unknown victim. And damn near anyone could have dug the shallow grave. 


	Great! Everyone over the age of twelve, male or female, who was within God knows how far of Saint Simons when the guy was murdered is a suspect.


	Leroy slept little that night. He was exhilarated by the daunting challenge that lay ahead. He knew he was good at what he did, and someone killed the man found in the grave. Leroy had two years until he retired to identify the victim and his murderer…and it might take that long.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 4


	 


	Leroy got up early the next morning and ate his usual breakfast, the only meal he reasoned was healthy…a couple of bagels drenched in artificial butter made of some chemical concoction. 


	Leroy ate terribly and never exercised, but until the last few years he managed to keep his weight down. He attributed his good fortune to an active metabolism, but Leroy had acquired a sizeable paunch. Although his frame was lean, Leroy’s midsection looked as if he had ingested a half-inflated basketball. He rationalized his growing plumpness was a temporary condition easily eliminated if he cut back his Wendy’s super-sized orders from large to medium. Weight control was one of Leroy’s few rationalizations.


	He arrived at the office and closeted himself in a small conference room away from the noisy bullpen. On a yellow legal pad he made notes that would form the beginning of the case file. He divided the first sheet into three columns. In the left-hand column were the facts; it was a very short list. In the middle column were items Leroy expected to be proven as facts. In the right-hand column was the longest list: what Leroy suspected, felt, assumed or intuited. 


	The goal was to eliminate entries in the middle and right columns. Until every note made its way to the left-hand fact column, the investigation wouldn’t be over. Unless, of course, someone confessed to the crime, or the murderer was proven dead or already in jail, possibilities Leroy thought unlikely.


	When Leroy emerged from his isolation, he had twelve pages of notes; mostly in the two right-hand columns on the sheets. It was lunch time, and he drove to a barbeque joint in downtown Brunswick. He ordered two pulled-pork barbeque sandwiches, Brunswick stew and banana pudding. He hoped his metabolism would be particularly active that afternoon.


	When finished, he walked to the coroner’s office several blocks away. He arrived at 12:30 p.m. Mark Fletcher said that he would examine the skeleton in the afternoon.


	The assistant corner arrived a little after one o’clock. Leroy was waiting for him in the lobby.


	“Damn, Leroy. I told you I’d get to the exam this afternoon,” Fletcher said.


	Leroy gave Fletcher a smug look and glanced at his watch.


	“What time is it?” Leroy asked.


	“Okay, I got it. Come on back.”


	Leroy and Fletcher walked to examination lab, and Fletcher put on his protective garb. His assistant placed the skeletal remains on the stainless steel table; they were laid out in the shape of a body. Sitting beside the bones were the remnants of the victim’s tattered clothing, each piece in a separate plastic bag.


	“Can I look at the stuff in the bags?” Leroy asked.


	“Yes, but don’t open them,” Fletcher said with a frown.


	The Izod logo was still attached to a four-inch-wide ragged remnant of blue cotton. Most of the deck shoes’ leather uppers had rotted as had the belt. However, the rubber soles were in good shape, the molded Sperry logo still clearly identifiable. The nondescript belt buckle was also intact.


	“Will you be able to get any clues from this stuff?” Leroy asked as he sat on a stool.


	“Probably not,” Mark said. “Unless the guy stomped around in some pretty nasty radioactive or biological stuff, traces of almost anything else are long gone.”


	Leroy looked disappointed.


	“Look, Leroy, you know damn well this business ain’t like CSI on TV. Don’t sit there and pout because I can’t pull up a magical graphic display that’ll tell you what this guy’s great-grandfather had for breakfast a hundred years ago.”


	“Sorry.”


	“I’ve never seen you so spun up over a case.”


	“I suppose it’s showing.”


	“I’d say so. What’s the deal?”


	Leroy thought for a moment and said, “I’ve never had a case like this. It’s going to be damn near impossible to figure out who did it, and I don’t like things I can’t figure out. Does saying I’m intrigued by the challenge sound phony?”


	“No, I don’t think it sounds phony. I guess all of us in this business wait for the case, the one nobody else can solve. Hell, go for it.”


	 “Okay, tell me everything you can about this guy.”


	“Would you mind if I examined him first?”


	“Of course not.”


	Fletcher picked up the pelvis. Three seconds later Leroy asked, “What do you see?”


	“Goddamn it, Leroy. Get the hell out of here and wait outside. I’ll be out in an hour or so and tell you what I’ve found out.”


	Leroy didn’t move.


	“Get out or I won’t do the examination until next week. Now, you decide.”


	Leroy had the look of a whipped dog and slowly sauntered toward the double door leading to the lobby. He stopped, turned around and was about to say something.


	“If you’re not out of here in five seconds you can sit around for the next week with your thumb up your ass waiting for my report. Got it?”


	Leroy nodded and left the examination room.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 5


	 


	The hour stretched to over two, and Fletcher didn’t come to the lobby.


	Leroy tried everything to divert his mind from whatever the hell was taking Fletcher so long in the examination room. Recalling old cases didn’t do it. A brief mental foray into his personal life did, but at a price.


	Leroy’s ex-wife married her lover soon after Leroy left Jesup. The judge granted visitation rights to Leroy, but after a few months it was evident the judge’s decision didn’t matter. His ex-wife and her new husband quickly and effectively poisoned the children’s perceptions of their father. 


	Leroy had been estranged from the kids for years. As far as he knew his daughter lived in Savannah, his son in Atlanta, but that was twelve years ago. He received no Christmas cards, Father’s Day cards or birthday cards. Hell, they might be married and have kids of their own and moved to California or France or Mars; Leroy didn’t have a clue. It hurt, but it was reality.


	Leroy was rousted from his thoughts when Fletcher appeared and motioned for Leroy to follow him. They sat down in Fletcher’s office.


	“Okay, this is what we’ve got. Your victim was a male. He was between thirty-five and forty-five years old when he died. He had a stocky build, was between five-eleven and six-two and weighed about two-hundred pounds. He was Caucasian and probably played sports. His fibula had been broken but was set and healed properly. His kneecap has a tiny fracture that was probably never diagnosed, and the second joint of the little finger on his right hand was broken and fused together. A jock wouldn’t seek treatment for those type injuries; the pain was tolerable and wouldn’t inhibit his athletic performance.”


	Leroy looked nonplussed. “That’s great, but what killed him?”


	Fletcher shook his head; Leroy was trying his patience.


	“My best guess is that the murderer approached the victim from behind and hit him in the back of the head with a blunt object. The first blow probably knocked him out but didn’t kill him, and he likely fell forward on his face. The attacker then hit him repeatedly in the back of his head. His cheek bone is fractured, maybe from falling after the initial blow. The back of his skull is pulverized. He was struck at least twenty times in the back of his head.”


	Leroy sat quietly for a moment, assessed what Fletcher had told him and asked, 


	“Were the blows brutal? Was the attacker strong?  Maybe I can narrow it down to whether it was man or not?”


	“Not really. One massive blow didn’t kill him; there were multiple blows that could have been delivered by a grown man or woman or a teenager with average strength.”


	“Okay, anything else?”


	“Not for the time being. We can do more tests that might identify any diseases or ailments the guy had. But, honestly, all indications are he was a normal All-American guy who made somebody mad as hell. If you can narrow down the possible victims to a manageable number, we’ll check their dental records. If that doesn’t turn up anything we can possibly identify him using a relative’s DNA sample.”


	“Hell, if I knew a relative, I’d know the victim.”


	“Good point. This one’s gonna get solved with good old fashioned police work.”


	“Do you think he’s from around here?”


	“There’s no evidence to suggest that.”


	“Okay, thanks, Mark.”


	“My pleasure, what are you going to do now?”


	“It looks like I’ll lock myself up and go over the missing person records for Glynn and the surrounding counties from 1983 to 1993.”


	“Have fun and call me if I can help.”


	“I will.”


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 6


	 


	Leroy left the morgue and drove home. He wanted to internalize the new information Fletcher provided. The lists on the yellow legal pad would get longer, but Leroy needed to step away from what was already becoming a near-obsession. But, ironically, his most creative thinking came when he focused on something completely unrelated to a case.


	Leroy pulled into the driveway of his small home off Highway 17 just north of Brunswick. He changed into coveralls and unlocked his garage. Inside was his pride and joy, a 1965 Pontiac GTO. 


	Leroy’s personality was perfectly suited to the laborious and tedious task of restoring a fifty-year-old car. He was meticulous, attentive to detail and patient; restoring an old car was not for anyone seeking immediate gratification.


	He’d bought the car six years earlier from a junkyard in Jacksonville and had it transported to Brunswick. The GTO was in terrible condition; the engine and transmission were shot, rust had deteriorated the doors, fenders and wheel wells and mice had shredded the car’s interior and wiring. The car was perfect for Leroy’s purpose.


	After spending over $7,000 and an untold number of hours, the restoration neared completion. Rather than excitement, the thought of finishing the project depressed Leroy. The GTO was a good friend; Leroy was intimately familiar with every square inch of the car…every fuse, hose, engine component, brake line and spark plug. He’d nursed the classic car back to health. Once he finished what would he do with her? Probably sell her and start work on another, yet he felt like a father soon to send his daughter off to college.


	Leroy squelched the troublesome thought and proceeded with his task of the day, installing a new trunk lock. He hooked a drop light to the inside of the trunk and wedged himself inside. Fitting his six-foot-five frame in the trunk wasn’t easy, but he managed by scrunching his knees close to his chest.


	Leroy struggled with the lock and his mind wandered to the case. The hassle of getting himself into the trunk brought a question to mind. Was the victim killed in the woods or elsewhere and then transported to the grave? Leroy believed it was the latter. If the victim weighed two-hundred pounds, stuffing him into a car trunk would have been arduous. One strong man could do it with difficulty. An older or weaker man or a woman would’ve needed help; therefore, it likely took two people to load the corpse’s dead weight. The killer or killers might have used a pickup truck or a van, but the effort required wasn’t significantly less than that needed to stuff a body into the trunk of a car. Leroy postulated there were at least two murderers.
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