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CHAPTER 1


  I’d never been a big believer in coincidence until the night Kate Bell and I strolled out of O’Malley’s Theater after watching Dead Man Walking.


  O’Malley’s shows classics from yesteryear and other oldies, and instead of row after row of conventional seating, tables and chairs occupy most of the auditorium, where couples or small groups can enjoy dinner while viewing the night’s offering of cinematic magic.


  Not that I considered 1995’s Dead Man Walking a true oldie, but to the teens and twenty-somethings in the audience I suppose the flick qualified. After all, I’d served with several old salt Vietnam vets during my career with the Marines, and to me the Vietnam War was ancient history, much like World War II and Korea had been to the younger set. It’s all relative.


  I’m not much of a Sean Penn fan, although I think he’s a fine actor. I guess it’s his politics that rub me the wrong way. But Kate’s a big fan, and any excuse to spend time with her is good enough for me. We enjoyed grilled grouper sandwiches with the trimmings and a pitcher of beer while I suffered through the movie.


  When R. Lee Ermey (a career Marine himself), who played the rape/murder victim’s father, tossed do-gooder Sister Helen out of his house I almost cheered, while the scene brought Kate to tears. Ugh. And when they finally strapped Matthew Poncelet’s no-good lying ass into Gruesome Gertie and fried the bastard, I did let slip a rather loud “Ooraah!” From the look she gave me, I thought Kate was going to slap the taste out of my mouth.


  “You just don’t get it, Mac,” she said, still dabbing at her eyes with a napkin as we left the theater and stepped into the cool, early-spring night air.


  “Sure I get it,” I countered as we strolled down the sidewalk toward my Silverado. “He raped that girl and murdered her and her boyfriend. Then they fried his butt. What’s not to get?”


  Kate reached over and pinched my arm. “You’re about as sentimental as Godzilla. I don’t know why you even—


  “Dang,” she said, interrupting herself, “I forgot my purse.”


  Kate turned and rushed back into O’Malley’s, leaving me several steps behind. Just as I stopped under the marquee I sidestepped a tall, dark-haired man and bumped head-on into an attractive redhead clutching his arm. She was wearing a tight black pantsuit that did nothing to hide a knockout figure.


  “Sorry,” I muttered, standing aside as they hurried down the sidewalk. I forced my eyes back into their sockets and rushed through the door after Kate. She had stopped dead in her tracks between the concession stand and the doorway leading into the auditorium and was shaking like she’d been poleaxed. I double-timed to her side, hoping she wasn’t having a heretofore-unmentioned epileptic fit or some similar medical malfunction.


  “What’s the matter?” I said, quickly wrapping an arm around Kate to steady her. She’d turned as pale as the mound of popcorn in the theater’s popper.


  “That man,” she said, just as her legs buckled. I caught her with my other arm and pulled her close. She trembled against my chest, her ragged breath coming in rushes. “That was...” and just like that she fainted.
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  With an usher’s help I managed to get Kate to a chair inside the theater. I sent the young man after Kate’s purse as another usher arrived with a cool, damp cloth. I wiped Kate’s face with the cloth and declined the young lady’s offer to call 911 since Kate’s breathing had calmed and she was beginning to show signs of coming around. Her eyes fluttered several times and then opened. In a few seconds she sat upright and glanced around.


  “What in the world?” she said, looking confused.


  “You fainted. How’re you feeling?”


  “Okay.” She still looked woozy.


  “You sure? I can call a doctor.”


  “No, I’m fine.” Then her eyes grew wide and she looked around the theater, turning her head this way and that. “That man I passed in the lobby... it was Wes!”


  Okay, I don’t claim to be the brightest star in the celestials, but in our months together I was pretty damn sure I’d never heard Kate mention any Wes before. Who the hell was this guy Wes? I felt like a contestant on Jeopardy. Then the lightbulb flashed on—her late boyfriend, Wes Harrison, who had drowned over a decade ago in a boating accident.


  “Kate, listen to me. That couldn’t have been Wes. Wes is dead.” A reasonable enough conclusion, I thought.


  “No, no... you don’t understand,” Kate said, making about as much sense to me as her feelings of compassion for the killer in the movie we’d just seen. “That really was Wes!”


  Kate had a wild look in her eyes, an expression I’d never seen on her face before. For a minute I thought she was going to keel over again. I grabbed her by both shoulders and gave her a gentle shake. She was still milky pale. “Kate, please listen. Wes drowned in a boating accident, remember?”


  Kate nodded. “But it was Wes.” She stared at me like I’d just stepped onto Earth from an alien spaceship. “You don’t get it, Mac,” she said, her voice breaking up.


  Now where had I heard that before? Oh yeah, out on the sidewalk a few minutes earlier heading for my pickup while Kate was informing me what a lousy movie critic I was. “Okay. What don’t I get?”


  Kate turned and stared toward the lobby for a long moment and shook her head. “Dang, Mac, Wes is still alive!”


  
CHAPTER 2


  By the time I dropped Kate off at her house I’d almost convinced her that seeing Wes Harrison was most likely a simple case of mistaken identity, “almost” being the operative word. I knew she wasn’t fully convinced that her eyes or mind had played a cruel trick on her, but she’d calmed down enough to promise to chew on my explanation for a while.


  Tomorrow being Saturday, Kate had to be at her job at Gillman’s Marina by six-thirty, so we called it a night. After making plans to meet for dinner and drinks after work, and a less-than-romantic good-night kiss, I drove to Gulf Pines Campground and my twenty-two-foot Grey Wolf camper trailer that I called home.


  It was a quarter to eleven when I unlocked the door and stepped inside, but I wasn’t the least bit sleepy. Kate believing she’d actually seen a dead man walking had me wound tight. Undressing to my socks and skivvies, I put on a sweat suit and my house slippers. I opened a cabinet door next to the sink, grabbed a tumbler, and poured myself a hefty three fingers of single-malt Scotch from a bottle of The Dalmore I kept on hand for special occasions. I figured Kate seeing a ghost from her past qualified. I stepped outside into the chilly night and took a seat atop the picnic table that serves as the centerpiece of my front yard, such as it is.


  Spring had officially arrived five days ago, but a late cold front made the past few nights feel more like winter along the Gulf Coast of the Florida Panhandle. I took a sip of the smooth twelve-year-old whiskey and stared through the pines at the stars dazzling the black sky like a million fine-cut diamonds. Another month would mark the first anniversary of my retirement from the Marine Corps after twenty-four years of service, and I still hadn’t figured out what to do with the rest of my life. The Marines had been my home since the day after I turned eighteen, and at times I still felt like a homeless waif.


  Last spring, shortly after departing Camp Lejeune and the Corps, I’d come to St. George, a small coastal town that wealthy retirees were bent on transforming from a sleepy fishing village into a mecca for artsier tastes. I’d planned to spend a couple of weeks fishing and lazing on the beach while mapping out my future. I’ll spare the details, but finding a body one morning while fishing for speckled trout near Five-Mile Island, and the consequences that followed, had prompted me to stay. Okay, meeting Kate Bell had a little something to do with my decision, too.


  Kate. I sipped more Scotch and thought about her fainting spell earlier tonight and how upset she’d been. Kate is no wimp, anything but, so she must’ve really been convinced she’d seen this Harrison guy. That was impossible, of course; the man had been dead for twelve years, and I don’t believe in ghosts. But what if it was him? Did that mean the others were alive, too? There had been three guys aboard the boat that day, if I remembered her brief account of the incident correctly. Had they planned and managed to pull off some elaborate scam for whatever reason? That idea was loony. No man in his right mind would’ve given up a life with Kate to work some scheme with a couple of other schmucks and then disappear into thin air. No, Davy Jones had claimed those three unfortunates.


  I drained the last of the fine whiskey and headed for the warmth of the trailer. I felt a shiver run down my spine as the wind moaned through the swaying pine tops. Damned if it didn’t sound like a ghost.
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  Because she’d opened the store that morning and the busy season hadn’t yet arrived for the marina, Kate got off work at four that afternoon. We’d agreed to meet at four-thirty at St. George’s most popular hangout, The Green Parrot Bar and Grill, for happy hour and an early dinner. Saturday night was also karaoke night on the back deck, so there wouldn’t be a dull moment, not that there was ever a dull moment when I spent time with Kate. Hell, I might even decide to sing myself if the mood struck and I got buzzed enough.


  I’d been helping Jerry Meadows move a new food cooler into the campground office/store that afternoon and was running a few minutes late. Jerry and his wife, Donna, own and operate Gulf Pines. I’d rented site 44 from them for almost a year, and we’d become fast friends. They were like the favorite aunt and uncle I’d never had.


  It was pushing five by the time I parked, and I hurried across the Parrot’s lot. I saw J.D. Owens coming down the wooden crossover that spans the dunes to protect them and the sea oats from foot traffic. He was leading a bedraggled but attractive young lady by the arm. As they crossed the sidewalk and stepped onto the pavement, I could see that his hand, firmly gripping her bicep, covered a tattoo. In my quick head-to-toe survey I also noticed her belly button and left eyebrow were pierced. She looked eighteen, twenty at the most, and like a lot of young beachgoers trying to get a head start on a tan, she wasn’t exactly dressed for the weather. She was decked out in flip-flops, ragged hip-hugging denim short-shorts that were way beyond tight, and a print midriff-baring tank top at least two sizes too small. The top barely covered what it was designed to cover, and there was enough cleavage showing to cause a blind man to wander into rush-hour traffic. A pair of hummingbirds hovered over flowery vines at the tank top’s strategic points. Lucky hummers.


  “Hey, Mr. McClellan,” J.D. greeted me with a grin. I still couldn’t convince the lanky young police officer to call me Mac, even though he’d saved my bacon last summer.


  “Sergeant Owens,” I said, giving him tit for tat. J.D. had been awarded a medal of valor and a meritorious promotion to sergeant when he helped me bust up a drug operation last summer that was indirectly related to the body I’d found.


  J.D. flushed. He hadn’t taken well to being hailed a hero by the community or being addressed by his lofty new rank, for that matter.


  “Who’s your friend?” I was trying hard not to stare at the girl, who was tall but still a head shorter than J.D.


  He gave the girl a quick glance. “Oh. This is Dakota, my cousin. Boyfriend trouble. Her and some girl got into a little altercation down on the beach, so I’m taking her home.” He turned a couple of shades deeper. “Her house, I mean, not mine.”


  Dakota made a throaty noise that might’ve been a growl and blew a strand of tangled, bleached-blonde hair out of her big brown eyes. It was only then I noticed the purplish mouse below her right eye and a small split on her full upper lip still seeping blood. “Hey, I know you,” she said. She flicked out her tongue—also pierced—and licked at the blood. “You’re the guy that found Maddie Harper’s body. I saw you and J.D. on TV the night y’all played hero busting them drug dudes.”


  A well-known local family had made a fortune smuggling drugs into the area for years via their commercial fishing fleet. Their son, Maddie’s boyfriend, had gotten greedy. His solo venture into the marijuana trade had ended tragically.


  “Nice to meet you, Dakota,” I said, trying my best to keep my eyes above her chin, which was no easy task. She flashed a curled-lip Elvis snarl.


  I turned my attention to J.D. “I need to talk to you about something. Give me a call when you get some time.”


  “Yes, sir,” J.D. said, giving Cousin Dakota a “let’s go” tug.


  “Ouch, you bastard!” she spat as they passed by me, heading for J.D.’s blue and white cruiser. “Friggin’ pig!”


  “One foot in front of the other,” I muttered, heading for the stairs leading down to the back deck and fighting the urge to turn around, “just one foot in front of the other.”
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  Kate was waiting at our favorite table next to the rail overlooking the beach, sipping on a glass of white wine. I half-expected her to be pissed because I was thirty minutes late, but when she spotted me coming her way she greeted me with that special smile of hers. I was glad to see she seemed to be in a good mood, especially after last night’s drama.


  “Dang, Mac, you missed the show,” Kate said as I sat down opposite her, the cute, tiny gap between her front teeth highlighting the smile still spread across her face. The glow from the orange ball of sun just starting to touch the gulf’s horizon highlighted her shoulder-length auburn hair.


  “Yeah? What show?”


  Kate waved a hand toward the beach. “A catfight on the beach, just past the volleyball net about fifteen minutes ago. This pretty brunette was catching rays with a guy when some scruffy-looking blonde walked up cussing like a sailor and started kicking sand all over them. The girl on the blanket jumped up and the two of them went at it. They were throwing punches and pulling hair like a couple of pro wrestlers.”


  I grinned. “Yeah? How come The Fabulous Moolah didn’t step in and break it up?” Kate’s brothers had dubbed their tomboy sister “The Fabulous Moolah” when they were kids, in honor of Lillian Ellison, one of the greatest lady wrestlers of all time. I’d learned this valuable tidbit from Kate’s younger brother, Mark, when he’d done a big favor for us during the case I’d stumbled into last summer.


  Kate half-rolled her eyes. “Very funny, Mac, ha ha. Anyway, the girl in the bikini almost lost her top. If J.D. Owens hadn’t shown up when he did, somebody might’ve really gotten hurt.”


  My grin stayed intact as the image of bouncing female anatomy flashed through my mind. “Who won?”


  Kate hesitated and arched her brow. “Nobody, thanks to J.D. I would’ve put my money on the blonde, though. What’s with the guilty look?”


  I couldn’t help myself. “You mean the girl wearing short-shorts and a tank top with hummingbirds hovering on her chest?”


  Kate’s brow rose higher. “Let me guess. You ran into J.D. and the half-dressed perpetrator out front.”


  I grinned again and nodded. “That ‘scruffy blonde’ J.D. busted is his cousin, Dakota. Talk about kissing cousins.”


  Kate reached across the table and gave my arm a playful slap. “You’re incorrigible.”


  I ordered some jalapeño poppers and a pitcher of Michelob with two frosted mugs, and we sat there enjoying the sunset while a solo guitarist played soft rock and beach tunes. I’d been waiting for Kate to mention last night’s ruckus, but she was acting as if it had never happened. Patience has never been one of my greatest virtues, so I figured I’d take a chance. Big mistake.


  “So, how’re you doing with the Wes Harrison thing?”


  Kate frowned. “I’ve been trying not to think about it.” She stared into her mug for a minute before looking up. “I know what I saw, Mac, and I saw Wes.”


  I washed down a bite of popper with a swallow of beer and let out a breath. “Look, I believe you believe what you saw, but—”


  Kate slapped the table. “I am not crazy! I saw Wes last night as sure as I’m seeing you right now!”


  “But it’s—”


  “Fine, don’t believe me then.” She grabbed her purse and stood up.


  This short fuse wasn’t like Kate at all. I reached out and gripped her wrist. “Where’re you going?”


  “Home.”


  “What about dinner?”


  “I’m not hungry.”


  “But tonight’s karaoke. I was even thinking about getting up there myself.”


  She shook loose of my grasp. “Have a good time.”


  
CHAPTER 3


  I tried calling Kate several times the next day, but she didn’t answer her home or cell phone. Finally I gave up and drove to her house. Her Honda CR-V wasn’t in the driveway. I knew she wasn’t scheduled to work that Sunday, but by midafternoon and more unanswered calls, I drove to Gillman’s anyway just to make sure.


  “She came in early this morning and asked for a few days off,” Linda Gillman, who was working the store register, told me. As newlyweds, Linda and Gary Gillman had found their way down to the Gulf Coast from Minnesota and in two decades had built a small, struggling business practically from scratch into one of the finest marinas on the Panhandle coast. A tall, striking woman in her midforties, Linda had the same pale-blue eyes and whitish-blonde hair as their teenaged daughter, Sara, though Linda’s was cut almost mannishly short.


  On my way out I walked over to Sara, who was busy placing packages of hooks and other fishing tackle on metal rods extending from the shelves. “No, Mr. Mac,” she said in her Southern drawl that had somehow managed to override her parents’ heavy Minnesotan accent. “I didn’t get a chance to talk to her this morning. She did seem pretty upset about something, though.”


  “Any idea about what?”


  Sara shook her head, causing her long ponytail to swish like a horse’s flicking away flies. “No, sir, but yesterday she said something about needing to find an old friend or something like that.”
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  That night I was watching the local ten o’clock news when headlights flashed through the trailer’s windows. Tires crunched over the gravel drive, and a vehicle pulled to a stop behind my Silverado. Thinking it might be Kate, I hurried to the door and opened it. The driver-side door of a white, older-model Toyota Corolla swung open, and a pair of long legs emerged, followed by the rest of a tall, shapely figure. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust enough to recognize Cousin Dakota striding toward me.


  “Hey, McClellan,” she said, climbing the steps and slipping past me through the doorway without waiting for an invitation. Before I could speak she’d made herself comfortable on the small sofa along the opposite wall, legs crossed, arms outstretched along the back.


  At least she was decently dressed this time, although the modest white shorts and sky-blue blouse were more suited to summer than this chilly early-spring night. Makeup covered the mouse under her eye, and lip gloss hid any signs of the split. Her hair had even met up with a comb or brush.


  “Dakota,” I finally managed to force out with a nod. “What brings you here?” And how the hell do you know where I live, anyway? I added to myself.


  Ignoring my question, she moved her arms from the sofa’s back and dug through a small purse in her lap I’d somehow failed to notice when she’d invited herself in. The sleeve slipped up her bicep, exposing the tattoo J.D.’s hand had covered when I’d seen the two at The Green Parrot yesterday afternoon: a ring of barbed wire with alternating butterflies and honeybees. Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee flashed through my mind. After a moment she blew out an exasperated breath and glanced up. “You got a cigarette?”


  I shook my head. “Don’t smoke.”


  Dakota forced another breath through pursed lips. “Figures.” She uncrossed her legs and pointed to the bottle of Michelob I held in my hand. “How about one of those?”


  I chuckled and shook my head again. “I don’t think so. You know, contributing to the delinquency of a minor? I doubt Cousin J.D. would approve.”


  “I’m twenty-one.”


  I snickered. “Yeah, so am I.”


  “Oh, give me a friggin’ break.” She did the Elvis thing with her upper lip and fished through the purse again. Her appearance may have climbed up the ladder a couple of rungs, but her language was still in the gutter. “Here,” she said, handing me a laminated card that looked about the size of a driver’s license.


  It was, and on the surface it appeared to be the real deal. Up-to-date Florida license, local address; Dakota Blaire Owens, date of birth February 22. According to this, she was legal. “You and George Washington, huh?” I handed the license back. “Sorry, I’m not buying.”


  Dakota snatched the card and made that throaty growl I’d heard her give J.D. as she rummaged through the purse some more. “Will this do?”


  I took the other card she held out. It was a student photo ID for Chipola College, which was about forty miles north of St. George near the town of Marianna. Everything checked out with the info on her driver’s license. I stared hard into those big brown eyes for a long moment. She didn’t blink or flinch. I handed the card back. “Okay, but just one,” I said, opening the fridge and grabbing a bottle of Michelob. “You’re not driving away from here buzzed.” I twisted off the cap and handed it to her.


  “Thanks,” Dakota said. She tilted the bottle and knocked back a healthy swig as I sat in the recliner across from her.


  “Now, what brings you here?” I repeated.


  She crossed her legs again, wagging an Adidas-covered foot slowly back and forth. “I’ve been wanting to meet you for a while, is all.”


  “Yeah? Why?”


  One eyebrow arched, and her lips crept into a coy smile. “It’s not every day you get to meet a real hero.”


  “Hero?” I took a quick swig of beer and snorted. “You got it wrong, young lady. Your cousin’s the one who bailed my butt out of trouble. If anybody’s a hero, it’s J.D.”


  Dakota sat there smiling and wagging her foot. I was beginning to feel uncomfortable, even a little intimidated by this barely legal siren who was only a few months older than my own daughter. Just what the hell was she really doing at my place at ten-thirty on a Sunday night? My gut told me hero worship had nothing to do with it. “So, what’re you studying at Chipola?” I said, more to alleviate my own uneasiness than to make small talk.


  Dakota’s foot stopped wagging. She took a sip of beer and ran a finger in circles around the rim of the bottle. “What the crap do you care?”


  “I asked, didn’t I?”


  Dakota took a final swallow, got to her feet, and placed the half-empty bottle on the lamp table beside the sofa. “Thanks for the beer, McClellan,” she said, grabbing her purse and heading for the door.


  I stood up. “You’re welcome.”


  She stopped as she swung the door open. “Maddie Harper was a friend of mine,” she said, her back to me. “I appreciate what you did for her, finding her killer and all.”


  I just stood there. What the hell do you say to that?


  Dakota started down the steps. She stopped and turned. “Hey, McClellan, do me a favor, okay?”


  “Depends. What is it?”


  The gusting wind caught Dakota’s hair, blowing it across her face. She brushed it out of her eyes with her free hand. “Keep an eye on J.D. for me. He can use your help.”


  
CHAPTER 4


  Monday the weather turned warmer, and I spent most of the day in my rental boat cruising the bay and wetting a few lures. While I didn’t catch anything worth keeping, it was nice getting out on the water again after a colder-than-normal winter and blustery first week of spring. It also helped distract me some from fretting about Kate.


  By noon Tuesday I still hadn’t heard a word from Kate. My concern was turning into worry. It just wasn’t like her to disappear and treat me like I didn’t exist. We’d worked together to find out who’d been responsible for Maddie Harper’s death and had grown close in the time we’d known each other. After Labor Day Kate took ten days off from work, and we’d hitched up the Grey Wolf and made a beeline for North Carolina. First stop was UNC-Wilmington, where my son Mike is on a baseball scholarship, then on to Raleigh and NC State where daughter Megan is studying to become a veterinarian. Kate and the twins hit it off better than I’d expected, and both kids seemed happy I’d found someone to fill the void caused by their mother’s and my divorce.


  On our way back to St. George, Kate and I spent an enjoyable few days cruising the Blue Ridge Parkway and exploring the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. We’d grown even closer on our little trip, and the “M” word slipped into my thoughts for a quick visit a time or two.


  Like most couples, we’d had our little disagreements, but never before had Kate shut me out over anything. It was obvious I’d underestimated just how deeply this Wes Harrison matter was affecting her.


  I fished through my wallet and found Mark Bell’s business card. Mark worked in graphics at a print shop in Destin, Kate’s hometown, located on the coast some seventy miles west of St. George. He’d given me the card last summer when Kate and I called on him with an envelope full of less-than-sharp black-and-white Polaroids we hoped he could improve. Mark worked his magic, and the results were beyond what I could’ve hoped for. The enhanced photos proved to be a big help in busting up the drug op and bringing Maddie Harper’s killer to justice.


  I turned the card over and punched in Mark’s personal cell number he’d jotted down on the back. He answered on the second ring.


  “Mark, it’s Mac McClellan.”


  “Hi, Mac. I had a hunch I might be hearing from you.” His voice sounded unenthused at best, which I figured couldn’t be a good sign.


  “Have you heard from Kate? She took off a few days ago but didn’t let anyone know where she was going.”


  There was a brief silence, broken by the sound of something clanking and Mark’s muffled voice talking to someone. “Sorry, Mac, it’s kind of busy around here right now. Kate’s staying at our parents’ house.”


  A wave of relief flowed through me just knowing she was safe. “Could I have their number? Kate won’t answer her cell phone.”


  Another hesitation. “I don’t know. She seemed pretty upset at you over something.”


  “Did she tell you what about?”


  “No, just that she needed her space for a while.”


  “What about your parents? Did she mention anything to them?”


  “Not that I’m aware of. They’re still in Arizona. They’ve been spending winters at an RV park on Lake Havasu the last few years. I doubt Kate would want to dump anything on them.”


  Other than Mark, I’d yet to meet Kate’s family. As close as we’d become, she’d never offered to introduce me to her parents or two older brothers. I hadn’t pushed the matter. If she wasn’t ready to commit to anything other than an unspoken exclusive relationship, so be it. “Going steady” seemed a bit juvenile, but I guess that best describes what we’d had going the past several months.


  I took a few seconds to get my thoughts together. “Listen, Mark, do you remember a guy named Wes Harrison?”


  “Wes? Sure. He was Kate’s boyfriend,” Mark said. Then his tone changed, like he’d possibly let a secret slip out without thinking. “You do know about Kate and Wes, don’t you?”


  “Yeah. He died in a boating accident in the gulf, right?”


  “Right. Along with Eric Kohler and Robert Ramey. They drowned when a squall capsized their boat. There was also evidence of a fire in the engine room that might’ve been a contributing factor. That was a bad time. It damn near killed Kate.”


  I’d known the incident had claimed three victims, but it was the first time Kohler and Ramey’s names had been mentioned. The fire was also news. I heard what sounded like a pen or pencil drumming on a desktop for a few seconds before Mark said, “What does Wes Harrison have to do with this?”


  I took a deep breath and let it slide out. “Kate and I were at the movies in Parkersville Friday night. Kate forgot her purse on the way out. She went back to get it and... she claims she saw Wes in the lobby.”


  The drumming stopped and a brief silence passed. “That’s crazy. I mean, they never found any of the bodies, but...”


  “Yeah, that’s what I thought. But now I’m not so sure. Kate’s pretty damn convinced she saw the guy, and I’m starting to believe her.”


  Another quick silence, then, “You got a pen handy, Mac?”
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  I’d just finished jotting down the Bells’ home phone number and ended my conversation with Mark when J.D. Owens pulled into my driveway. I stepped out to greet him as his car door opened. “Sorry for not giving you that call yet,” he said, climbing out of his blue and white Ford cruiser. “We been shorthanded with Chief Tolliver down in Clearwater attending that Police Chiefs Association meeting.”


  I grinned. “You got the new chief trained yet?”


  J.D. flushed at my little joke and returned the grin. “Yes, sir, just about. Beth’s been keeping him on his toes.”


  I’d met Chief Brian Tolliver shortly after the St. George City Council hired him in October. Tolliver was around my age, maybe a couple of years younger, and of average height and build. Picture a fortyish Huck Finn, and you’ve described the new chief to a T. He’d spent fifteen years with the Tallahassee police and knew his stuff. In the short time Tolliver had been on the job he’d managed to expand the department by two full-time officers and was hounding the council to hire one more. Counting Chief Tolliver and Sergeant Owens, the St. George Police Department now boasted a force of four full-time officers plus Beth, the dispatcher, who had undergone an almost overnight makeover in appearance with the new chief’s hiring.


  “What’d you want to talk to me about?” J.D. said, getting down to business.


  I decided not to mention Dakota’s little visit Sunday night or her request that I keep an eye on J.D. No sense complicating matters. I motioned to the picnic table, and we both took a seat on top with our feet resting on the bench. A couple of blue jays began scolding a squirrel in a nearby pine. “I need some information on a man. I thought you might check police records and see if you can come up with anything.”


  “What’s the name?” J.D. said, pulling a small notepad and pen from his shirt pocket.


  “Wes Harrison.”


  J.D. looked up. “Wes? That his full first name?”


  I shrugged. “It’s all I’ve got. Maybe it’s Wesley, something like that.” I hadn’t told Kate that I planned on looking into Wes’s background. She was upset enough as it was, already.


  The young sergeant jotted down the name. “What’d this guy do, Mr. McClellan? I mean, I can’t go looking into somebody’s background without just cause.”


  I took a breath and gave J.D. the whole spiel about what had happened at O’Malley’s Friday night, plus a description of the guy Kate had sworn was Wes Harrison.


  “What about his eye color?” J.D. said.


  I thought for a minute. “Kate didn’t say.”


  J.D. frowned but didn’t say anything. Professional courtesy, I guess.


  When we were finished, J.D. knew as much as I did about the three amigos and their alleged descent into Davy Jones’ Locker. “I know it sounds far-fetched, but Kate swears it’s this Harrison guy she saw. If the man is alive, something mighty fishy must’ve been going on back then.”


  J.D. nodded. “And you say this accident happened over in Destin about twelve years ago?” he said, checking his notes again.


  “According to Kate.” I was impressed with how confidently J.D. went about his business, how much he’d matured in the months since the drug bust.


  J.D. stared across the crushed shell-and-gravel road and tapped pen against pad. “Seems like I remember hearing about that accident way back then. Funny, who would’ve thought Miss Bell would’ve known them guys?”


  I watched as the blue jays gave up their game with the squirrel and flew across the campground toward the office where Jerry and Donna kept several feeders filled with seed. “Yeah, sometimes it really is a small world.”


  [image: image]


  Kate returned my call around nine-thirty that night after I’d left a second message on her parents’ answering machine. It took some doing, but I finally convinced her that I now believed she’d seen Wes Harrison at O’Malley’s. Kate had never lied to me before, and I felt like a louse for ever doubting her. If she saw Wes Harrison that night in the lobby, she saw Wes Harrison. I apologized and promised I’d do everything in my power to help her get to the bottom of Wes’s sudden resurrection from the dead.


  Kate was due back to work at Gillman’s on Saturday, but she asked if I could drive to Destin in the morning. There were a couple of things she wanted to check out, and she’d feel more comfortable if I was there to help. What the hell was I going to say, no? She gave me the address and directions to the house, and I promised to meet her there at ten sharp Wednesday.


  We exchanged good-nights, and I was about to click off when Kate shouted, “Wait!” into my ear. For the entire conversation something had been troubling me about the sound of Kate’s voice. I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but something told me all wasn’t right with our world. What I heard next didn’t do a whole lot to ease my concern.


  “Mac, please don’t think I’m going crazy, but I believe Wes might be searching for me.”


  
CHAPTER 5


  Following the directions Kate had given me the night before, I drove through the newer, more touristy part of Destin to the western end, where Highway 98 becomes Harbor Boulevard. I turned right onto Benning Drive. At the end of Benning I made a left on Calhoun that brought me to the Bells’ home, an older but well-kept two-story wooden structure overlooking Choctawhatchee Bay near the mouth of Marler Bayou. The large front lawn was shaded by several tall pines and two sprawling live oaks, one on either side of a concrete driveway. I pulled into the drive and stopped behind Kate’s CR-V, which was parked outside a detached two-car garage.


  As I climbed out of my Silverado the screen door of the house flew open. Kate, dressed in faded jeans and a green sweatshirt, bounded across the big porch and down the brick stairs and was in my arms before I’d made it halfway along the sidewalk leading from the garage to the house. The bear hug and warm kiss made the trip well worth the trouble already.


  “I missed you, Mac,” she said, pressing her cheek against my chest. “Sorry I took off the way I did.”


  I hugged her tight and kissed the top of her head. “Glad you’re safe.”


  I followed Kate into the house, accepting her offer of fresh-brewed coffee. We stepped from the foyer into the great room with its high ceiling and wood-burning fireplace. The spacious room was comfortably fitted with overstuffed sofas and chairs and matching tables. Beach scenes in rustic driftwood frames hung on the walls, and family photos through the years crowded the mantel above the fireplace. It was easy to see the Bells were a tight-knit bunch. If rooms could talk, this one would’ve shouted, “Family!”


  The kitchen was located at the back right corner of the house. While Kate poured the coffee I took a seat at the dining table in an alcove along the outside wall. Tall windows provided a view across the greening lawn with the bay in the distance. In the middle of the oak table sat a cardboard box roughly twice the size of a shoebox. Next to the box was a small stack of what appeared to be photos of various sizes. I kept my curiosity in check, figuring they were turned face-down for good reason.


  Kate handed me a mug of steaming coffee and sat in the chair to my right. She took a sip from her cup, reached across the table, and scooped up the photos. “These are all the pictures I could find of Wes,” she said, placing them in front of me. The top photo showed two smiling young men holding fishing rods and standing side by side on a dock with open water in the background. They were about the same height with lean athletic builds. One had dark, wind-tousled hair with bangs that fell across his forehead. The other was a sandy blond and wore his longish hair swept back; I guess the term “ruggedly handsome” might fit, but “surfer dude” came to mind instead.


  “This is a picture of Eric and Wes,” Kate said. She tapped a fingernail on the blond. “That’s Wes.”


  A red flag waved inside my head. Was Kate hallucinating? I didn’t get a real good look at the man I’d sidestepped at O’Malley’s, but he’d had dark hair, neatly styled and parted on one side, if my memory served me. Okay, so maybe he’d cut and dyed his hair. I could buy that. But the nose was all wrong. The Wes in this photo had a definite honker with a noticeable hump midway up; the theater Wes’s nose was straight and not nearly as prominent. The chin didn’t look right either, for that matter. It was too square.


  I hesitated and took another sip of coffee. Here I’d gone and blabbed to Kate that I believed she’d seen Wes Harrison at O’Malley’s, and now I was about to make a liar out of myself. What the hell; it was time to bite the bullet. “Kate, the guy I saw had dark hair,” I said, trying to be as diplomatic as possible. “I realize he could’ve dyed his hair easy enough, but the nose and the chin don’t fit at all.”


  To my surprise and relief Kate placed a hand on my forearm and gave a little squeeze. “I know. But did you see his eyes?”


  His eyes? The truth is, after a quick glance at the man I’d been too distracted by the redhead I’d bumped into to notice his eyes. I took a closer look at the photo. Nothing I saw jogged my memory. “No, what about his eyes?”


  Kate grabbed the photos and flipped through a few. She pulled one from the stack and placed it before me. “Here. This is a close-up of Wes.”


  I picked it up. It was a mug shot. Same grin, swept-back blond hair, hooked beak, and square chin. But the eyes jumped out at me like a pair of throbbing thumbs. The left eye was blue, the right brown. I glanced up at Kate.


  “It’s called heterochromia,” she said. “Don’t be too impressed. I had to look it up. It’s fairly rare in humans. You see it a lot more in animals.”


  I took a breath and let it out slowly. “Why didn’t you mention the eyes before?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe it was the shock of seeing Wes again after believing he was dead all these years. I was starting to think you were right, that it couldn’t have been him. That’s why I had to come here and look at the photos again. I had to prove to myself that I wasn’t imagining what I saw.”
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