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Mangrove Bayou

Stephen Morrill


Chapter 1

June

The cool days were past and another sauna summer approaching, with 90-degree temperatures and 90-percent humidity—what the locals called “the 90-90s.” It was still morning in the town of Mangrove Bayou, on the Gulf coast of Florida somewhere south of Naples and somewhere west of the Moon. Out on the Gulf of Mexico the first thunderheads were building into the blue sky. They would sweep ashore by late morning and in the afternoon collide with the east coast storms crossing over the vast Everglades between here and Miami. That daily artillery duel would continue to mid-October.

Troy Adam was standing on the town’s small public beach admiring the clouds through polarized sunglasses. He was sweating already in his one dark gray suit that he wore only to job interviews. He looked at his wrist watch, sighed and turned and walked the few blocks to the town hall. He’d already applied to half a dozen other police departments with no luck. But he had always liked Mangrove Bayou, and he had hopes.

The mayor of Mangrove Bayou and the other two town councilmen had picked Troy’s résumé out of a stack of two and, on seeing Troy, they weren’t sure they didn’t like the loser better. In thirty-five years he had grown accustomed to people staring at him. He was light brown, with black eyes with just a hint of almond shape, and with short jet-black straight hair, and the Mangrove Bayou town council was staring now.

Two of the men looked as if they worked with their hands and stood around in the sun. One was heavyset, with thick wrists and callused hands with scarred, thick fingers. He wore khaki slacks and a darker brown Columbia fishing shirt, vented across the back and with pockets all over it. Troy had a closet full of identical shirts. The other was shorter, slender, with softer hands, who wore creased denim slacks and a Polo shirt. The third was a tall, pale, skinny man with a bald, narrow head, sorrowful look, black suit and matching narrow black tie. 

The four of them sat in the large meeting room above the town hall, three councilmen on one side of a cheap wood-grain-vinyl-covered table with folding legs, one police chief candidate on the other side. The yellow plastic chairs would stack neatly and there were more tables and stacks of chairs against one wall, useful should a game of bingo suddenly break out.

“I’m Les Groud,” the heavyset man said. “Besides being one of the councilmen, I’m the mayor when I’m not out guiding sport fishermen.” He pointed at Polo Shirt, “Councilman Max Reed. Max is a real estate developer out to bulldoze Mangrove Bayou into the modern day.” Reed gave Troy a small, pained smile. “And the other gent is Councilman Howard Duell—that’s like a sword duel but with two ls. He rides herd on our high school kids.”

“Doctor Howard Parkland Duell,” bald-head said emphatically. “I’m principal of the high school and the junior high as well. And I would like to know why you even want this job. It’s not as if we’ve had a lot of applicants. Just two, in fact. It makes me wonder what past transgressions you are running from that you didn’t mention in your résumé.”

Troy stared at Duell a moment, then switched his attention to Mayor Groud.

“Well?” Duell said after a long moment of silence.

“Oh. Was that a question?” Troy said, looking back at Duell. “Or just your assumption as to my integrity?” Tamp it down, he thought. Give this guy a chance.

“We’ll figure out quick enough if you’re honest,” the mayor said. “That’s why you would be hired on probation. We have six months to decide to keep you or throw you back.”

Troy smiled. “Like an undersized redfish.”

“Exactly.”

“You see,” Max Reed said, “we’re a little cautious. You know, after Bob Redmond and all.”

“Redmond was the chief before you fired him last month?” Troy asked. “What did he do that scared you so much? And where is he now?”

“He left,” Groud said. “I don’t know where he went and I don’t care, just so as he’s gone. He had a thirteen-year-old boy in jail for killing his father with a shotgun. My opinion, the old bastard deserved it. But I’m not the jury. Anyway, the kid was looking at being sent on up to Naples, sitting in county jail there, being tried as an adult, and sentenced to twenty-to-life in state prison. Redmond sat down with the kid in the jail cell here and explained to him how he could break up razor blades into tiny bits and swallow those.”

“Did he also recommend a good wine to go with that?” Troy asked.

Groud ignored that. “We didn’t think our public safety director should be advising kids on how to commit suicide. There were other incidents but that was the last straw. We fired his sorry ass and shopped around for a replacement.”

“And you got, what, two outsiders interested? Why didn’t someone on the police force ask for a promotion?”

“Ask them,” Groud said. “You look good on paper: Army MPs, Tampa police, college degree from some place up north…”

“Cornell, actually,” Troy said. “Majored in history. And the college came first. Then the Army. Through ROTC. Then the Tampa police department.”

“History?” Duell said. “The classics.”

“Ancient and medieval history concentration,” Troy said.

Duell frowned. “But what good is that to a policeman?”

“Well, with that and a driver license, I can get a job as a taxi driver.” Troy often spoke only to amuse himself.

Duell frowned. “Perhaps we should let you do that.”

Groud was looking at Troy’s application. “You never put down a next of kin. Something happens to you, who do we contact?”

“I have no next of kin. I grew up in The Orphans Home in Troy, New York. They named me for the town and also for the first man in the Bible.”

“That sucks,” Groud said. “Growing up like that.”

“His race might be a problem too,” Duell said. “With some prominent members of our community.”

Groud stared at Duell a moment. “I suppose so. With some of the scum of our community too.” He looked at Troy. “I’m not legally permitted to even ask you what race you are. But you are an odd duck, for sure.”

Troy grinned. “Nice work-around. But I don’t mind. My mother probably was, perhaps still is, a light-skinned black woman, most likely a prostitute, who spent one night with an oriental man, gave birth to a mixed-race baby, abandoned me on the steps of The Orphans Home, and vanished.”

Mayor Groud glanced to his left at Councilman Duell. “We don’t hire, fire or promote people here based on the color of their skin. You know that.”

Duell looked sorrowful. “Of course. And there are legal considerations too. Just thought I’d mention that there will be some pushback from certain quarters.”

“They can screw themselves,” Groud said. He grinned. “Besides, Adam, here, looks sort of beige, kind of like a Seminole. Around here that could be an advantage. He’s gonna confuse the hell out of people.”

“Beige?” Troy said.

“It’s a good color,” Groud said. “Goes with almost any furniture. Now, I talked to a few folks up in Tampa. Heard you were smart. They said you could sniff out a crime like a bloodhound. Said you had an IQ of 160 and could almost tell what a criminal was thinking, just by looking at a clue.”

“What am I thinking now?”

“You’re thinking that Duell, here, is a pompous ass and that we’re going to hire you anyway.”

Troy grinned. Duell opened his mouth to say something, thought about it, and closed his mouth. Max Reed gave out his pained smile.

“That alone can’t be it,” Troy said. “What’s the other reason?”

“People I spoke to said you might have gotten a raw deal from Tampa, that them firing you was a mistake. Why did they fire you?”

“I shot a teenager with a water pistol.” 

The three men stared at Troy. “Well, that hardly seems serious,” Max Reed said.

“The teenager was the one with the water pistol.” 

“Oh.”.

“That teenager was not exactly the apple of his mother’s eye. He had just used the fake gun to commit a robbery but, no matter the perp’s criminal record, the law takes a dim view of a police officer sparing the courts the trouble of a trial. The review board said I should have held my fire.” Troy shrugged. “Maybe I should have. I don’t make excuses for my past actions.” Troy decided against telling them about the nightmares. Hard enough to get hired without people thinking you were mentally unstable.

“Wasn’t just that, according to what I heard,” Groud said. “Guy named Prado said your main problem was that you wanted to run the show.”

“Ah. ‘Bust’ Prado.” Troy smiled. “Ramon Bustello Prado. He was my immediate boss. He loves me like a son.”

“Didn’t sound like it. He said you didn’t work well as an Indian. You wanted to be the chief. Well, here’s your chance to be the chief. I’m curious to see how it works out.”

“I’m not,” Duell said. “Put another way, he was both trigger-happy and insubordinate to the point that he was fired from his last job and now we’re talking about giving him a new job and promotion. And,” Duell said, speaking to Troy, “you were willing to come to this godforsaken place. Why is that?”

“I like it here. Been here visiting many times. This is a pretty town and well-laid out. Come here canoeing. Some sailing. Done the Wilderness Waterway, from here to Everglades City and then into the park and on to Flamingo, several times.”

Groud smiled. “Know every foot of that route. More’n a hundred miles. All-day trip by powerboat. And I wouldn’t do that in a canoe if you paid me.”

“Plus, Doctor Duell is right,” Troy said. “The Tampa P.D. booted me out. I need the job. And, not to be overlooked, I’ll take the job for the pitiful salary you’re offering. What was wrong with the other applicant? Was he a bigger jerk than I am?”

“He had one tooth, and a left eye that pointed someplace his right eye wasn’t looking at,” Max Reed said. “I wondered if he could even shoot a gun straight.”

“I guess that might depend upon whether he shot right- or left-handed,” Troy said. “So does the beige guy get the job?”

The mayor looked at his councilmen. Reed thought about it but then nodded. “May as well. These two are the only people who answered the ad. We can always look for a replacement later, re-advertise, see if we can get more responses than a half-blind guy and a trigger-happy, insubordinate, fired guy.”

Principal Councilman Dr. Howard Parkland Duell just looked sorrowful and shook his head. “This man is far from suitable,” he said. “And I certainly don’t care for his attitude.”

Groud looked at Reed and Duell. “I vote yes. That’s two out of three.” He looked across the table at Troy. “You get the job. On probation. For six months. Then we’ll make it permanent or look around some more.”

“Good,” Troy said. “Now that I’m your chief…”

“Actually, director of public safety,” Dr. Howard Parkland Duell said.

Troy ignored him and focused on Les Groud. “Now that I’m the chief, I want some things.”

“Demands already?” Groud frowned. “I’d hoped to get to the next monthly town council meeting before that started. Whattaya need?”

“Can’t be anything that costs much money,” Max Reed said. “We run a tight ship here.”

Troy looked at him. “You’re in a marsh between Everglades City and Naples and not even the sheriff’s deputies like to come here. You have a nine-person police department, a volunteer fire department, and the town clinic doctor drives the town ambulance. Ships don’t come tighter than that. Your officers not only look like bad Gestapo troops in sweat-stained black uniforms but they like to stay inside their air-conditioned Suburbans all day. Nice patrol trucks, by the way.”

“Hah. Got those with some drug-bust money,” Groud said. “Along with that fancy police boat we have. You find any more drug money and you can have a shopping list for yourself.”

“I’ll keep an eye out,” Troy said. “But I need officers that get out and hoof it around too. Some of them need haircuts and shaves. They’re undisciplined and, I suspect, a little insubordinate. Some are getting soggy around the gut.” Troy pulled a paper from his shirt pocket, unfolded it, and handed it to the mayor. “Here’s a list of things I need right off. Nothing too expensive.”

Les Groud pulled out some reading glasses and looked at the list. He smiled. “This is going to be fun to watch.”

“Hope you enjoy it,” Troy said. “By the way. What happened to that kid with the razor blades?”

“He didn’t eat any. He thought Bob Redmond was crazy too. Today the kid is in county jail in Naples. I hear Jack DeGrasse, the state attorney there, is asking for the max adult time and likely to get it.”

“Kid’s thirteen, right?” Troy asked. “Isn’t that a little young to be tried as an adult?”

“Yeah. But Jack DeGrasse never forgets that he’s elected. He rides into office each time on full prison cells, hefty political contributions, and harsh law enforcement. Don’t forget that, by the way, or he’ll be on your case.”

“Kid may have been better off eating the razor blades,” Troy said.


Chapter 2

June

“Tats” Michaels rolled over onto his back and gasped for air. “Wow,” he said. “That was some fuck. Been saving up.”

“Honey-bunny, I could tell,” Katie Barrymore said with a laugh. “Lemme clean up.” She hopped out of the motel room bed and vanished into the bathroom. Tats sat up and lit a cigarette and looked down at his skinny chest where one of his many tattoos was a golden dragon. He liked the dragon, but at times like this, he wished he’d had the guy put it on upside down, so Tats could admire it better. He pulled the heavy spread up over his skinny torso and reached for the pint bottle of cheap red wine on the small table between the queen-sized beds.

They were in a motel on Marco Island, Katie’s favorite meeting place. They rarely met more than the once per month when her husband went to Atlanta and Katie drove up to Marco Island to pick up Tats. She insisted that he never come to her; she always came to him. Tats hated the waiting, for the next night with Katie, and for the ultimate payoff yet to come.

Katie Barrymore came back to bed and slipped in beside him. She took a drag off his cigarette and a pull off the wine bottle. “Sleep good tonight,” she said. “Gotta get up early, though, and get back. Don’t want no neighbors seein’ me comin’ home at dawn.”

“We gotta do this more often,” Tats said. “When we gonna do your husband?” Tats laughed. “Then we can fuck all the time, and have the money to buy real booze.”

“Gotta wait, honey-bunny. You know that. Just a little longer. Year’s almost up. I get away often as I can. Lucky for us he goes out of town every month. Lucky for you, anyway.”

“Yeah. Right. You screwing him too?”

“Got to. Often as he wants. He doesn’t want it too often. He’s old. Don’t worry, Tats. You’re my guy. Always have been. Always will be.”

“Always have been, always will be. Sort of our motto. I don’t like your fucking another man. Old, rich guy. What’s he got that I don’ have?”

“He’s got money. You don’. He’s old and ain’t getting it up much any more. You’re my stallion.”

“Stallion. I like it. Maybe next tat I get will be a stallion.”

“Where the hell would you put it,” Katie asked. Katie was patient. She had known Tats her entire life. They had grown up together in Goodland and had been screwing each other since she was fourteen and he was fifteen. Tats thought that was love; Katie was more practical. He was slow, she knew. She had a high school diploma, he had dropped out. “We been over this, honey-bunny. This is my job. Marryin’ him was my job. For now. In a few weeks you can do your job. Then we’ll both be rich and we’ll be together all the time.”

Tats took another drag and blew a smoke ring at the ceiling. “Always have been, always will be. Still don’ like you fucking another man.”

“A few more weeks, honey-bunny. Just a few more weeks. Hang in there with me.” She felt around under the spread. “Ooh. Why Tats, you devil. Ready again already?”

There was no ashtray in the nonsmoking motel room and Tats stubbed out the cigarette on the top of the night table, leaving a burn mark. He put the bottle next to the butt. He rolled over on top of Katie. “Toldja. Been a long time.”


Chapter 3

Monday, July 1

The man clutched his ex-wife tightly, her back against his chest, his left arm around her under her breasts, his right hand holding the big hunting knife to her neck. He looked at the other officers and then sideways at Troy.

“Put down the knife,” Troy said. “Nothing is so bad we can’t work something out to help you. You don’t want to hurt her. You love her.”

“I can’t go on like this,” the man said. The woman was weeping silently, her eyes on Troy as if he were her salvation. “I can’t go on without her.”

“You can and you will. We’ll help you.”

The man shook his head. “You’ll just put me in jail. I’ve been to prison before. I’m never going back.”

“At least let her go. You know you don’t really want to do this. Do the right thing here.”

The man shook his head. Troy had his Glock lined up on the man’s right ear, about the only thing he could clearly see behind the terrified woman. “I came this far,” the man said. “I’ll take it all the way.”

The man’s face tightened. His left arm squeezed even harder and the woman let out a grunt from the pressure. The right hand pressed the knife harder against the woman’s throat.

“Don’t do it,” Troy said. “I can’t let you do it.”

The man bent his head to look around the woman’s throat, the better to aim that first deep cut that would sever her trachea and jugular vein. Suddenly Troy was seeing the man’s right eye and part of his skull over the top of the sights on the Glock. Troy started to squeeze the trigger.

“You win,” the man said. “I don’t really want to do this.” He took away the knife. He let the woman go. And Troy’s Glock went off and killed him.

Troy woke up, sweating. He lay there a moment, waiting for his heart to stop pounding, staring up at the darkness. But he knew, from experience, that he had to get up quickly, before the nausea came. The room was an unfamiliar one and he bumped into things getting out to the hall and to the bathroom. He vomited into the toilet, waited there, head down, and then vomited a second time. There was usually a second time; he never knew why. He ran cold water and drank some and splashed more on his face.

He flushed the toilet, put down the lid, and sat on it. He had been seeing a psychologist in Tampa and had a referral for one here in Mangrove Bayou. He wasn’t sure that any of that had helped in the past or would help in the future.

The condo unit was a single bedroom with a living room, bathroom with small washer and dryer, and a kitchen separated from the living room by a counter with two stools. It was plain, but clean, and the view was spectacular. The entire living room end of the unit had glass floor-to-ceiling windows and a sliding glass door. 

Troy put on some shorts and went out onto the large balcony. There was a table here and two chairs and room for more if needed. He sat in a chair and looked out at the early morning darkness. The moon was setting and reflected off the quiet water between Barron Key and the small mangrove islands offshore that lay between the town and the Gulf of Mexico. He heard voices and laughter from his left, where the hot tub and swimming pool were, around a corner from him. Who sits around in a hot tub at 3 a.m. he wondered. No matter. He had the moonlight, a silver tunnel direct from his eyes to the sky in the west.

Troy’s unit was on the end of the building. To his right he saw Snake Key, assorted small concrete-block houses faintly visible in the silver light, with an infill-scattering of mobile homes and, beyond them, Snake Key’s big boatyard that doubled as the working waterman’s marina and storage. He had no view of the pool and hot tub. Mrs. Mackenzie didn’t need a police presence so much that she would assign him to one of the larger and pricier units overlooking the pool and garden area. He got the Snake Key view.

After a while he got up and went back inside. He picked up his car keys and went out front, got into his Subaru Forester, and drove slowly around Mangrove Bayou. Anything to take his mind off the dream, and he needed to get more familiar with the town anyway.


Chapter 4

Monday, July 1

Troy woke in the strange bed, momentarily disoriented. The bedside table light was on but daylight was streaming in from a window. His alarm clock was set for 6 a.m. and, as usual, he woke a half-hour earlier than that, dream or no dream. Volume Three of Winston Churchill’s History of the English Speaking Peoples was still open on his chest. He had worked on that after coming back from his tour of the town. He sat up and put the book on the bedside table. Today was his first day on the new job. Troy smiled. He had to admit that he was a little excited by it.

Troy showered and shaved, put on some jeans and a tan back-vented shirt, almost the uniform here among the fishing guides, and let that hang outside his pants. Unlike the guides, his fishing shirts were all heavily starched. It was probably a holdover from the Army, he knew, but he liked starched jeans and shirts. He took his Colt Commander .45-caliber pistol out of his briefcase, slipped it into the horsehide holster and clipped that inside his waistline at his right hip. He put a spare magazine into his left pants pocket, just in case he got into a World War. But if he didn’t take it along then what was the point in having it? From force of habit he checked in the bathroom mirror but the shirt covered the gun with no “print” at all.

Outside, Mrs. Mackenzie was bustling about rearranging the pool patio furniture. She was a short, stout, fiftyish, tanned woman in yellow hair and a yellow sundress—Troy was to learn that Mrs. Mackenzie had an inexhaustible supply of identical yellow sundresses—who bustled around all day seeing that walks were swept, the pool clean, the hot tub de-germed, and the beach in front clear of seaweed, dead fish or anything else that might remind the tourist renting here that the Gulf of Mexico was an actual sea and not just a very big pool.

Troy walked two blocks down 1st Street to the Sandy Shoes Café and had breakfast. The “Shoes” was actually a good-sized restaurant with no walls on three sides, offering a view of the beach to the west across a grassy field named Barron Square, and of the boat ramp to the east. On a July morning, overhead fans and misters did their best to keep the few customers cool.

At eight o’clock Troy walked east past the boat ramps. The town hall was an L-shaped, brick two-story with standing-seam metal roof on 5th Street between Colorado and Connecticut Avenues and the Sunset Bay boat ramp. Most of the rear half of the block was an asphalt parking lot with a low brick wall around it, and one exit. West of the brick wall was Sunset Bay and the boat ramps. There were civilian cars parked casually around the lot, and two rusting skeletons that had once been police cars sat to one side up on concrete blocks.

One of the department’s two working Suburbans was parked beside a metal door upon which someone with a large marker pen had written “POLICE.” The door was locked. Troy walked back and around the town hall to a front door with a frosted glass upper pane with “P LICE DE T.” in faded gold lettering. There was a doorbell, and a sign beside the door noted that if no one was in the station and the door locked, to call a patrol officer for assistance. There was a phone number to call.

Opening the door jiggled a bell that tinkled. The lobby had several straight back chairs to his left and a low table with some magazines on it. Beyond those was a connecting door that must lead to the town hall offices. There was a door straight ahead that was open and he could see down a corridor with cells on the left and some doors on the right. That corridor ended in the metal door that Troy had tried from the outside.

To Troy’s right as he walked in was a waist-high countertop behind which sat a stern, thin, older woman with white close-cropped hair. Beside her was another corridor leading to some offices. The woman wore a white blouse with collar points out and neatly folded down over a blue sweater-vest, light gray slacks and large glasses. She had been looking at a computer monitor in front of her but now she looked at him over the top of her glasses and asked, “Can I help you?” Her tone suggested that she thought it very unlikely.

“Hope so,” Troy said. “You must be June Dundee, the dispatcher. I’m Troy Adam, Adam with no s on the end. And I’m your new boss.”

“Oh. Shit!” She jumped up and came around the counter to shake his hand, shouting “Bubba!” at the same time. Troy was a little startled until a uniformed cop came down the hallway. Apparently, he, not Troy, was Bubba. Bubba took one long look at Troy and said, “You got a carry permit for that weapon?” His hand hovered near his holstered Glock.

“He’s the new chief, you dumb shit,” June Dundee said.

“You say.” Bubba didn’t take his eyes off of Troy. “You got some I.D. fella?”

Troy smiled and turned around, hands out to his sides. “Hip pocket.”

Bubba reached under Troy’s shirt and took out the gun first and then Troy’s wallet. “Damn nineteen-eleven,” he said, looking at the gun. He backed away and flipped through Troy’s wallet, read Troy’s concealed weapon permit, checked that against Troy’s driver license, and handed the gun and wallet back. “Sorry. I knew you were coming but had to be sure.”

“No problemo. Good police work. Can’t believe you made the gun. What’s your real name?” Bubba was two inches shorter than Troy’s six feet but thicker in all directions with that hard fat that men and women acquire from too much fried food combined with too much hard work in too much sun. Though a white man, Bubba’s skin was the color, and probably the texture, of Troy’s shoe sole. He was actually darker than Troy.

“Real name is Bubba. Bubba Johns. Spent a lot of my life bouncing in bars. I can smell gun oil at ten feet.”

“I admire your nose, Bubba. What’s with the dead cars out back?”

“Chief Redmond insisted we keep them. For parts,” June said.

“I see. Can you or Bubba show me around?”

Bubba gave Troy the tour. The station was what he had expected, and actually pretty good for a small town. One of the corridors from the lobby ran back past four offices to the right. The office sharing a wall with Troy’s corner office had been converted into an evidence storage room with a locked door and barred window. To the left were a shower and toilet and also a break room.

The corridor ended at a door with “Fire Exit” and “Director of Pub ic Safety” stenciled on the glass top half of the door. Someone had scraped the l off the sign. Troy smiled. His office was a large corner space with, oddly, a red-painted metal fire door in the back wall. There were windows behind the desk that looked out onto the dead end of Connecticut Avenue, with the visitor parking there on one side, and, beside the fire exit, across Sunset Bay to the public boat ramps on the other. In the distance, across Sunset Bay, Troy could see the parking lot and front of the Sea Grape Inn.

“What’s with the fire door?” he asked.

“The corridor used to run straight back to the fire exit. Chief Redmond knocked out the wall and expanded his office to include that part of the corridor. But we still had to have the fire exit.” Bubba grinned. “Any fire, you’ll be the first out.”

There were two visitor chairs and Bubba sat in one. The desk was a battered wood affair with one short leg broken off and replaced with a stack of old telephone books. Troy hadn’t actually seen a telephone book in years. The desktop had a telephone and a charger with a radio in it. There was a lapel mike and an earpiece.

“I was told at my interview that you’ve been running the department since Bob Redmond left,” Troy said to Bubba. “How do you feel about me taking over?”

“Good. I can do it, but the paperwork, well, I’m no good at paperwork. And the responsibility. Well, I’m glad to see you.”

“Glad to be here.” Troy had run across people in the Army, good people, who were simply terrified at the thought of being responsible for making decisions, and who would turn down promotions. He had never understood it, just knew it existed.

“I’m on the job as of a few minutes ago,” Troy said. “I’d like to go over the roster with you, Bubba. Get your take on each person’s strengths and weaknesses, help me come up to speed quicker.”

Bubba stared at Troy. “You want me to rat out my friends and coworkers? I don’t think I want to do that. You can come up to speed on your own, fella.”

Troy was seated and brushing some dust off the desktop. Now he looked up at Bubba. “Let’s all start off on the right foot here. You can call me Troy in private or you can call me Chief at any time. As for my request, I suppose you could see it that way. The way I see it is you’re the last guy to sit in this seat. You don’t want to do it any more or the town council would have hired you, not me. We both know that. But I’m here now. I need to know as much as possible and you know what I need to know. Outgoing guy briefs incoming guy. Always. Everywhere. In any job.”

“You gonna fire me if I refuse?”

“Of course not. I’ll just stumble along making dumb mistakes I could have avoided had you helped me.”

Bubba thought a moment, staring at the front of Troy’s desk. He nodded. “I’ll help you…Chief.”

“Good. Thanks.”


Chapter 5

Monday, July 1

June Dundee came in carrying a cell phone, a .40-caliber pistol with two full magazines, a badge and an I.D. card. “These are all for you,” she said, laying them on the desk. She sat in the other visitor chair.

Troy checked the pistol. “Glock 22. Good enough for the FBI,” he said. When he leaned on the desk it wobbled. He made a mental note to add something thin to the stack of phone books.

“You gonna use the gun?” Bubba asked. “There’s a holster for it, fits on a duty belt.”

“I like my Colt.”

“Shee-it.”

“Good point.” Troy looked at the I.D. They had taken the photo after his job interview. He looked like someone he would arrest on sight on general principles. Troy put the I.D. into his wallet and the badge into his shirt pocket. As of this morning, he thought, he wouldn’t need the permit for the concealed gun. He was an official law enforcement officer once more.

“What’s with the cell phone?” Troy asked.

“We got two of them,” June said. “I mean, well, we all got cell phones of our own. These are the same number, department phones. We got landlines, both emergency and business numbers, and radios too, of course. Basically, when the landline rings on my desk, so do both cell phones if they’re turned on. This way when I’m not here one of the officers on duty can answer the department cell even if he or she is out driving around.”

Troy nodded. “Makes sense. Saw the sign out by the front door. I keep one of these all the time?”

“Yes. Even the 9-1-1 forwards. They each have all the staff numbers already programmed in. Don’t use it for any personal calls or I have to kill you.”

“Wow. You guys are tough down here.”

“Damn right. Now, I work eight to five Tuesdays through Saturdays….”

“It’s Monday,” Troy said. “You’re here now.”

“I get bored. I mean, I’m retired. Took this job to have something to do.”

“So at the moment you’re off the clock. Not being paid to be here.”

“Who gives a shit? Here, I’m somebody. Home, I’m Bob’s wife. Bob retired a couple years ago too. Love him to death but he drives me crazy. Anyway, nights and my days off, one of the officers carries the other department cell phone ’case anyone wants to bitch to the Mangrove Bayou po-leece about some fucking disaster.”

“What kind of fucking disasters do we get around here?”

Bubba grinned and nodded toward June. “She handles most of ’em. Between her mouth and her scaring the crap outta folks, we actual officers of the law don’t have much to do.”

“It depends on which island we’re talking about,” June said. “Snake Key folks—we call ’em “Snakers”—keep to themselves. They’re the old Florida folks, crabbers, fishermen, used to be they hunted gators for the skins. Some still poach out of the national park if they can get away with it. ’While back they all got into smuggling marijuana. Them was good times in this town, goddamn. Everyone had a new Cadillac or a jacked-up pick-em-up truck, or a new flats boat with a two-fifty outboard. Don’t think they do much of that anymore ’cause the Coast Guard stops it all farther out. Damn shame.”

“I believe we in law enforcement are supposed to be sort of opposed to drug smuggling,” Troy said. “I’m almost certain I’ve read that somewhere.”

“Shit,” June said. “Anyway, Snakers figure if other people let them get away with whatever it is they’re getting away with, then the least they can do is return the favor.”

“They’re mostly good people,” Bubba said. “I’m related to probably half of ’em. Just don’t expect folks there to get all smiley sappy over you when you come cruising by in your shiny chief’s car and shiny chief’s badge.”

“Actually, I don’t have a shiny chief’s car. Maybe I need a bigger badge.”

Bubba chuckled. “That would do it. Chief Redmond wrecked the last chief’s car and the town council never bought another one.”

June went on. “Airfield Key people are mostly rich Yankees. They call us if the trash truck is late, or the postman, like, for God’s sake, we have anything to do with mail delivery. Let one raccoon stroll out of the swamp and they act like a fucking Sasquatch is going to eat them.”

“We got a wildlife trapper here in town?” Troy asked. “What do we do with gators and snakes and all that?”

“Bert Frey has the state trapper license here,” Bubba said. “His number’s in the phone too. Snakes he kills. Gators he skins and also turns the tails into lunch for the tourists.” Bubba grinned. “Bert also owns Bert’s Crab Shack, south end of 7th Street at the water. All other wildlife he takes out Barron Road and dumps someplace in a new home. Or so he claims. Locals don’t eat much at Bert’s.”

“Breakfast sausage a little…gamey?” Troy asked.

“Kinda depends on the season.”

“Very funny,” June said. “Besides the airport and that Indian mound and museum, the rest of Airfield Key is big houses full of bigger egos. We get half our nuisance calls from them.”

“Don’t forget the yacht club,” Bubba said.

“Oh, yeah. There’s a yacht club.”

“I know,” Troy said. “Seen it, from the river and from the other side, when I was using the little boat ramp next to the Guide Club on Snake Key.”

“Right. Well, the director of public safety,” June’s eye darted to the door and back, “is automatically an honorary member of the Osprey Yacht Club. Wait until they get a load of you.”

“Is the yacht club crowd a little…ah…bigoted?”

For once June didn’t say anything. Finally Bubba spoke. “You’re not…you know…Jewish, are you?”

They all laughed. “The main island is this one, Barron Key,” June said. “We got your middle-class people here and some wealthy ones on the north end. They even got their own yuppie shopping mall, across the street from the grocery.”

“Crime? Citizen interaction?” Troy asked.

“This time of year it’s mostly just locals with a few tourists,” Bubba said. “Not much in the way of crime. Some burglaries, lot of too-much drinking. That stuff. In the winter, December through early May, the tourists outnumber us two to one. We get a lot of cars ticketed or towed, drunks, grab-ass by the younger ones, the older ones mostly sit in chairs on their motel balconies and stare at the sunsets. Don’t they have sunsets where they come from?”

Troy smiled. He picked up the Glock on his desk, locked back the slide and looked into the chamber. He stuck a little fingernail into the chamber to reflect the overhead light and looked down the barrel. “Dirty,” he said. “Let’s see yours.” He held out his hand and Bubba pulled his own gun out, dropped the magazine and ejected the round in the chamber, and handed it across. “This one’s dirty too,” Troy said after a moment. He handed Bubba back his gun. Bubba looked like he wanted to say something but he swallowed it.

“OK,” Troy said. “The trucks look good. We can clean the guns. I will never again see an empty pizza box on the table in the break room, and keep that place cleaner. Buy some roach motels. Get a cat. Something. There will be changes. I hope to make those changes later, after I see how things roll here. I’ll try not to be obnoxious about it. But if nobody else likes them I honestly won’t give a damn. I’ll like them and that’s what counts.”
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