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Killer in Control

Dorothy Francis




Chapter 1

The eerie night flashes by the frosted squad car window. My hands ache from clutching the car seat as I, Sgt. Katherine Morgan, and my partner. Sgt. Hank Burdock, do a U-ie. We zoom toward Water Street to answer the call spewing from our radio—a call we’ve expected and dreaded for weeks.

No lights flash.

No sirens wail. Yet.

“Burglary in progress. Four-twenty South Water. Burglary in progress.”

Our headlights glare on the black ribbon of ice decorating the street like a package of death, on week-old snow banks nasty with slush from passing traffic, on a flank of steel-soldier parking meters, marching along the sidewalk’s edge. Typical small-town Iowa. Typical January weather. Dumb criminals. You’d think they’d be smart enough to hang it up until spring.

Again I clutch the frayed seat covers in our blue and white.

Hank’s fingers choke the padded cover on the steering wheel.

Muddied burger cartons crunch underfoot. If second-hand smoke kills, we’ll die soon. Or we may die from Hank’s crazy driving.

With feet against floorboards, my weight shifts side to side as we careen around a corner, fishtail, regain traction.

Our headlights show the outside of the store at 420 South Water Street, Wayland’s Pet Shop. Tan paint peeling. Cracked front window. Storm door sagging on rusty hinges. Nothing but a run-down hole-in-the-wall. I never go near the place if I can avoid it. And most of the time I can. The PD’s had the shop under long-time surveillance as a suspected cover for drug operations.

We are last to arrive.

Two squad cars sit in front of the shop.

Officers on foot surround the place with drawn guns.

We park in the back alley and skin from the car while Chief Gilmore bellows through a bullhorn.

“Come out with your hands up! Now. Come out with your hands up and nobody gets hurt.”

“Now!”

“Come out now!”

Nobody leaves the shop. How many are inside?

Gilmore shouts orders again and we wait—coiled springs ready for action.

Seconds pass.

A couple of minutes tick by before Hank and I follow orders to storm the store from the rear.

Others smash through the front entry and broken glass crashes against concrete.

One kick fractures the door lock and we rush inside. My hand feels clammy against my pistol. A heightened sense of the imminent danger lurking inside this shop kicks in as does my photographic memory of white mice—a childhood memory I fight to keep buried.

But the memory explodes into my thoughts.

I may vomit.

No! Choke it back!

I won’t let the squad say that the token female on the force caused a distraction that allowed these scumbags to escape. How could I explain my heaving to Hank, to any of the guys? I swallow the bitter taste rising in the back of my throat as the stench of animals and urine overcomes the faint smell of air freshener and sweeping compound.

I see movement from the periphery of my right eye and whirl to face it.

A street light outside illumines a gunman. He lifts his arm, raises a pistol, points it at my head.

An instinct impulse prompts me to fire first. The gunman drops like a stone. The stench of gunpowder fills my nostrils, overcoming the animal odors.

Pandemonium.

Shouts.

Pounding feet and more gunshots.

The coppery stench of blood.

The snap of a light switch.

Sudden overhead light bathes the scene as Gilmore barks orders, takes command of two intruders who drop their guns and raise their hands. It’s over—for the moment.

The perp lies prone on the floor. Living? Dead? I can’t tell. But now it’s plain that his gun is nothing more than a child’s plastic toy.

I’ve shot another human being.

I’ve shot an unarmed man.

I close my eyes to the blackness that washes over me—a murderer. In only a few minutes my world has changed. My thoughts are like vultures that flutter overhead but never perch. I can’t cope.

I vomit.

* * *

I was a few miles from Key West when I heard the siren and saw blue lights flashing in my rear-view mirror. I snapped from thoughts of my two failed career dreams, thoughts that had plagued me all the way from Iowa to Florida. I straightened my shoulders. I might be down, but I wasn’t out. My tires crunched against gravel when I pulled onto the scant shoulder beside the highway. I didn’t need this encounter.

I lowered my window. I smiled.

My stomach clenched like a fist when the patrolman eased from his tan car and strolled toward me. He was of medium height. My own 5 feet and 11 inches usually gave me confidence, but right now I felt miniscule. In a crunch, sometimes I could buoy myself with pleasant memories of my long ago Miss Iowa crown and the recognition of my singing talent. That ploy didn’t work now. This patrolman wouldn’t be interested in the incompetent surgeons who had quashed my potential blues-singing career. He might be interested in knowing I had squelched my police officer career with my own gun. But I wasn’t telling. To him, I was just another minor law breaker.

“Do you realize you’re traveling above the speed limit, Ma’am?”

“No, Sir. I didn’t realize. I’m sorry.” Sorry I was caught, I thought, hating to be on the receiving end of a traffic ticket, but knowing a heavy pedal foot marked one of my failings. Right now I didn’t want to think of failings. Down deep, I knew neither of my two career failings was my fault. Surgeons and criminals were to blame. People of my past. I was headed toward a bright future—although I didn’t know yet what it might be. “Your name, please.” He raised his voice so it would carry above the din of trucks, motorcycles, open convertibles with boom boxes blaring rap.

“Kitt Morgan.” No point in telling him I’m Police Sgt. Katherine Morgan from Marshalltown, Iowa. No point in telling him I’m a law-abiding citizen. I concentrated on keeping my smile in place.

“May I see your driver’s license, please?”

I dug into my purse, jerked out my billfold, opened it and flashed the license toward him. He took his time reading. A Winn Dixie truck driver honked as he passed.

“May I see your car registration, please?”

I leaned to open the glove box. The car was so new, the box had nothing in it except the owner’s manual and the registration form. He read the registration carefully then smiled as he returned it to me.

“I clocked you at ten miles over the speed limit, Ma’am.”

“I didn’t realize I was speeding.”

He smiled. “It can happen—especially when you’re driving a new car. Since you’re from out of state, I’ll let you off with a warning this time. Easy with the foot from now on, okay?”

“Thank you, Officer. I’ll set the cruise control.”

“Good idea.”

I hesitated then I risked some small talk. “I know you pulled me over for speeding, but I’m guessing you also wanted to get a good look at my Prius, right?”

He grinned. “That was secondary in my thinking, of course, but I’ll admit it’s the first hybrid car I’ve had a chance to observe up close and personal. You like it?”

“Love it. Smooth ride. Classy looking.”

“Like its owner.” He grinned. “Mileage?”

For an instant, his compliment flustered me at the same time it buoyed my spirits. I grinned back and answered his question quickly. “Gets around fifty mpg on the highway. You may not believe it, but it does even better in the stop-and-go city traffic.”

“In another place, another time, I might ask you for a demo ride. The public needs to give this type of car serious attention.”

“Agreed. It’s time the public took some meaningful steps toward energy conservation, especially after all the tragedies our servicemen are experiencing in Iraq.”

Still smiling and eyeing the car, the officer backed off and waved me on my way.

“Easy on the gas pedal, okay.”

“Right.”

He followed me a few miles down Highway One, one of the most dangerous highways in Florida, but I didn’t relax until he turned off at the Quik Chik on Boca Chica, leaving me alone with my thoughts, worries, and frustrations. I had a bundle of them, and Shelby Cox, my ex-boyfriend nudged his way to the head of the list.

Although I’m 32 and thinking now and then about marriage and family, Shelby and I weren’t into a strong relationship. We didn’t live together, but we enjoyed each others’ company—I thought—until the pet shop shooting. With a casual see-you-around following our first date after my suspension from the force, he disappeared from my life. No good-night kiss. None of his usual compliments about my slim figure, my flame-red hair, my smooth complexion. No morning follow-up call. Nothing. Was he afraid of me?

Did he think “armed and dangerous” whenever I came to mind?

But forget Shelby Cox. I dumped him from my mind. Or at least I tried to. Most of my problems hinged on my shooting the perp.

My gun bucks in my hand.

I smell the stench of burnt gunpowder.

And the blood. The blood. The blood.

I jerked my thoughts back to the present. The perp. I refused to humanize him by remembering his name. How could I deal with gunning down another human being? Yes, he was still alive and recovering. Yes, he’d been trying to pull a drug deal. Yes, he had a rap sheet a mile long. But those mitigating circumstances were secondary to the fact that I’d shot a man. My guilt felt like an evil fungus, an ever-expanding mushroom crowding my lungs until I could hardly breathe. But I was determined to get over those feelings, to move on with my life. I had to find a new direction.

“Retired after thirty-four years on the force and never fired my gun.”

In spite of my determination, Dad’s proud words replayed in my mind. He’d been dead five years and I missed him, yet I was glad he’d never know I shot a man. He’d never know my position on the force depended on the decision of a grand jury. If I was permanently cut from the force, what would I do then? I’d faced challenges before and I could do it again. I would find a new direction.

A car zoomed by me in a no-passing zone, but I kept my cool, my thoughts back in Iowa. At home, when a cop shoots a perp, that cop’s relieved of duty with pay while a grand jury or a Civilian Review Board investigates the case and decides if the shooting was justified. And if the perp is unarmed? It’s a bad scene. I’d testified under oath that I believed I shot in self-defense. Now I could only wait and worry—pray that the members of the jury believed me, and endure the suspension. I loved my job. I wanted nothing to change it or my world. Even before I joined the force I’d read and studied books about the criminal mind, about murderers, their personalities, and what made them tick. Murderers. I never dreamed that one day I might be one of them. I prayed the perp would live.

“How about them Hawkeyes!” A car with blue and white Iowa plates zoomed by me—in a no passing zone—the guy in the passenger’s seat tossing me a thumbs up along with a big grin.

I beeped my horn in response, but I smiled to see the accident-waiting-to-happen driver stuck behind the same Strunk Lumber truck I had been following for miles.

As I drove on toward my sister Janell’s home, news stories of past police shootings flashed through my mind. After one Iowa police chase, a policeman shot and killed an armed robber as the perp abandoned his car and fired at the officer. A grand jury declined to recommend charges against the officer. In another instance, a sheriff’s deputy shot an unarmed man dead after a car chase crash. The case came before a grand jury that charged the deputy with voluntary manslaughter.

I hit my brakes when the lumber truck suddenly slowed. Two books flew from my passenger seat to the floor. I’d tossed them into my car before I’d headed south. The black one, which I’d placed in a velvet bag, slipped out and the cover flipped open.

Be fair. Be generous. In all situations, seek the right and the good.

Dad had penned those words he lived by on the inside page of the diary in shimmering gold ink. A great guy. A great cop. He’d given me the diary before he died and I read snatches from it whenever I needed hope and inspiration.

The other book concerned a type of criminal unfamiliar to me. The sociopath. I wanted to learn more and I’d been studying the book for several weeks. Its contents left me feeling unsettled and wary.

After I’d placed the books back beside me on the passenger seat, I noticed Dad’s retirement medallion had slipped from the velvet bag where I’d placed it for safekeeping. I scooped it up and tucked it into my pocket. In the past, I’d worn the medallion on a chain hidden under my shirt, but since the shooting I felt unworthy of it. I’d tucked it into the bag with the diary. My neck felt bare without it.

I looked forward to spending a few days of my enforced suspension with my sister and brother-in-law. I had asked to visit them because I needed to take some action on my own behalf. I was not hiding from my problems. I needed to examine my life and find direction. I had every intention of returning to Iowa and facing whatever awaited me there. Sometimes Janell played the part of bossy-older-sister, her BOS act, I’d called it as a kid, but I’d see to it that we’d get along fine for a few days. She and her husband, Rex, had agreed to my coming for a visit and I intended to help with daily chores while I was a guest at their bed-and-breakfast, The Poinsettia.

On the right side of the highway, the sun sparkled on waters in the Gulf of Mexico. On the left side, it shone on Hawk Channel and the Atlantic Ocean. Bay side. Ocean side. That’s how the locals designated their addresses. Who, I wondered, decided where the ocean ended and the bay began.

I’d always seen Key West as a fun-and-games, anything-goes island. But today when I watched pelicans perching statue-like on gray coral rocks protruding from bay waters, I tried to avoid seeing it as a haven for the woebegone. But anyone wanting to hide out from the world could find no better place. I hung another right at Garrison Bight and marveled at the hundreds of yachts, sailboats, and runabouts bobbing in their slips.

I felt small.

A traffic snarl involving a Conch Train and a RV with Michigan plates caused near chaos on Duval Street. It made me glad to turn onto the quiet of Caroline Street—an ominous, waiting quiet, I thought. Inching forward slowly, I ignored the kids in the rusty Conch cruiser threatening to drive up my tailpipe as I scanned house numbers. The street had changed in the years since I’d last seen Key West.

I parked in the only space available, a clearly marked tow-away zone.

“Yo, Mama!” a kid in the cruiser shouted, burning rubber when he zoomed past me. “You askin’ for a ticket!”

“Your Iowa tags won’t save you,” his passenger shouted. “The cops suck up tourist tow-away fees like margaritas.”

I didn’t dignify their comments with a reply.

Janell and Rex’s old Conch house sat back from the street. Thorny date palms and a seagrape strangling with bougainvillea vines showered blood red blossoms onto the pea-graveled yard. The home with its white paint, its steep tin roof, and its wrap-around verandas was reminiscent of old Key West. A few feet in front of the house, a sidewalk rimmed a flourishing bed of poinsettia plants, their leaves looking like scarlet spears in the late afternoon sunshine.

Where was everyone? I gave a brief toot on my horn then slid from the Prius and started walking toward the house. I felt eager to call it home for a few days even though I knew my visit was only a stopgap between my past and my future—whatever it might be.

“Janell? Rex?” Where were they? I knew they were expecting me. Hadn’t they seen me arrive? Heard my horn?

In moments Janell appeared in her doorway, tall, willowy, hurrying to greet me, and elegant as always, today in an ankle-length caftan that skimmed her slim body. A broad smile chased a worried frown from her face

“Kitt! At last! Thought you’d never get here.” Our eyes met on a level before we exchanged kisses, but I felt tenseness in her arms and shoulders when I snuggled into her warm embrace. At 45, Janell was 13 years older than I, but her fiery red hair was still as bright as mine. We both chose casual blow-and-go cuts that suited our lifestyles. Nobody would have any trouble believing we were sisters.

Janell had gone off to college after our mother died. Dad had raised me, and now I saw Janell more as a fairy godmother than a sister. We broke apart only when Rex followed her from the house ready to give me an additional hug. He looked pale and tired and I tried not to stare at his shiny head, although Janell had assured me he was bald by choice.

“Welcome! Welcome!” Rex exclaimed. “Glad you made it…safely.”

“Come on inside,” Janell invited. “But first let’s get that new car off the street before the cops tow it—at the owner’s expense, of course. Rex hurried to unlock and open a white pine gate at the side of the yard. I slipped beneath my steering wheel and followed him to a carport in the tropical garden behind the home they called The Poinsettia.




Chapter 2

Dark vines snaked up skeleton-thin poles that supported the carport roof, and Rex directed me to a parking place on the concrete slab next to their Ford sedan. Their two bicycles propped on kickstands stood nearby. Space was at a premium on Key West, and Janell and Rex had made the most of their garden. Garden—that’s what the locals called their back yards.

“You’ve made lots of changes since I was here.” I eyed the vine-covered guest house with picture windows that overlooked a postage stamp-size pool and patio. “Neat. Very neat.”

“Rex finished building the B&B a few years ago, and we reclaimed the privacy of our house, bedding our guests out here, setting up their breakfast buffet beside the pool.

“And I’m sure they love it—and their landlords. Going to show me the rooms—or is that inconvenient right now?” I shivered a bit in a sudden breeze and watched the dark shadows a cypress tree cast onto the pool.

Janell took a step toward the B&B, but Rex reached for her hand and urged her toward the main house. “Showtime later, okay? One room’s vacant, and Hella Flusher, our permanent guest, watches a favorite TV program at this time every day. Wheel of Fortune.” Janell and I followed Rex’s lead toward the back door. I wondered if something was amiss in the B&B. Trouble keeping both rooms rented? Hella Flusher? Strange name. But Hella and I would have something in common. I was a big Wheel fan, too.

Rex paused, turning toward my car. “Shall we take you suitcase inside now, Kitt?”

I smiled, stepped back to unlock the trunk, and then picked up my books from the passenger seat while Rex retrieved my bag. “Nice wheels, Kitt. Very nice. We’ll expect a spin in your chariot later.”

“Sure thing.” I grinned at his compliment. I worried about Janell fussing because I was living in hock up to my eyebrows because of that car. And if I lost my job? It was easy to read Janell’s mind. It was even easier to envy their comfortable life.

He and Janell had known each other since elementary school days, discovered in high school they were soul mates, and had loved each other ever since. They’d earned college degrees at Iowa State, Janell’s in psychology, Rex’s in business administration. But when Rex inherited this picturesque home from his grand-parents who had inherited it from their parents, he and Janell moved to the Keys.

In those years the house was a run-down fixer-upper. To generate some much-needed income while they worked on improving it, they opened a bed and breakfast upstairs, turning two unused bedrooms into rental units, and serving Janell’s sweet rolls along with coffee and fresh fruit in their dining room.

I thought it strange that Rex hadn’t asked me more about the Prius, but he seemed distracted. Maybe he didn’t realize it was a gas/electric hybrid. Or maybe he viewed it as just another car to clog Key West’s narrow streets. I peered over my shoulder at a black cat slinking into a weathered shed. Sometimes Old Town locals painted only the fronts of their houses, leaving the sides, backs, and utility sheds unpainted and allowing them to weather to a gray-silver sheen.

“What’s in the shed?”

“Tools and fishing gear,” Rex said, “and I let Phud, our yard man, use part of it for his gardening equipment and plant containers. We used to keep our boat in it, but since we built the B&B I need more space here. I have to keep our boat at the marina. We’ll show it to you tomorrow.”

Phud? I almost laughed as I tried to imagine the sort of person who would answer to such a name.

“Let’s go on inside.” In her bossy-big-sister way, Janell urged me ahead of her, blocking the entry to their open-air patio café that Rex had attached to the side of the house. A swinging door separated the café from their kitchen. Through a diamond-shaped window in the swinging door I glimpsed a small snack bar, a dance floor, and a slightly raised platform holding a trap drum set. I wanted to see more of this new addition, but Janell didn’t offer a tour.

“Rex usually makes supper, but tonight I have a pot of conch chowder simmering on the stove.” Janell followed me inside. “I knew you’d probably be hungry when you arrived. This way, it’ll only be moments before ‘soup’s on’.”

The spicy fragrance of the chowder filled the kitchen—bay leaf, tomato, onion. I inhaled the heady smell and my mouth watered. I could imagine the taste. Janell had set three trays on the countertop.

“Thought we’d carry our chowder outside to the café and dine under the stars,” she said. “We’re closed for business tonight, so the place is all ours.”

“Great idea,” I agreed, wondering why they were closed for business. I hoped my arrival hadn’t caused a change in their plans.

Janell and Rex had decorated the inside of the house until it looked like a page from Southern Living. In the combination living room and dining room, I admired the pine wainscoting. It reached from floor to waist high, forming the bottom half of the walls. A plate rail, holding antique plates and mugs that Rex’s great-grandfather had salvaged from reef wrecks separated the wainscoting from the painted ecru-toned walls above.

I felt the sagging centers of the old stair treads when we climbed to the second floor where Janell led me into one of three bedrooms—the hibiscus room. The lavender, red, and pink-flowered wallpaper made me feel as if I were in the center of a tropical bouquet.

“Take your time unpacking, Kitt. No hurry. When you’re finished, come on downstairs and join us for chowder.”

Her voice said ‘take your time’, but her BBS inflection said ‘hurry.’ I hoped my visit wasn’t inconveniencing them in some way. I had invited myself here and they’d agreed to my visit, but maybe their generosity came from pity and sympathy for my precarious position in Iowa.

Plastic hangars clicked together when I hung shorts, slacks, and shirts in the pine-scented closet. I dumped underwear into a dresser drawer fragrant with the scent of lavender before I set my cosmetic bag beside the sink in the bathroom. I took only a moment to wash up before I shoved my suitcase into the closet and hurried downstairs.

The minute I stepped into the kitchen, Janell began dipping the chowder into bisque-colored bowls that contrasted with the tropical print placemats already on the trays. Rex dropped ice cubes into glasses and filed them with iced tea, adding a slice of lemon to each glass.

“Follow me outside,” Rex invited.

Rex speaks quietly, but when he talks, people pay attention. I followed his directions, and we sat at one of the guest tables in the empty café. Lighted torches flickered from sand-filled ollas placed around the perimeter of the dance floor lending a party-like atmosphere to our meal.

Rex’d been like an anchor in the family since Dad died, the firm steadying weight that held us in place. Although Janell had made the chowder, Rex wore a red chef’s apron. It didn’t hide his twill cargo slacks with their zip-off lower legs and zippered back pockets, but it protected his hand-print shirt. He sliced a loaf of the crusty Cuban bread he’d already brought outside, buttered it, and passed it to each of us before he took a piece for himself before we began eating.

I couldn’t help wondering if his bald head, now gleaming in torchlight, was his idea of a current men’s hairstyle, or if he was on some powerful chemo and they were withholding the bad news from me until later. So far nobody had mentioned Rex’s head or my PD suspension and I didn’t bring the subjects up now. Instead, I looked into the calmness of the star-studded sky and enjoyed Janell’s chowder.

I remembered the quick way night fell in the Keys once the sun set. A soft twilight had settled around us and I felt as if we might be the last three people on earth. We took our time savoring the chowder—a Key West specialty, and we all enjoyed an extra piece of bread slathered with garlic butter.

“You dive for the conch?” I asked.

“You know better than that.” Rex laughed. “They’re still an endangered species—at least in Key West waters. I bought it at the Waterfront Market. I think they ship it in from the Bahamas.”

“The chowder’s delicious, Janell,” I said as she brought out a tureen and we lingered over second helpings. “You’ll have to share your recipe and teach me how to make it, so I can help out with a few meals while I’m visiting. I’m not here on vacation, you know. I’m here to consider a new direction for my life if my suspension is permanent.”

“Don’t worry about helping us. We have plenty of plans for you.”

“And what might they be?” I leaned forward. “Tell all.”

Janell and Rex exchanged enigmatic glances before Janell stepped back inside and then returned with a tin of cookies. Her shoulders slumped after she opened the tin, set the cookies on the table, and joined us again. I braced myself for bad news and tried not to look at Rex’s head.

“I hate to end our meal with bad news, but…”

“What is it?” I laid my cookie down, awaiting her next words. Nobody moved during the long pause before Janell spoke.

“Someone murdered one of our guests.”

For a moment nobody spoke.

“Who?” I broke the silence although I admit I felt a flood of relief when I realized Janell’s bad news didn’t involve Rex or an illness. “Who? When did it happen? Where? Right here at The Poinsettia? That the reason for the empty rental? The closed café? Details, please. Details.”

“One question at a time, Kitt.” Janell gave a mirthless laugh “Abra Barrie. That’s the woman’s name.” Janell pursed her lips, looked down at her hands, and let Rex continue.

“Last Thursday she arrived in Key West on business and had booked one of our rooms. She’d seen our B&B ad on the Internet.

“A big Midwest corporation making wind turbines sent her here. They’re promoting their business and feeling out the Key West attitude concerning the use of off-shore wind machines to create a renewable source of energy.”

“Wind turbines? As in windmills like Iowa farmers sometimes use to pump water for livestock?”

“Yes,” Rex said, “only on a much more sophisticated level. Some of the commercial turbines are huge machines with blades longer than a football field—maybe longer than two or three football fields. But that’s beside the point right now. Abra Barrie flew here to speak at a City Commissioners meeting early Friday morning, and also to say a few words at a women’s club brunch later in the day. On Saturday, her schedule included a brief morning speech at the monthly meeting of the Power Boat Association and after that, she planned to take the afternoon off for a ride on the Conch Train and maybe enjoy more sightseeing during the weekend.”

“She had more meetings scheduled for Monday that included an important presentation at the naval station,” Janell said.

“And after that she planned to fly back to Nebraska.” Rex paused for a sip of tea.

“We liked what we saw of her on Thursday night,” Janell said. “She ate at our snack bar, visited with us and the combo musicians, and retired early.”

“As far as we know, she kept her Friday morning appointment,” Rex said. “I helped her get a taxi.”

“But she never kept her Saturday appointments,” Janell said. “She failed to return here after her Friday brunch meeting. We don’t keep tabs on our guests. They’re free to come and go as they please, but Abra told me she’d like to hear the combo again on Friday night—said she played the piano. I had told her that Mama Gomez might let her sit in for a set and she seemed pleased and excited about that.”

Rex broke in. “So when she didn’t show up here on Friday, as planned, I reported her absence to the police. They fluffed me off, said they’d keep an eye out for her, but that she’d probably just gone off somewhere on her own to do a little sightseeing. Chief Ramsey helps run the Power Boat meetings, and it wasn’t until Abra failed to appear for her Saturday morning speech for that group that he began to take my missing person report seriously.”

“But the police never found her,” I said, knowing I had stated the obvious.

“They found her body—late Saturday evening washed ashore, lying dead and mutilated on Smathers Beach.” Janell’s hand shook as she lifted her iced tea glass. “I knew when she failed to show up to hear the combo on Friday evening that something had happened to her. The Medical Examiner estimated the time of death as mid-afternoon on Friday. Here we were getting ready to open our patio café for the evening. I’d even mentioned to Mama G that Abra might want to sit in on piano for a few numbers. And all the time we were making plans for her, she was dead. Dead. It’s still like a bad dream. I can hardly believe it.”

“I suppose the police have searched your place thoroughly looking for clues and leads.”

“Right.” Rex scowled. “On Saturday night, they surrounded the place with crime scene tape even though her body wasn’t found here. Didn’t remove it until early this morning. Her parents flew in from Nebraska as soon as they heard the news. Even by flying, they couldn’t get here until yesterday afternoon. When the medical examiner and the police released her body, her parents made funeral arrangements.”

“I felt so sorry for them,” Janell said. “Their only daughter. Their only child. Life’s unfair. A young woman simply here doing her job, enjoying Key West—and now she’s gone.”

“Her room?” I asked.

“Her parents packed up her things. She traveled light. Not much there. I offered to help, but they didn’t want my help. Don’t blame them.”

Janell’s eyes began to tear and I broke in quickly. “So now the police are investigating her murder?”

“Right.” Rex pounded the table, making the tea glasses jump. “Investigating, now that it’s too late. If they’d listened to me in the first place…”

“Can’t blame you for feeling that way,” Janell said. “But Key West has so many attractions that might have caught her eye, pulled her off her planned course. I can understand police reluctance to begin an extensive search.”

“And now we’re all under suspicion,” Rex said. “All of us. Not you, of course, since you just arrived, but the rest of us.”

“You and Janell,” I said. “Who else?”

“Hella in the other rental, the three combo musicians, Phud, the yard man. All of us. Good thing you didn’t arrive early, Kitt, or they’d be fingerprinting you, too. Once they get started they’re very thorough.”

“They have any leads?”

“None that they’re revealing,” Janell said. “But I heard the chief muttering about a serial killer. South Florida’s had several unexplained murders in the last few years. The police think there may be a serial killer on the loose.”

“Hadn’t heard about that,” I said, “but lots of times big news in Florida doesn’t reach Iowa.”

“And you’ll probably never read anything about those murders in The Citizen, either.” Janell sighed. “They keep the bad stuff in small type on the back pages if they bother to publish it at all. Don’t want to scare off the tourists.”

“But news is news,” I said. “People need to know what’s going on in their community—or at least what the police think might be going on. They need any knowledge that will help them protect themselves. Where has this supposed serial killer struck?

“Fort Meyers Beach.” Rex began ticking the cities off on his fingers. “Miami, of course. Ft. Lauderdale. Stewart. Orlando. At this point, they’re not sure the same guy committed all the murders. But some of the mutilations were similar enough to make them think serial killer.”

Janell put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head to try to stop his words, but he continued.

“Breasts sliced off. Pubic hair shaved. Ears and eyes mutilated. Oh, he was a real sport.”

I shuddered. “You’re sure it was a he? Murder’s an equal opportunity employer. Could have been a woman.”

“Not likely.” Rex stood and began pacing the wide expanse of café floor. “Not at all likely. I don’t think a woman would have had the strength.”

“So if everyone connected with The Poinsettia is suspect, I want to meet those people. I want a good look at them. You plan to open the place to the public tomorrow tonight, right?”

“Right,” Janell said. “Had to close tonight. Didn’t know when the police would give permission or when they’d remove the crime scene tape. Hella’s here tonight, of course, but you can meet her tomorrow.”

“I’m surprised she hasn’t moved out,” Rex said. “We may have trouble keeping the inn rented for a while.”

“It’s not as if the woman was murdered in her room,” I said.

“No,” Janell agreed, “but there’s one more thing we haven’t told you yet.” Janell hesitated until Rex shrugged and nodded.

“Go ahead. She has to hear it sometime.”

Janell’s voice dropped so low I could hardly hear it.

“A small item appeared on a back page of today’s paper. The police announced they’ve found blood stains on Rex’s boat.”




Chapter 3

Blood stains. Rex’s boat. The words hit my eardrums then ricocheted, hanging suspended in air for a few moments before I allowed them to invade my brain. Even then, I tried to deny their import. Were the police trying to lay Abra Barrie’s murder on Rex’s doorstep?

“Rex?” I hesitated. “The police were wrong, weren’t they? Or if they found blood on your boat, it must have been fish blood, or maybe blood from an injured gull or pelican. I remember how those birds hang around boats waiting for a handout.”

“Police have confirmed it’s human blood,” Rex stood. “They called me last night with that news.”

“Rex!” Janell exclaimed. “You didn’t tell me.”

“Didn’t want to upset you any more than you already were upset. There has to be a logical explanation for that blood. I know nothing about it or how it might have been smeared on our boat. Haven’t been around Poinsettia Two for a couple of weeks. Haven’t had time to use it.”

“Poinsettia Two?”

“Yeah. We named the boat after our B&B. Thought the name painted in red on the boat side would be good advertising.”

Janell stepped closer to Rex and he curled his arm around her waist, drawing her closer. “We drove to the marina early this morning,” Janell said. “Saw the bloodstains ourselves, saw where the police had scraped samples from the console and the deck. I’m with you, Kitt. I thought it must be animal blood—fish or fowl. Maybe the police made a big mistake in their lab.”

“I doubt that,” Rex said. “And it’ll only be a matter of time until they do DNA testing.”

“We’ll all have to undergo tests?” Janell asked.

“I’m guessing we might,” Rex said. “Or maybe just me. I want to get back to the marina and clean up the mess, but when I asked the police for permission, they refused. They want to snap more pictures. Said I couldn’t do the cleaning until tomorrow morning. You can bet I’ll be at the marina early with a scrub brush and bucket.”

Janell scowled. “And in the meantime, all the curious sensation seekers on the island can go ogle the boat and take their own pictures to send up north to their relatives and friends.”

“So everyone connected with your B&B is under scrutiny,” I said. “Not just you and Janell, Rex. Everybody who works here. And then there may be an unknown serial killer to consider. I’ve been reading The Sociopath Next Door. I think it’s a book everyone should read. It concerns a type of person who’s been born without a conscience.”

“Be real, Kitt,” Janell said. “In college, I studied a lot of psychology books and articles—even wrote a thesis on serial killers. I never read anything about people being born without a conscience.”

“It’s been quite a few years since you were in school,” I said. “This theory—no the book I read said it was more than a theory, that it’s a fact. Some people are born without a conscience. The serial killer, if there is one at large in Florida, may be a sociopath.”

“Hmmm,” Rex muttered. “I’m not doubting your word, Kitt, or the book you read, but I can’t imagine a person without a conscience.”

“That’s because you have a conscience as do Janell and I and most of the people we associate with. It’s hard to imagine something you’ve never been aware of—especially such a basic thing. Some scientists now believe that one person out of twenty-five is born conscience free—that they can do anything they please—lie, cheat, steal—and they feel no guilt or remorse.”

“At that rate there’d be a serial killer on every corner,” Janell said. “I don’t buy into the ‘no conscience’ theory.”

“Sociopaths are frequently spotted early on as children who get their kicks from abusing animals. They do horrendous things to defenseless creatures.”

“But there are laws against that kind of thing,” Janell said.

“Many times adults overlook such crimes with a kids-will-be-kids attitude.”

“And later those kids turn to abusing people?” Rex asked.

“Not always. When the abusers grow up, they may use their lack of conscience in many other ways. They may manage to set themselves up as authority figures to be respected and admired. According to the book I read, they’re the world’s liars, the flatterers who can mesmerize you with a guileless gaze until you tend to believe their words.”

“We all know people who might fit those categories,” Janell said. “But we don’t call them serial killers.”

“They don’t always turn to serial killing to express themselves. You probably know friends who’ve experienced rotten situations in their everyday lives. A sociopath could be a dirty-dealing co-worker who steals others’ ideas. Or he/she could be the CEO of a humongous corporation who embezzles the profits and bilks his workers out of their life savings, believing he’s done nothing wrong.”

“And smiles all the way to the bank—as the saying goes.” Rex laughed. “There’s lots of that going on.”

“Poke fun if you want to,” I said, “but sometimes my instincts warn me of people to beware of and I give them a wide berth. It’s called self-preservation.” I grinned at them. “Don’t lie to me. Don’t seek my pity. Don’t flatter me. Or I’m likely to put you on my ‘watch-out-for-that-person’ list.”

Neither Janell nor Rex laughed, but I sensed them humoring me and I changed the subject. “We need to narrow our thoughts to the here and now,” I said. “Can you think of anyone working at the B&B who would have had both the motive and the opportunity to murder Abra Barrie?”

“No,” Janell said. “Our workers are our friends. Friends we’ve known for years. Hella, for instance. She retired years ago from teaching public school music in Nebraska. Said she’s lived frugally all her life and has come to the Keys for a change of scene. She’s lived in our B&B for five years.”

“You called her a permanent renter,” I said. “Why’s she permanent?

“Because she asked to be,” Rex said. “We’ve given her a reduced rate because she pays her rent on time and she even insists on taking care of her own laundry and room cleaning.”

“We’d hate to lose Hella,” Janell added, “even though some people find her a bit strange.”

Rex stepped inside, then returned to freshen our iced-tea glasses and grinned, commenting on Janell’s last statement. “More than a bit strange, I’d say.”

“Strange in what way?” I bit into another cookie.

Rex thought for a few moments before he tried to explain. “Hella claims to be a clairvoyant—you know one of those gifted people who can read tarot cards and see future happenings before they take place. But hey! Hella’s a kind and honest person and she wouldn’t hurt a soul. If she believes she can see into the future, I say more power to her.”

“Agreed,” Janell said. “She’s even president of a nationally known clairvoyant’s organization. She gets lots of mail. Guess she’s highly respected in that field.”

“She sounds very interesting, Janell. An authority figure in her field. I’m eager to meet her.”

“She has fun with her talent, too,” Janell said. “On some evenings, she goes to Mallory Dock for the sunset celebrations. I’m guessing she reads a few palms to help pay her rent.”
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