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I’m Marie Lightfoot, or at least that’s the name my publisher puts on the covers of the books I write about true crime. In classic “true crime” fashion, my latest one is titled Anything to Be Together. It’s the tale of a murderous minister, the Reverend Robert F. Wing, who with his lover, Artemis McGregor, killed his wife, Susanna. Here’s how it begins. This is the raw story that I am supposed to make you believe:


They were a matched pair: evil for evil, no holds barred. If the devil had split himself into male and female he could hardly have done a better job of creating two strands of a DNA for malevolence.


They felt their attraction instantaneously when they met.


It was easy to see, perfectly apparent to the only witness to their meeting.


As irresistibly as hydrogen bonds with oxygen, “like” attracted “like” that day in the church. But what did it really feel like, inside their bodies, the first time they saw each other? Did it pierce them like a knife? Did it jolt like electricity, shooting at light speed from their eyes to their breath, hearts, minds, groins? Or was it more subtle and delicate than that, more like a rare taste of something savory on their tongues? Was it love—or lust—at first sight? It looked that way to the church secretary who saw them meet. But what, precisely, did they see in each other at that moment that nobody else had ever seen?


Well, it is said that the devil knows his own. And her own. At a dark, submerged depth below the light of consciousness, they must have recognized each other. Lovers, twins, soul mates. Surely there was something ancient, wicked, and intimately familiar for each in the other’s eyes. Before long, they knew they would do anything to be together, even murder—especially, and most deliciously, murder.


Too bad he already had a wife.


Too bad for the wife, that is.


That’s what I wrote, so portentously that I have almost convinced myself that I believe it. It’s overheated, isn’t it? Sexy, steamy, as their lust is judged to be. It sounds as if the Reverend and the “other woman” were fated to meet, mate, murder. A jury believed part of it. They convicted him, freed her. Do you believe some of it, all of it? Ah, but you don’t know the facts of the case yet, do you? I’m not sure that I do, either, and I wrote the book about it.


My book, if not their crimes, begins with innocence. There isn’t even a hint of sex to begin with, except for the body of a naked woman abandoned to the subtropical vines, the snakes, the insects, and the putrefying heat. There is only the pure curiosity of childhood, betrayed in a decaying “Garden of Eden,” on a stifling summer day in Florida.





Anything to Be Together



By Marie Lightfoot


CHAPTER 1


The suburbs look as if they’re taking over Florida, but don’t be fooled by appearances. Natives will tell you this state isn’t what it seems. What it looks like is recent and skin deep; what it really is goes deep to porous limestone. Way down there, shellfish without eyes swim in water that Florida’s famous sunshine has not warmed in centuries.


Live here long enough, and pay enough attention to its startling secrets, and you’ll get the feeling it could revert to primordial ooze in the blink of a heron’s eye. The Everglades could rise again and swamp the land, flooding new developments and turning them into ghost marshes. Hurricanes could topple every condominium on the beach and consume the last morsel of sand on reclaimed land. The gators could take over backyard pools, the panthers could prowl school grounds, and the bears that are confined to Ocala National Park could slip the fences and appear in town to ransack abandoned garbage pails.


It could happen, with only a subtle twist of the dial of fate: a bit to the left to get a monster hurricane season, or a bit to the right for global warming, and the whole state will disappear under water, just fall back into the sea. It wouldn’t take that great a change in temperature or in the barometer to run the human beings off and turn Florida back to nature.


There are pockets of it, right now, where it looks as if its happening.


Most people have no idea they’re here, these pockets.


They’re hidden in plain view, often behind KEEP OUT signs in dense, dark woody spots along a highway. You could drive by one so fast you’d think that momentary darkness out of the corner of your eye was a light pole flashing past. You could pass one every day on your way to take the kids to school and you’d never even wonder what was behind that dilapidated-looking fence.


“What’s back in there?” one of your kids might ask.


“I don’t know, but don’t go there,” you might say, without even thinking.


Of course, that would naturally get a kid to wondering.


Right in the middle of the most populous areas, there are hidden acres of snakes and Spanish moss, of gigantic looping ropes of vine. Poisonous frogs feast on insects that don’t even have names. Tropical lizards disappear into the cracks of trees whose branches spread out as wide as their trunks climb high. This is the real Florida, as it was before people, and probably will be after us, too.


More kids know about those places than adults do.


When the grown-ups aren’t paying attention, the children sneak in, on foot or bicycle, to roam the dangerous acres, and scare themselves silly trying to peek into deserted houses they call haunted.


On a steamy Tuesday in August of 1999, Jenny Car-michael egged Nikki Modesto into climbing over the padlocked gate of just such an abandoned property. Signs on the chain link fence warned NO TRESPASSING and KEEP OUT, but children don’t seem to think such signs apply to them.


At least Jenny didn’t. Nikki thought they did, or ought to.


“We shouldn’t go in there,” she protested.


They were ten years old, fifth-graders together at North Bahia Beach Elementary School, in Ms. Fran Baker’s class. Jenny excels at soccer, specializing in a complex move called a “Maradona,” which involves both feet going seemingly in four different directions at once. Nikki loves to read, but no horror stories, please. On sleep-overs, she always plugs her ears with her fingers and sings real loud if her friends start telling ghost stories. She was really really scared of this idea of Jenny’s, but she didn’t want to say that, so she tried to rely on legalisms.


“It’s private property.” Nikki pointed at a sign. “We’ll get in trouble. There might be some man in there with a gun, and he’d shoot us.”


“You’re such a wimp,” her best friend taunted.


Jenny, the daring one, is the fourth of five children. She is a red-haired, freckle-faced girl, always flaring into adventure and mischief, a bottle rocket of a child. But Nikki is an only child, quiet, and obedient. They’re a natural pair of best friends, a perfect balance for their qualities of fire and ice, earth and air. The problem from reckless Jenny’s point of view is that Nikki is a scaredy-cat. The problem from timid Nikki’s point of view is that Jenny always wins their arguments, unless Nikki bursts into frustrated tears and runs away. Then Jenny comes back, shamefaced, to say she’s sorry, and would Nikki like to bike around the block?


Nikki always would, if they don’t ride too fast.


Jenny always rides too fast, and takes the hills—when she can find them, in flat Florida—like a racer.


They had propped their bikes against the chain-link fence around the property with the NO TRESPASSING and KEEP OUT signs. Federal Highway, one of the most heavily traveled thoroughfares in the state, buzzed right behind them. Its just “the big street” to them, which they aren’t ever supposed to cross without a parent, but which they do cross, because their parents can’t be with them every second of the day.


Nikki is the image of her Italian mom, with beautiful olive skin and big brown eyes and a shy smile that looks like an advertisement for innocence. She has a great giggle, and when it gets started, everybody around her starts laughing, too. Nikki has been known to set entire movie audiences into paroxysms of laughter.


It makes Jenny’s day to get Nikki to laugh, but that wasn’t what she was attempting to get Nikki to do at this particular moment. Usually, it takes Jenny a long time to persuade Nikki to do something the first time; but the second time it’s easier, and by the third, Nikki is trailing right along.


Jenny dared Nikki: “Don’t you want to know what’s in there?”


“No.”


“There could be a cool old house, or a beach.”


Behind the property was the Intracoastal Waterway, where they also were not supposed to go.


“I don’t care what’s in there.”


“I do! I want to see. I’ll go without you!”


“Go ahead.”


Nikki didn’t really mean that. Being left alone on the edge of the big street sounded almost as scary as going into the dark woods behind the fence.


“Okay, I will.”


Jenny didn’t really want to be alone, either, so she tried a new tack. “It’ll be our secret hideout—wouldn’t that be cool?”


That was an attractive prospect, all right, but to Nikki the patch of land looked as ominous as the darkness under her bed at night. Who knew what kind of scary creatures were lurking in there? Nikki is afraid of spiders, and snakes, and the dark, and almost anything that surprises her in any way. This makes it very challenging to be Jenny Carmichael’s best friend, but there is nobody Nikki has ever known who can be so much fun as Jenny.


“Lets just go in a little, little ways,” smart Jenny urged.


“How far?”


“One inch. Like, just over the fence. Watch this.”


“Jenny, no!”


But Jenny was already scrambling over, and suddenly there she was on the other side, grinning at her friend. “See? I’m just standing here. Come on.”


Well, that looked possible to Nikki, as long as they didn’t go further.


She followed Jenny over, more awkwardly, because she isn’t as nimble and athletic as her buddy is, but still she made it to the other side. Quick as a snake, Jenny grabbed one of Nikki’s wrists and started dragging her deeper into the property, with Nikki fighting and screaming all the way. But Jenny is by far the stronger of the two, and before Nikki could stop her, she had them both into the shadows, already out of sight of the highway.


“I hate you!” Nikki screamed at her best friend.


They were bleeding a bit from scratches from tree limbs, and Jenny was trying not to look too victorious.


“It’s cool in here!”


Cool it was, at least with regard to the temperature. But a sunny glade beckoned a few steps beyond, and it looked safe and cheerful to Nikki, so of her own volition she ran into it. And suddenly, as happened often with the two friends, it really did begin to seem like a grand adventure to her. She hated to confess it, because she hated it when Jenny fooled her, and trapped her into something scary, but . . .


“It’s pretty,” she admitted, looking up and around.


It didn’t look so spooky in here, in this bit of sunshine.


They walked on, deeper, but only after Jenny promised she wouldn’t make any sudden movements or the booga-booga sounds that Nikki hates. Jenny kept her promise pretty well, except for when she couldn’t resist picking up a leaf and throwing it in Nikki’s face and making her scream. Or faking a scream herself and shuffling the leaves at their feet, and yelling at the top of her lungs, “Oh, my god, it’s an anaconda snake!”


Nikki screamed and screamed at that one.


Jenny could laugh pretty hard, herself.


When they finally settled down, some of the fear seemed to have seeped out of Nikki, after she had screamed bloody murder at the phantom snake. She quieted down enough to follow Jenny deeper along a path that opened up between the huge trees with their greenery hanging down like enormous spiderwebs. And her eyes opened as wide as Jenny’s when they spied the great big house at the heart of the property.


It was two floors high, though a tower at one end made it three stories at that point. Like the houses that the girls lived in, it looked “Mediterranean,” complete with arched doorways and a red tile roof. But the similarity between this house and their own cozy little homes ended there. Where theirs were freshly painted in sunny colors, the paint on this one had chipped away and discolored so much that the whole house looked a dirty gray. On the roof, only a few concave orange tiles remained intact. All along the front of the porch, there were spiraling columns—Nikki counted six, out loud—that looked as if they were barely still attached to the porch ceiling. It was clearly in what Jenny’s dad would call “falling-down condition.”


“Wow,” Jenny breathed. “Oh, wow.”


“It’s beautiful,” Nikki said, and it was, in a creepy way.


“Let’s see if we can get in!”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“We could fall through the floor.”


“We won’t go upstairs.”


“There’s probably glass, and snakes, and spiders.”


“You are such a wimp. How can you not want to go inside? I want to!”


“Then just go ahead. I’ll wait outside. Okay? You go ahead.”


Jenny had a feeling that this time she couldn’t talk her friend into it, and Nikki was being careful to stay out of her grasp. “Okay,” she said in a brave, strong voice. “Watch me.”


Nikki did. She watched Jenny stride up the wide front steps and cross the big porch toward where a front door used to be. Now there was only an open space. Inside, Nikki saw a huge winding stairway going to the second floor. When she looked up at the windows, she could see white fabric hanging down in shreds. She stared as Jenny stepped across the threshold and then disappeared from view. Then Nikki heard Jenny’s voice call from inside, “Oh, Nikki, you have to see this! I bet a princess used to live here. It’s so cool—”


Then Nikki could hear her, but couldn’t understand the words.


And then she didn’t hear Jenny saying anything.


Nikki waited. And waited. And her heart began to beat faster.


“Jenny?” she tried calling out, but her voice sounded weak.


She took one tiny step forward, and whispered, “Jenny?”


What if there was a monster man inside and he had snatched Jenny and killed her? What if there was a crocodile that came up into the house and got her? What should she do? Run away and get help? Oh, she wanted to run away! More than anything she wanted to. But Jenny was still inside, and what if she was hurt and needed—


And then Nikki heard a sound from inside of the house. A little sound, thin and wobbly. It took her a breathless moment to realize it was Jenny.


Jenny was screaming, inside the house.


Nikki began to cry for real, but also to run toward the house. She didn’t go in the terrible front door where her friend had vanished, but she ran around the side, toward where the sound of Jenny’s voice was coming from. It was such a brave thing for her to do. If there were an award for children who do brave things for their friends in spite of the fact that they are scared to death, Nikki Modesto would surely win one. She spied a rickety lawn chair, and dragged it over to a window, scraping her shins, and sobbing.


She climbed up on it, hiccuping in terror.


Nikki put her trembling fingers on the dark, rotting wood of the windowsill.


She stared in, and she was so afraid of what she’d see.


But what she saw right away was that Jenny was okay, except she looked green as puke. But then Nikki saw there was somebody else there who wasn’t fine. And there was a terrible smell. And there were flies. Nikki started to scream, too, and when Jenny saw her, she ran toward the window.


“It’s a dead lady!” Jenny yelled in her face. “She’s dead, she’s dead!”


Nikki suddenly saw that she was going to have to take charge this once. “I want to go home!” she said with great and passionate conviction, in a voice that brooked absolutely no argument. “Right now!”


The two little girls screamed all the way back to the highway.


    *  *  *


    As they fled, the body—hiding its grisly secrets—lay on the floor of the dining room of the deserted mansion. She was large-breasted, slim-legged, dark-haired. Above her unseeing eyes, wooden beams intersected a ceiling where a mural of flowers and fronds was barely discernible on the crumbling plaster. Once, parties metaphorically raised these roof-beams; liquor flowed and waiters served dolphin on silver trays to rich Floridians. But that was decades gone, along with all but hints of original elegance. Half of a black wrought-iron drapery rod hung down from the one remaining hook, caught on one of its fleurs-de-lis. Outside that window, there was a patio where weeds had broken all the bricks. The centerpiece of the patio was a dry fountain with a statue of a naked cherub, now broken and shattered, in the basin.


Forever beyond the reach of the dead woman’s outstretched and shattered arms, elegant catamarans cruised the Intracoastal Waterway, where she would never again go boating, trailing her manicured fingers in the water. Tourists strolled the beaches where she would never again raise her slim arms in lazy strokes through warm Atlantic waves. She had been pretty, but you couldn’t tell that now. There were people who thought the world of her, who knew she would not have wanted children to find her like that, that she would have been horrified for them to see her. Worst of all, she was a minister’s wife; to be found naked and exposed was a shame and a brutal embarrassment to her memory. But she had no say over any of that. Inside the hidden acre of property, her flesh and the house and the land were sliding back past civilization, back to dust and water and silence.
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“THE END,” I type, and lean back in my chair, feeling breathless with relief.


What started with two girls stumbling across a body in a spooky mansion is finished. The guilty convicted, sentenced to die. The supposedly innocent set free. As of this moment, even my book about the crime is done. I’ve written all about it, beginning with the discovery of the body, and moving on through the investigation, the trial and startling mixed verdicts, and the incredible irony of it all. I hadn’t intended to write another “Florida book” so soon after my last one, but what can you do when you’re a true crime book writer and you live in a state that hands you sensational crime on a platter?


True crime in Florida resembles what fishermen up in the panhandle call a “jubilee.” That’s when sea creatures and fish of various kinds come swarming—for no reason anybody has ever figured out—into the shallows and get stranded there. I’ve heard of jubilees so thick with fish you could walk across them.


It’s kind of like that with Florida and criminals.


I could write nothing but Florida books for the rest of my life, and never run out of bizarre and original crime. You could almost accuse me of liking our felons. I wouldn’t want to meet any of them in a dark alley, you understand, but I do appreciate how they help me earn my living. If I sound flippant about a serious subject, blame it on finishing my book. Other writers will understand. Now in the spirit of one of the many clichés of my trade, “it’s left to the survivors to try to carry on as best they can.” And all that’s left for me to do is to print this out, pack it up, and call FedEx to pick up this manuscript.


Without giving myself too much time to think about it—sometimes it’s hard to let go of a book—I start that process by switching on my laser printer. Then, with nobody there to see me in my office at home, I smile as I squint out my windows. Well, I’ll be damned, will you look at that? It’s a beautiful day in Florida! Is it March already? I do believe it is. Still winter up north. But here, the sun is shining like summer, boats are bobbing, and the Bahia Boulevard Bridge is sparkling as if it’s made of tinsel instead of steel. How long has this been going on? Must be ninety degrees out there in that world beyond my air conditioning. Why, there’s a whole universe out there, people are moving about their lives, going to jobs, making love, eating swearing laughing crying killing swimming running playing.


Who knew?


Not I; I’ve been shut up in this house for three weeks racing toward THE END. The research for this book started a year ago, the actual writing began six months after that, with the title, Anything to Be Together, and my pen name, Marie Lightfoot.


It is five hundred and fifty-six pages later.


Those pages are starting to roll out of my printer now.


Whenever I’ve been deep in the writer’s trance and I come up for air again, it’s as if all of my senses have been shut off and now they come flooding back in on me. Like now, as the sun coming through my wraparound windows hurts my eyes. I hear boats on the Intracoastal Waterway as if they had only this minute all started their motors. And what’s that cherry-almond smell? Did I rub on lotion this morning? I don’t recall. Suddenly, I’m hungry. Thirsty. Stiff. My left hip feels sore, as if I haven’t moved in this chair for hours.


“Robot writer woman,” I say, testing my voice.


There’s a buzzing sensation behind my forehead, as if my frontal lobe is quivering from so much sustained concentration.


“Done at last, thank God, I’m done at last.”


It’s finished, this sixth of my true crime books. Will it be a bestseller, like all the rest? One hopes. One does, indeed, hope. Will my track record be enough to attract that many readers again, or will this crime do the trick all by its violent self? “Gruesome murder. Superb detection. Brilliant lawyers. Lives shattered,” as the book jacket will probably say, “families torn asunder.” The flap copy on true crime books tends to revel in clichés, and I should know, because I’ve written my share.


I think I’ll just sit here and savor the moment.


I should call someone, and let them congratulate me, but I wonder if I have any friends left. Wait a minute, it’s really March? Well, damn. March brings the dreaded, desired Spring Break. At this very minute high school seniors and college freshmen all over America are climbing the wave that will crest in our high tide, our tsunami of tourism. Well, shoot! I’ve surfaced just in time for the one period of the year when ten percent of the population leaves town, the retirees bitch about the traffic, everybody else works too hard, and it’s impossible for anybody to go anywhere.


Not that I don’t have anything to do at home.


So many phone calls left unanswered. So many letters unopened, bills unpaid, so much E-mail ignored. I wonder if I missed any appointments. Probably. I think I paid the mortgage for this month, but I’m not sure. Books are ravenous gods that eat the rest of life. All goes into their greedy maw, while the writer sacrifices her friends, her credit, her lover, her sanity.


“Congratulations,” I tell myself.


“Thank you,” I reply.


“Writers can get pretty strange by the end of a book,” I observe.


“You’re telling me?” I retort.


A lonely business, it is said of writing, but I don’t feel alone. After all, I’ve just spent weeks with my “characters”—killer, victim, police, survivors.


“Yeah, but they’re only in your computer. You’ve hardly spoken to a living soul in weeks,” I remind myself. “And look at you, look at your house. It’s a mess. You’re a mess. Maybe now you can become a human being again.”


I have a writer friend, a novelist, whose husband once said to her, “No offense, but I can tell where you are in a book by your appearance.” I laughed when I heard that, as did she; it’s so painfully true. If I were to glance in a mirror right now I’d see a woman who hasn’t changed her clothes in three days, whose hair is pulled back by a barrette but not combed, and who has barely been able to remember to slip on sandals to go to the grocery store for essentials.


For reassurance, I glance at a wall where I have framed mementos of my career. I want to know that it is possible for me to look better than this. In one of the frames there is a photograph of me that appeared in Newsweek. Now that woman, the one with a pen in her hand, that woman looks downright glamorous, with her combed, blond, streaked hair, and her flattering dress. We’re in our thirties, she and I, but she could pass for younger. Me, I could pass for a bag lady. In my office, staring at the “other” me, I sigh. That’s the author, the one who brushes her hair and goes out in public; this is the writer me. If my readers could see me now, they’d chip in to buy me a makeover.


I look around my office, as if seeing it for the first time since I launched this final push to the end of the book, and what I see through critical eyes is a disaster area. Books and papers piled everywhere. Old food crusting on plates. Coffee cups with milky sludge. And what’s my brassiere doing over there, draped across that footstool? I must have taken it off on my way to the shower one night and never noticed it again until this moment.


And people ask me why I’ve never married?


There’s usually a feeling of relief and satisfaction like no other I’ve ever known that comes with typing those two words in capital letters. THE END. At the beginning of a book, I think I’ll never get there. There’s too much to do, too much to write; there’s too much research, too much information to synthesize. It’s all too hard, too big, and even if I did it five—or even ten—times before, that doesn’t guarantee I can ever do it again.


But now I’ve actually done it again, one more time.


I have only to gather up the pages. Post them to my editor in New York. Wait for her editorial comments. Make the revisions she requests, check the line-editing, then the galleys. And then I will forget this book and go on vacation before I start researching the next one.


I want it finished. I want to take a break. I want to start a new book.


There’s only one small problem.


I shift uneasily in my swivel chair as the pile of pages grows.


The wee little problem, hardly even worth mentioning, is that I feel desperately unsure about this book.


“Who asked you?” I shoot back, resentfully.


“Maybe I’ll want to see the movie?”


“Oh, that’s very funny.”


I’m hoping my editor, my wise, tough New York editor who knows more about my work and my audience than I do, will disagree with me. Maybe she’ll call me and say, “Great work, Marie. This is your best book yet. I couldn’t put it down. Loved every word of it. You’ve really outdone yourself with this one.”


The way that conversation goes in my imagination, you’d think I wrote fiction. It’s wishful thinking. What I’m afraid she’s going to say is, “Great beginning, Marie. Loved the first few chapters. But after that, there’s something missing. I don’t know what it is, but I feel as if you haven’t quite gotten to the heart of this story. Do you think you can do that for us?”


To which my answer will be, “No.”


“And your point is?” I ask myself, bitterly. “Is that a problem for you? I finished the damn book on time, what else do you want?”


Silence from inside me.


My stomach clenches and a sour taste rises.


My first giddy, trivializing relief at writing THE END is in direct proportion to the profound anxiety that lies beneath it.


Damn, where’s denial when I really need it?


“You’re scared,” accuses the prosecutor in my soul.


“Am not,” protests the defendant, but nobody on the jury in my psyche believes her. “What have I got to be scared of?”


Determinedly, I fill out a FedEx shipping form and call their 800 number for a home pickup. When I place the telephone receiver back in its cradle, my hand and wrist feel weak, and I know it’s not carpal tunnel syndrome. It’s worry, flooding into me, turning into fear before my very eyes, which I now hide for a moment behind my hands. There’s a clutching feeling around my heart. I hate this. I know what it is. It’s been waking me up at three in the morning for a few nights now. What we have here is a true crime writer who’s afraid that she hasn’t revealed the innermost truth. This should have been a sexy book, but it isn’t. I’ve got no lustful facts, not even fantasy,- all I’ve got between the first and last pages of this book is the hint of their murderous affair, but none of the actual details of it. He won’t talk about it; she won’t talk about it. Nobody saw them do it. I’ve got a preacher who took a lover. They killed his wife. Or, at least one of them did; a jury wasn’t convinced they were both guilty. But still, shouldn’t their illicit lust for each other fairly shout from my pages?


It doesn’t; it doesn’t even whisper seductively.


In my book, they and their affair are as cold as Florida air conditioning when they should come across as hot as August. This should be a tale of passion, of sweaty, slippery bodies,- there should be a smell of sex, a taste of salty sweat, but there isn’t. Oh, there’s passion, all right, but it’s the clean, neat fervor of a passion for truth and justice.


Before I slip the manuscript into a box, I pick up the next chapter to reread. It has a big problem—another one—that I can’t fix. I always try to pick cases with great detective work and likable cops, and I thought I had one here. On the word of the state attorney for Howard County, I believed I had one. But I underestimated how much slack prosecutors give to cops. No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to turn the cop in this case into a hero. It’s not fiction, so I’m stuck with him, and I don’t like him very much.


I dread the reaction to him—and to the other cops—from my readers.


Wait’ll they get a load of the contempt in the voices of the cops toward the poor dead woman in the mansion. I want my cops to care, dammit. And these don’t seem to care about anything except getting even with a “perp” they personally can’t stand. It’s ironic justice they voice here, not a thirst for real justice for a murdered woman. Great, just perfect. A true crime book with no sex and an unappealing hero. What was I thinking? 





Anything to Be Together



By Marie Lightfoot


CHAPTER 2


Even Detective Carl Chamblin winced at first sight of the decomposing body in the mansion, though he was a man who’d seen enough violent death in his long career to fill every morgue in Florida.


“Christ,” he muttered under his breath, and then he mopped the sweat off the back of his neck with a handkerchief. It was too damned hot for homicide. Why couldn’t he live in Minnesota where bodies froze and cops didn’t sweat? In spite of the expletive, he didn’t give the appearance of a man who’d flinch in the face of blood. At six-foot-five, Carl was 240 pounds of detective, with the big-jowled, scary face of a pit bull. At forty-six years of age, he was seven years away from the average life expectancy of the American cop. He thought about that more often lately, that risky gamble, the wager cops lay down on death or pension.


This victim, whoever she was, had lost her gamble early.


There was no purse, apparently, no identification.


Prostitute? Homeless? Addict? Those were some of his initial surmises about the identity of this dead woman who lay hunched on the filthy floor of an abandoned mansion, clothed only in her own blood and other bodily emissions. He eliminated those, however, when it dawned on him that her body was too lush, too smoothly well-fed to belong to a junkie or a whore. There was another possibility—a particular missing person—but he didn’t seriously entertain that idea, not at this point, anyway. His mind simply rebelled at the notion that this corpse was in any way related to that case.


She looked as if she had curled up to try to protect herself from the blows that rained upon her here. “Here” was Bahia Beach, Florida, a seaside metropolis of approximately 100,000 people, sandwiched between Fort Lauderdale to the south and Pompano to the north, in Howard County. From January through March, tourists swelled the population of the city to many times that number. A few of those tourists never went home again, and some of their homicides fell to Carl Chamblin to identify and investigate. Was this woman a tourist who’d gone slumming in the wrong bar?


Had she been raped, too? Carl’s guess was yes.


In the stifling heat of the ruined room, he watched the crime-scene photographer snap his pictures and film his videos. With those initial tasks finished, the techs could move in to start gathering evidence. One of them had the job of compiling all of the evidence that the others collected and of making sure it was bagged, boxed, or placed in preservative jars and then painstakingly labeled as to where it was found at the scene and who found it. At a crime scene such as this one, that could mean individually packaging hundreds of items ranging from the victim’s clothing—if they found any—to sections of wood flooring or patches of peeling, bloodstained wallpaper.


For a few moments, Carl watched the techs as they placed dry items in plastic bags, and wet ones in paper bags, as per procedure, so that the wet things wouldn’t rot. Hell, in this heat everything was wet, including his shirt where the sweat was running down, and inside his undershorts, and the soles of his feet. It was hard to think in this heat, but he tried to concentrate. It looked like the killer kept on slamming her with something after she fell. But with what? Where was the weapon? What would do this? He glanced up at a wrought-iron curtain rod hanging by a hole in its design. Something like that? That might do it, but he was guessing something thicker, something easier to grasp and swing than a thin, rusting rod. It wasn’t going to take a medical examiner to tell Carl she’d been beaten to death. Pulped was more like it, he thought, sardonically. By the time her killer had gotten through with her, they could have run her through a mill and made paper out of her. He stared at her right wrist. It was flung, palm up, against the wooden slats of the scarred floor. Her left arm and hand were hidden under her body.


Despite the exotic setting and extreme violence, so far this was just another homicide to the veteran detective, merely the latest of hundreds he had investigated in his twenty-year career, most of that in homicide. Unlike Carl, however, one of the crime scene technicians in the room was anything but blasé, because it was the first crime scene she’d ever worked.


“Look what I found!” she exclaimed to him, in a high, excited voice.


Carl glanced first at what lay in her plastic glove: a bloody ring. It was gold, with a large central diamond surrounded by smaller ones. Looked like a woman’s engagement ring to Carl. Without touching it, he observed that it had notches in it, as if it was designed to fit into a matching wedding band. Only then did he look at the photo ID badge pinned to the tech’s shirt: Martina Levin. He eyed her up and down. He’d never seen her before.


“You new?”


“Yes, sir”


She looked like an overgrown tomboy, he thought: short but sturdy in her navy-blue uniform, with a round face and short dark hair. Like Carl, she wore paper booties over her shoes; unlike him, she had dangling around her neck a type of gas mask meant to filter out smells. Carl hated the things and preferred mentholated jelly rubbed in his nostrils to cover the stench, although most cops claimed that worked about as well as coating your nose with water. He was surprised this girl was tough enough to remain in the room for so long without filtering the air.


She had to tilt her head to look up into his face.


“Find the other ring,” he directed her.


“What other ring? I didn’t see another one.”


“Keep looking. If this is an engagement ring, there ought to be a wedding band. Have somebody turn her over and see if she’s wearing it.” After Martina Levin departed, he returned his attention to the corpse, but in his mind he was speculating about the ring she’d found. Why would there be a loose ring? It suggested to Carl the possibility of a lover’s quarrel, and of somebody furiously throwing a ring at somebody else. Or, maybe this was a kidnap, rape, robbery, murder, and the perp had dropped some of his prizes.


“No, this was personal,” he muttered to himself.


It wasn’t just the appearance of the victim’s body that spoke to Carl of an unusually vicious beating. There was blood everywhere, on the floor, the walls, even the ceiling. It was nearly impossible to avoid stepping in it, which surely meant that the killer had, too, leaving footprints behind him. He must have been a mess afterwards, covered in it. Some of the blood in the room had dried and gone black. Carl wouldn’t have recognized it as blood if he hadn’t seen blood like it before, so shiny it looked like glass. Some of it was so thick—and the temperature and humidity so high—that it was still damp. In those patches, it looked exactly like what it was, so that even a child could have identified the substance.


A child had seen it, Carl recalled. Two little girls.


He was glad he wasn’t their father, trying to calm their nightmares tonight. His own three girls had heard it all, all the gory stories. Their mother had also been a cop once upon a time, which was how she and Carl had met. But Yvonne and Carl Chamblin had made sure their babies didn’t see any of it. As far as the three grown Chamblin girls knew from their direct experience, life was suburban, safe and clean. It was too late to protect the little girls who’d found this mess.


The tech was back. “I wonder how she got here.”


So did Carl. “You find the ring?”


“No. They don’t want to turn her until they get the okay.” She went back to her original line of inquiry. “I didn’t see any car outside, did you?”


He shook his head, but then raised his glance to one of the glassless windows. Beyond a brick patio and a weedy backyard the length of a football field, there was water, the Intracoastal Waterway. He was facing east. Federal Highway was at his back, and past the Waterway, to the east, was beach and ocean.


The tech caught his glance. “Boat, maybe?”


Carl didn’t see a dock down there, and didn’t expect to find one. Boats would get bashed to splinters on this stretch of the Intracoastal. “She didn’t get here by boat.” Staring at the Intracoastal, it struck him that they shouldn’t have been able to see all the way to the canal. The rest of the property was way overgrown. But somebody was keeping that back lot mowed and the driveway cleared, or else the police cars would never have been able to get up to the house. It was a jungle out there, he thought, half-humorously. It also suddenly struck him what a weird and perverted thing this was: he was standing here with a stranger young enough to be his daughter, both of them staring at the voluptuous naked body of a dead woman. What kind of way was this to make a living?


“How longs she been dead?” he muttered to himself.


“Not long,” the tech said, thinking he was asking her. In Florida, bodies decomposed fast. She went off into a riff about tissue morbidity and the life cycle of maggots, but Carl barely listened. He’d been gauging the length of time bodies had been dead for longer than this tech had been alive. He glanced at her name tag again: Martina Levin. He wondered why she was sticking so close to him when most young cops and techs were intimidated by him, his reputation, his length of service. Over the years, he had allowed a reputation for being gruff and taciturn to grow up around him because it served so well to keep pests, fools, and administrative assholes at a distance. Then it struck him that she was stalling. That’s why she was hanging around him. She didn’t want to get any closer to this job.


He didn’t blame her, it was a particularly nasty one.


It was possible that the victim was killed somewhere else and then beaten postmortem, but the excess of blood made him doubt it. It appeared she had died right there where she lay on the bare wood floor. He looked around. This was once a dining room. Two-story house. Open-air tower at the upper right front of it. He hadn’t been up there yet, or anywhere else on the property except straight through from the gate to here.


The young tech misunderstood his interest.


“Cool old house, isn’t it? Too bad it’s so run-down, or maybe I’d buy it, fix it up.


“You’d buy it?” he asked, amused.


“Well, it’s for sale,” she said, defensively.


His head jerked around again and he stared at her so fiercely that she backed up a step. “Its what? For sale?”


“Yeah,” she said, looking a little scared, but also confused, as if to say, “So what?”


“I didn’t see a sign out front,” he challenged her.


“It’s in back,” she told him, still defensive.


“Show me.”


Nervously, with the big cop at her heels the young tech led him through French doors onto the decrepit patio. And there, leaning up against the house was the FOR SALE sign. Carl took out a handkerchief, placed it over the edge of the sign so he could tilt it up to read it without getting prints on it.


FOR SALE, it read. A WING & A PRAYER REALTORS. SUSANNA WING.


“I’ll be damned,” he muttered, with a quickening of interest that he hadn’t felt inside the house. This case had just gotten a whole hell of a lot more interesting. Staring down at the sign, Carl smiled, but so coldly that the tech backed up another step away from the big detective.
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