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CD was born in Lakeland, Florida, and lived much of his life in Florida, though he has lived in various other places, such as San Francisco, California, Tegucigalpa, Honduras, and many other areas for short periods of time in his 11 years of traveling in import/export and research. He traveled more when he was a rock guitarist.
He has been everything from a longshoreman to a high steel worker, from an auto salvage yard manager to a bar owner, from a concession stand operator to a commercial fisherman.
CD then moved to Bonita Springs, Florida, where he pursued his research into orchid culture and wrote the popular Orchids From Seed for Pennies and the CD Grimes and Nick Storie series, as well as more in the Flight of the Maita series.
He now resides in Bocas del Toro, Panama’, where he continues his research and is “Finally able to live the life I want. I can live with nature in a laid-back lifestyle.”
But he can’t stop writing. Or playing the guitar.
Or doing botanical research. Or trying to improve the local situation. Or..............
A Fantastic Opportunity
Prologue
Clint Faraday walked out onto the deck of his little hideaway cottage across from Saigon Bay and plopped down on the canvas-covered chaise lounge (sort of) to watch the sunrise over Isla Carenero. Magnificent reds, oranges and hints of purple.
“Red sky in morning”. A warning to sailors, but not so much here. It was a calm place and that applied to the weather. It rained a lot, but that was part of the Caribbean Tropics. Clint – or “Cleent” as the natives (few as there were here on Isla Colon) called him.
He remembered Florida where he had heard the old cliche’ “A Florida NATIVE! I didn’t know there was any such thing!” ten thousand times.
He sipped the ever-present coffee and waved as Silvio and Jorge went past on their way to the genetic research institute on the point. Botanical genetics research station #3.
They had two passengers, a man and a woman. Both looked a bit shocked, even at this distance. Clint hadn’t bothered to put on anything this early, not yet deciding what he was going to do. It was going to rain this time of year, but that wouldn’t be for an hour or two.
What the hell. He’d worry about that when he actually started his day.
Public nudity wasn’t allowed here anymore than most places, but this was his home so wasn’t really public. If he showed up on the streets like this they would probably not much care, though some would raise a stink. The place was casual and open to a degree he hadn’t found elsewhere – which was a major factor in why he was here at all.
He was lucky. Not many ex-detectives had the funds to live this kind of life.
Face it! Not many would WANT to! It was a life of no responsibilities and no rush and no pressure. Most people got so bored after a couple of months that they couldn’t wait to get the hell out of there! People thought that was what detectives wanted from reading the stupid novels and watching TV back in the states.
Hank Elmore came by in his fancy overdone boat. He waved and looked his criticism at Clint, who stood (just to shock hell out of the obsequious snob) and waved back disinterestedly as he turned to go inside for another cup of coffee. Judith (Judi) Lum, on the deck of the next house (and the only one that could be seen from Clint’s place) waved and wagged a finger at him. She was used to his dress – or lack of it. He grinned and waved back.
He glanced in the mirror as he passed and decided he needed a shave and he’d cut his hair a bit. He liked the amber-colored mass (with a touch of grey here and there) long, but that meant it stayed wet too much so he kept it a couple of inches above his shoulders.
He would have liked to say “broad shoulders”, but ... well, he was a bit better built than most. He hadn’t let himself get paunchy or flabby and he stayed limber. At 47 he could still bend stiff-kneed to place his palms on the floor and had the envy-producing six-pack (when he first got up and for a couple of hours. As you get older water builds up under the skin as the day progresses and the definition goes). His steel-hard blue/gray eyes were still clear, though he needed reading glasses, which tended to bug him. He did see a bit better at distance so there were compensations.
He was glad most of his scars had faded and the tan hid them on top of that. He wasn’t so bad-looking if he wasn’t any movie star.
Mosquitos weren’t bad today so he’d wear khakis and a tee shirt. Like that wasn’t an everyday choice!
One thing was damned certain. He was NOT going to wear another suit in this lifetime!
Silvio waved at Clint, noted the shocked look on the faces of his passengers and said (in Spanish, of course) “Clint is our famous detective. He says it is too bad there’s nothing for a detective to do here,” then laughs. “He’s very handsome and the women like him.” He noted the even more shocked look on Mrs. Graham’s face, so added, “So do some of the ... men,” just to shock her even more.
He did NOT like Dr. Graham, though he was more or less neutral about Dr. Porth, who shot him a small grin.
“You mean ... you mean ... the malecons?” she exclaimed.
Jorge winked at Silvio and said, in broken English (he actually spoke English very well), “The docks? You mean the doctors? How would a dock like anybody?” He knew she had meant to say “maricon”, but he didn’t like her, either. Malecon is a pier, maricon is a homosexual.
“I meant homosexuals,” she spat, acidly. “You knew that perfectly well!”
“Homosexuals? What?” Silvio asked. “Clint isn’t homosexual, I don’t think. Nobody would care if he was. That kind of thing is your own business.”
“I meant does he sleep with homosexuals?” she asked, sneaking another look at Clint, who was standing to wave at Miss Judi next door.
“Dr. Graham, we wouldn’t answer that if we knew!” Jorge was pretending shock now. “That is none of our business unless he wants to sleep with us and all we’d do is say ‘no’ if he did. We would never tell anyone else if you slept with someone so why would we tell you if somebody else slept with someone even if we knew or cared?”
“Lydia, such questions are inappropriate here!” Dr. Porth said, sharply. “We are not in the tabloid society here. No one here CARES who somebody else sleeps with!” He winked at Silvio who decided he was probably alright.
“Not quite true!” Jorge said quickly. “If it’s my wife or sister – or little brother – I would care!
”Well, my brother could decide for himself.”
Dr. Porth grinned and gave him the bird. Jorge decided he liked Dr. Porth right then. He wasn’t one of those snob types.
Lydia Graham noticed the VERY handsome man on the deck of the rather attractive house built partly out into the bay. He was stark naked!
Still, he was MOST attractive!
What was the matter with her?! This place was getting to her. She was NOT the sort who ever even noticed such trashy people. Nude and right out there with everything showing for the entire world to see! He was some kind of degenerate!
A detective? THAT figured!
He slept with both men and women? Bisexual? Or was he some kind of gigolo for whoever had the money? What did they mean, none of her business? She most certainly wanted to know if any man she was intimate with slept around and as definitely wanted to know he did NOT sleep with other men! That WAS her business!
Whatever was the matter with her? There was absolutely no chance she would ever consider an affair with some man she didn’t know!
Well, she considered it all the time. It was simply that she must never let the people in her later life know about her early life. No one must ever learn how she paid her way through eight long years of college. She had brought herself up into unquestioned respectability.
What was the matter with her? One look at some naked man from two hundred feet away and she was suddenly ... horny? She was wondering if that one could deliver what none of those dozens who had paid her way through schooling could give her?
What was the matter with her?! Now she was embarrassing herself in front of these people! Even Ed was chastising her for her remarks!
God, he was gorgeous! He fit the place so perfectly! He would never give her another thought if he even noticed some average-looking middle-aged librarian type was in the passing boat.
But ... still. He was a DETECTIVE and that scared the piss out of her.
It also added to the attraction.
Ed Porth grinned at the man running the boat and flipped him the finger. He got a grin in return.
That was probably as interesting a character as one would ever meet on that deck. He certainly fit the easy ambiance of this place!
What was the mater with Lydia? She had never acted in such a way in his experience with her. She was always reserved and distant, but she was flushed and very bright-eyed as she stared at the guy. She had years of experience in medical work! Why would a nude man affect her so?
He was probably handsome in an untamed, earthy kind of way. He would be the type who attracted women and gays alike and maybe he slept with anyone who had the time and energy, but so what? How did that affect Lydia?
Ed noted the flush and fluster and grinned again. She was more primitive than she wanted to admit! She wanted a roll with that one!
Ah! When we revert to our primal self! It can be a real shock!
Still, why was it affecting Lydia in such a manner?
He didn’t fail to notice how the fact the man was a detective had affected her. It made him wonder what she was so afraid of.
Judi waved at Clint, wagged a finger at him, shook her head and giggled. He was fairly attractive and uninhibited and she was used to him and his ways. He was the kind who was your best friend or your worst enemy – or totally neutral. He never jumped to conclusions about anyone, waiting for you to show your real self. She knew that (much like herself) once you got on his bad side you would probably stay there for the rest of your life.
She had been apprehensive when she moved here. It was an impulse and she acted on impulse far too much of the time. She had seen the lushness of the place and the calmness and the openness. The people were exactly as they appeared here and she was so sick and tired of the phoniness of “modern society” in the states she couldn’t stand being there anymore. That was true of everywhere she had been for her life, starting from an island near China where her father has instilled a love of nature that had been the rock that saved her numerous times.
Nature, growing things, particularly exotic plants, was a refuge. It was a healing place to escape the sordidity of everyday urban life among sordid phony people. It was a place where she got her “perspective adjustments” and where she was close to reality. Here, she wasn’t just close to reality. She was in the middle of it.
Clint fit and so did she. Jorge and Silvio, who were passing by on the way to take a couple of those researchers out to the station fit.
Those researchers didn’t fit. When you look at reality in a clinical sense you never see anything. There is an enormous difference in looking at something and seeing something as there is as great a difference in listening to something and hearing it.
She rearranged the orchids on her deck to where the newly-opened flowers would show. The weird Dracula vampira was fully-opened and she could see the little fanged monkey face inside. She was seriously considering crossing it with one of the darker Masdevalias just coming into bloom.
Clint was going inside. He drank too much coffee.
She wondered. He was a very sexy man and she knew he considered her sexy.
No! It would ruin it! They were very close, really, but that would end up in disaster for both of them because it always brought things into a relationship. They would always be close because of what they shared. That must never be any part of it or the sharing would turn into possession. Neither of them would ever tolerate being possessed even in a very small way.
She smiled. It was fun to think about. She knew full-well that Clint thought about it.
She noted the sun was hitting her driftwood. This early it wouldn’t matter, but she moved it to where it was in the shade. It was a piece of wood her grandfather had taken from the roots of a tree a storm had broken off back in Taiwan and given to her father, who passed it on to her. To most it was an interesting piece of wood in a very interesting Oriental urn-vase. To her it was part of her heritage. Little things like that meant something to her.
She went inside to fix a breakfast salad of melon, papaya, pomelo, pineapple....
Donna Dorman saw the boat coming in. She had come across herself only five minutes before. Dr. Eduard Porth and Dr. Lydia Graham.
Dr. Porth was alright, but Graham was something else. What would she say if she knew what Donna found while doing a search for background in the case she was to act as a witness for the prosecution on?
Maybe it didn’t have anything to do with the missing funds and maybe they hadn’t found a definite embezzler of those funds, but it very well could have a connection!
It bothered her that Porth could also be involved in that. So could Dr. Goodwin and/or Dr. Franklin. Or even that Lum woman who was working with them, though she had probably given them much of the funds they were spending. It could be a ruse. Dr. Marcos might be in it.
She hoped not. She had always liked Judi. She liked her enthusiasm. She liked Marcos, a little.
There were others. That’s what made it so difficult. She was working in a sort of undercover way to help find what was going on. Gloria and Marco were helping the doctors off the boat. She received the summons to appear as a witness just yesterday afternoon, but that wouldn’t strike anyone as unusual because most of them would be called. What she had to say was another story!
Maybe she’d get that retired detective to do a bit of digging. He would at least know where and how to look. He had been on some moderately big cases in the states and had solved a murder that made the tabloids – as had his involvement with those two models. At the same time. And they knew – actually more than knew – about....
That was tabloid trash. She couldn’t accept it as truth, really, but he just grinned and said life could be fun if you didn’t take it seriously.
Speaking of tabloid trash, DOCTOR Lydia Graham was just getting off the boat at the dock. Bitch! She had Gloria carrying her crud. Like it would break her arm to carry a five pound briefcase herself!
The boat left.
Donna went to the comp and sent an e-mail to Clint Faraday, Private Detective.
There was an incoming e-mail that most of the big-turds from the institute would be there just after noon.
Crap! Another fun day in paradise!
Clint dressed and decided to walk into town. It was going to be a nice enough morning. It would rain later, but that was no big deal. It was a warm friendly rain.
He was just going out the door when he heard the comp ding, so there was an e-mail.
Should he get it now?
No. It was probably spam or someone who heard he was an ex-detective and would try to get him to find out who some husband/wife’s girlfriend/boyfriend was so they could stick it to their ever-lovin’ at the divorce. He had never done divorce and never would.
Maria Juarez was passing and they talked for a few minutes. She had recently married and knew a lot of people knew they had been close, but she also knew he would never bring it up. He remained friends with people he had slept with because they knew he wasn’t going to get serious and that he would never speak of it to anyone. He had a strange code about married or even promised women. He would enjoy a romp with most people who wanted one, but not if they had made a commitment. It was wrong, not because of any stupid religious or legal tenet, but because it was wrong.
Clint Faraday had a simple and basic code. There were no grey areas. He lived strictly by that code. Maria would always be a friend, but never again a lover.
Maria worked one day a week with the institute and said there was going to be trouble there because someone had discovered embezzlement, but they couldn’t find who was doing it. At first it had been a few hundred dollars, but there seemed to be something else and it could get into the hundreds of thousands. Everyone was talking about it, but no one knew who had found and reported it.
They soon said their goodbyes and Clint walked on toward Bocas Town, as the people here called Bocas del Toro Town. Bobby Longstreet came out from his place with someone Clint didn’t know. They went their separate ways and Bobby came to walk with Clint.
“Student backpacker?” Clint asked. “You know to tell me it’s none of my damned business.”
“Yes. From Denmark,” Bobby replied. “It was a nice night.”
Bobby was gay. He was generally selective and was a good friend to have. He was always first to help anyone who needed help.
“What’s going on at the institute? Heard anything?” Clint asked.
“Well, Marco said something is definitely going on there,” Bobby answered. “Someone was doing some kind of cost-effective study or something and found there was some kind of crooked deal with that land the institute bought on Popa.”
“Popa? Isn’t that ROP? Why would they even consider it seeing the government would help them with that kind of thing and besides, there are thousands of square miles of preserve that have everything you can find on Popa and they already have access to all that,” Clint argued.
“Exactly.”
Clint grinned his ever-ready grin. “I see.”
“You busy tonight?” Bobby asked with his own grin. “You know how you drive me crazy! I could stop fooling around if you would give me a tumble! Swear!”
Clint laughed. “I don’t know. I have some things that might tie me up.”
“You could tie me up if you go for that!” Bobby fired back. They laughed and joked about sex all the way into Bocas Town.
Clint thought a bit about the deal Bobby mentioned. He tended to wonder a little about it. The real estate people gathered at The Golden Grill before going to their offices so he dropped in to sit with them. He was popular around most of the people on Isla Colon so was invited to join most such gatherings. This one was six agents from four agencies.
He was able to slip in a question about the mess at the institute. They had heard there was some kind of deal about darklands land that was nothing more than a typical “Fantastic Opportunity for Investment in a swamp” scam they should have known about. The Goldman Agency handled it and they weren’t usually included in the group at The Grill. They were considered just a mite shady. Clint let the subject get changed almost immediately. He knew there was something there and that was all he wanted. He chatted for a few minutes, then went to the docks to get a water taxi to take him to Popa. Silvio was there so he took that boat and was able to talk a bit about the deal with the institute. Silvio hadn’t heard much, but had taken Dr. Beckman and Dr. Marcos out a couple of times about a month ago.
“Dr. Graham saw you this morning and got all hot over you,” Silvio said. “We sort of put her on, as you say. She thinks you sleep with anyone who will give you the time – even men.”
Clint laughed. “I refuse to deny anything! I will deny sleeping with married women, so she’s out of luck if she’s married.”
“I don’t think so,” Silvio replied, smirking. “I would have great pity for the man married to that one!
”She kept on about maricones. She heard people talking and thought they said ‘maricon’ when they said ‘malecon’ or something such. That’s what brought it up with you.”
“So! Go to the malecon to meet a maricon!” Clint replied. “Is that why you’re always hanging around the docks?” They joked about misunderstood words all the way to Popa, where Silvio showed him the piece of land the institute had been interested in.
“Cripes, man! That’s in the preserve, isn’t it?” Clint asked. “Nobody would fall for that much of a scam!”
“Maybe if they were part of the scam?” Silvio asked.
“It would seem!” Clint agreed. “No sense in wasting the day here. I have what I want.”
“Well, we’re here,” Silvio said. “Want to spend some time getting to know each other better?” He was trying not to laugh out loud.
“Okay. Depends on which end of the stick you want to get to know,” Clint answered, innocently. “If I’m pitching and you’re catching, I might!” They joked all the way back to Isla Colon.
Clint decided to get in some few groceries before heading back home. He ran into the group of doctors as they were leaving the almacen counter, so stopped to greet them.
“We were heading out to the station wanted to take a few-odd things because (Dr.) Alice (Beckman) and I will probably stay on out there for a few days,” (Dr.) Enzio (Marcos) explained. “Seems every time we stay we have to bring stuff that should be there anyhow. And food, of course.
“Oh, yes! Clint! You haven’t met Dr. Goodwin or Dr. Franklin, have you? Allen Goodwin and Ben Franklin – and no cutesy remarks, please – this is Clint Faraday, our local cop show hero.”
Clint shook hands with the two and Alice dropped her purse. A few things spilled out and Clint quickly picked them up and handed the purse to her. She nodded at him and they went out toward the docks. Clint had picked up the receipt to shove it back in the purse and had as much as memorized it. He had a photographic memory. It seemed normal enough. Eggs, some canned goods, some cheese, paring knife, matches, baking soda, potato peeler, some flour, some sugar, some cinnamon. A normal list. Each item was listed for the institute because they paid at the end of the month.
The doctors went on and Clint went inside. Sylvia Goldman was just leaving and he said “hello!” to her. He noted that there was a definite similarity between her and Dr. Beckman.
Oh, yeah. Goldman, Beckman. Jewish racial traits. Here where the traits were so different you sometimes get to thinking everyone not like the locals looks alike. That one is Spanish, that one has some black traits, that one is mostly Indio. Those are Europeans, so they all look alike except hair color and weight and height, of course. He mustn’t get into that trap if he was going to do any detecting.
Hell! He was retired, so he wasn’t getting into any detecting. Unless it was a puzzle that needed solving, which he could never resist. Or if the local cops or friends asked him to look at something. It was something to do and this embezzlement thing had some very glaring inconsistencies where the general kind of thing followed a pattern.
There was a pattern here, but what was it? Like the traits, he was letting the local flavor and attitude screw up the way he looked at things.
THAT had to stop!
Clint went to Judi’s place after putting the groceries away, but she wasn’t around so he went fishing. He puttered around for most of the day, then remembered the e-mail so deleted fourteen spams and read two messages. Donna, from the institute, wanted him to look into the people at the institute and Dr. Goodwin wanted to meet with him tomorrow if it was okay. It was about Enzio saying he was a cop or something such and he didn’t think the local gendarmes could handle what was most probably a strictly white-collar crime. After all, this wasn’t Panama City.
Clint answered that he would check out the things that Donna asked about and replied that he would meet with Dr. Goodwin tomorrow at noon (actual, not local time) at the Laguna Restaurant.
(Here in Panama’ one must get used to the way an hour is specified for an appointment. Noon, local time, can mean anything from two or three o’clock to sometime tomorrow or next day. Actual or gringo time means the specified hour – CD)
There was a call from out front so he went out to see three women and two men standing there. They were a middle-aged couple and a young friend they met on the water taxi from Almirante. They had read about him in the papers back home a few years ago and were surprised to find he was here, recognizing him from the pictures and not too many people spoke English here and they just stopped by to say, “Hi!” to him and....
He was used to that, at times. He was about to be pleasant as he told them he had a date, but noted that Rebecca (“Call me Becks! Everyone does!”) was single and attractive and did give him a speculative look. She was on vacation and wanted an adventure.
“Yo! Come on in!” he said. “I’m just fixing coffee. Want a cup?”
Becks did, but the Moores, Fred and Mabel, would be awake all night if they drank coffee this late and it had already been a long day, seeing they got the 6:00AM water taxi from Almirante. They could only stay a minute because it would get dark soon and they had to walk back to Bocas Town.
“Grab a taxi,” Clint suggested. “A buck for the two of you into town.”
Becks noted he had said “Two of you,” and grinned impishly at him. “Two?” she asked.
“Well, I figured, seeing you’re single you might like to stroll into Bocas for a snack or something?” Clint replied.
“Oh, don’t be silly!” Mabel exclaimed. “We’re not prudes OR stupid! You aren’t strolling anywhere!
“Come on, Fred. Let the kids have a little romp. It’s harmless fun on a vacation. We can do the strolling and it won’t get too dark for the moon tonight. This rain is almost over and it’s clearing already.
“You DID take your pill, My Dear?
“I love walking in the rain.”
“She’s practical and pretty smart!” Fred confided. “You ain’t no kid and this happens for you probably once a week, at least. I would be jealous as hell if Mabel couldn’t handle that stuff better than anybody you’ll ever meet!
“Let’s go, Hon!”
Clint grinned. Becks giggled. It was a great night.
Clint went out on the deck with his coffee, waved to Judi and laid back on the lounge. He was wearing a jock strap in respect for Becks, who was still asleep. She hadn’t told him she was a virgin, but he hoped he had made her first time a memorable one. He also hoped she was, as Mabel warned, on the pill.
Well, she was intelligent, so she would be. She had definite plans when she came on this vacation alone and Panama’, particularly Bocas del Toro, was known as a place where one could find casual sex in whatever form one sought.
Clint grinned to himself and looked to see the police boat heading for the institute at full speed. Something must have happened out there. Maybe they found who the embezzler was.
He sighed and picked up his phone to turn it on and get any voice messages. There were several of them and they all said the same thing.
Donna Dorman had been found with her throat cut at the institute station about half an hour ago. Even the police had asked that he go to the station to help. They weren’t used to the murder bit other than “normal” rage or domestic violences and he could probably be a valuable aide to them.
“Yo! Becks!” he called. She answered sleepily a minute later.
“I have to get to the station. There’s been a crime,” he called as she came to the door. “Will I see you tonight?”
“Don’t I wish!” she answered. “I have to get to Changuinola, then to the hotel in Costa Rica tonight.
“If I was sure ... I’ve already paid for it or I’d change my schedule! Damn!”
“Well, just set the catch when you go out,” Clint said. “I really wish I could be sure I’d be here and I’d convince you to stay, but these things can get messy. They aren’t predictable and murder is pretty serious here. There just isn’t much of it.”
“Clint, I think I had the greatest time I’ve ever had last night,” she said. “I was a little – I was VERY apprehensive, but you made it wonderful! I know I’m just another silly girl to you, but I thank you for making last night the most special night in my life!
“So far!”
“You are special,” Clint replied. “Don’t get into the trap of thinking it will ever be the same again. It can be as good, but it will not be the same.
“You want the truth? I thought it would be another good night, I’d get off, you’d get off and it’s been great fun, let’s do it again sometime, then I’d never see you again. It wasn’t like that. I don’t expect much and ninety-nine percent of the time I don’t get much. You’re special. Don’t cheapen it, okay?”
“You’re saying to not turn into a whore because I’ll just be disappointed most of the time,” she said, seriously. “I think it would be easy to do. I won’t. I’ll think about it a lot and look at the odds of several things and won’t do it. Thanks.”
He kissed her solidly and headed for his boat. Maybe she did have the sense to know that first time is special – if you even remember it, that is. Clint wished he could remember his first time, but he started when he was very young. Twelve. With a babysitter. He’d been addicted to sex ever since. He remembered the babysitter, which went (off and) on for three years, but not that first time.
His boat wasn’t nearly as fast as the police boat so they had been waiting there for ten minutes or so before he arrived. He tied on the other side of the dock and went to talk with Capt. Menendez and Sgt. Llanas, who said they had instructed the people to seal the room and see that no one entered other than to determine that Donna was really dead. They knew how easy it is to contaminate evidence, but they didn’t have the resources found in the states.
“I doubt this will require that kind of thing,” Clint advised. “We can take the regular samples for DNA or whatever. I hope you have the kit?”
“We have it, but don’t know how to use it except to read the instructions and they aren’t clear unless you know science,” Capt. Menendez pointed out. “Do you know how to use it?”
“A good bit of it,” Clint answered. “You have a good camera I see and I brought my digital so we can cover that first part very thoroughly. I know how to take DNA samples. You get them on the little Q-Tip things and put them in the little test tubes, seal them and mark them with the number on the tags. You take a picture before the tag is placed, then a couple with the tag there, then put the tag number on the test tube. Don’t try to complicate it and don’t try for a better system. Simple is the only way to be sure we don’t screw it up.”
“You can show me how with the first one, then I can do it, I think” Sgt. Llanas promised. Clint knew he was an intelligent man and wouldn’t mess things up.
“fine. Then let’s get at it,” Clint suggested. “The witnesses can wait a few minutes until we have the system, then Mario (Menendez) and I can question them while you get the samples.”
“Something I heard. ‘Witness’ is what it well might be about,” Menendez replied, drily.
The scene was a bit bloody, but a cut throat almost has to be. Clint noted the spatter patterns as he took photos and the fact Donna had been sitting in a chair typing on the comp where she was attacked from behind. It didn’t take much strength, so a woman could have done it.
Whoever did it didn’t know much about comps. This one was on network so the fact the symbol box noting the hard drive was erased and ready to accept programming would mean nothing.
“Mario, get all fingerprints from the keyboard,” Clint advised. “Our killer probably wore gloves, but may have screwed up when the drive erasure was typed in. There would be blood on the gloves so they might have been removed. Get the mouse, too. Maybe the disk drives and ... get the disks themselves, though the important ones definitely will NOT still be here.”
“I agree,” Mario replied. “I’ll print everything here, but there isn’t anyone here who wouldn’t have a perfectly good excuse for their prints to be anywhere in this room.”
“But they might have a problem explaining why their prints are on TOP of the dead woman’s?” Clint finished for him. Mario nodded and gave him a thumb up.
Clint took a few dozen pictures in the room and the body and blood spatter from all angles, then went into the common room to speak with the people there.
“Yo, Clint!” Judi Lum greeted. “I saw the police boat, then you, so came out. I didn’t expect this!”
“You’ll have to handle this with some discretion,” Dr. Graham declared, seriously. “The institute cannot be saddled with some sordid affair if some clerk was killed by a jealous lover or something!”
“Lydia! What .?! What a totally inappropriate ... How can you be so insensitive!?” Dr. Porth cried, exasperated. “Donna wasn’t killed by any jealous lover! She was always ... what is the matter with you lately!? You never ... what is the matter with you?!”
“Alright, can it!” Clint demanded. “Save the theatrics for someone who’ll fall for it! I’m only here in an advisory capacity. Captain Menendez is in charge. He’s asked for help because he’s shorthanded and no one here has much experience with this kind of murder. You can answer my questions or you can refuse. I suggest you remember you aren’t in the states or Canada or wherever and we operate with different rules – but you’re still in a position to decide who questions you – and how. I have a list of your names and have met some of you. I’ll call – Judi, you want to help so you can be the one who takes whatever notes if you will. You can call the people as they appear on the list. We’re to use ... consultation room three. That’s the second on the left down that hall.” He pointed to the hall to their right and handed Judi the list, then headed toward the room as Menendez came into the room to announce that Judi, being a suspect, might not be a good choice.
“I’m a suspect?!” Judi cried, just as Clint said, “Judi? Suspect?”
“The condition of the body suggests she died late last evening or early this morning,” Menendez said. “Miss Lum was here yesterday afternoon.”
“So! Why did you off her?” Clint asked, grinning. “Like being a suspect in a murder? Isn’t it great fun?”
“No,” Judi replied. “I can take the notes. After all, Clint will hear the answers so will know if I change anything.”
“Smart broad,” Clint said to Menendez.
“Yes. That’s what I’m afraid of,” Mario replied.
“Mario, Judi didn’t kill anybody,” Clint answered. “I don’t suspect her for one second. She may know something important about these people and might spot it in their answers.”
“I’ll defer to your experience,” Mario agreed. “I do wish I could be as certain as you.”
“Please be seated, Dr. Goodwin,” Clint greeted. “This sort of thing can be a real pain in the ass, but I have to ask some questions. Please don’t pretend to be offended or any of that crap because even one night of watching TV makes it damned obvious those questions will be asked.”
Goodwin grinned and replied, “I think I like you. No shit, just answer the damned questions so we can all go home.
“Okay, ask away. If you want to know where I was and what I was doing since about midnight last night, I was entertaining a girl named Carlotta Donatti at the Bahia. She’ll confirm that I’m sure because several people knew we were exploring the movements of heavenly bodies together.
“Let’s see. Donna was to be a witness in that missing funds thing so, unless she was sleeping around – and she wasn’t – it will be about that. She could have been sleeping with Enzio – Dr. Marcos – if she likes the overweight studious type. He’s going through a nasty divorce right now because he tends to stray. She’ll clean him out. Neither here nor there. Sorry. I do gossip a bit.
“I was pretty suspicious about that Popa deal all along and even went out there once. Donna asked me about it and I told her it was either in or next to the preserve so she should keep right on checking out where the requests and disbursements came in. I rather tend to imagine that’s what she discovered and that’s why she’s in there sliced up.
“Jorge took me out to Popa. I know he’s a friend of yours. So he’ll tell you I was a bit perturbed ... Donna put information about all of us on data disk! She updated regularly so you can find the answers there! I’m sure of it!
“Faraday, was it? Listen! She kept those disks somewhere where she knew they couldn’t find them! Find those disks and you’ll likely find your killer!
“Did I cover it?”
“Had that rehearsed or do you just have a file-case mind?” Clint asked, looking interested.
“The latter. I always sound like I’m quoting from a sheet. Did that for fifteen years as a professor and got in the habit to the point I picture the sheet when there isn’t one. I did think about what I was going to say, though,” he answered, grinning at Clint. “Slipped in the bit about Marcos because I don’t like him.”
“She kept the disks somewhere where THEY couldn’t find them or where WE couldn’t find them?” Clint asked. “The ‘we’ meaning your group.”
“Damn! I thought I could slip that one by you!” he said with a humorless chuckle. “I was included. Didn’t mean to sound like it pretty obviously did. That was from the perspective of Donna telling me about it. It wasn’t an intentional attempt to deceive you.”
“I didn’t think it was,” Clint replied. “You have a solid alibi, I’d say, but you could be part of the killer.”
“Part? What does that mean?” Judi asked, clearly puzzled.
“That I might have conspired with one or more others to silence her,” Goodwin said. “Very astute. I think you’ll find our culprit. I contend that I was no part of her death in any way, but you have to be suspicious of all of us and you can’t leave out any possibility.
“I always liked Donna. I want you to get the person – or persons – who killed her. I also want you to find the one or ones who were embezzling funds here. I rather imagine they will be the same.”
“I agree,” Clint replied.
“Hello, Dr. Porth,” Clint greeted. “Please have a seat and we’ll get this over as soon as possible.”
“Call me Ed,” he replied. “Terrible thing. This will put my studies back quite some ways, but that is hardly of any major importance here now.
“I was with Lydia – that’s Dr. Graham – until about twelve o’clock or so, then went back to my room, showered and such and went to bed. I believe, had I left during the morning hours, that the security man would know it, but also realize there are any number of ways one could contrive to have your whereabouts unremarked.
“This is a round-about method to tell you I have no alibi. I insist I haven’t killed anyone. I left Lydia in her rooms – there is and was no deeper relationship between us – so can vouch for where she was until approximately midnight. I am and was no part of any misappropriation of funds here or elsewhere, but that is something that you will discover in your further investigations. I had and have no motive to have harmed Donna.
“Anything I didn’t cover?”
“We’re just getting basic background information right now,” Clint answered. “Motive and opportunity are part of that, of course.
“Do your studies include trips to Popa?”
“Well, yes and no,” Porth said, thinking. “What I mean is that there is vast material for study there, but I have yet to visit the place. I was aware there was some intention to purchase that and other areas where permanent research fields could be established and was certainly supportive of any such business-end endeavors, but don’t personally involve myself in those kinds of projects. I’m in research of a direct type and can’t spare the time or effort required if you understand.”
“I know I do!” Judi interjected. “I’ve worked with you on two projects and can say you do direct all your time and energy to the work.”
“You can say it, but I wish you wouldn’t,” Clint said.
“Sorry,” she replied.
“Dr. Graham, please have a seat. We’ll try to do this as quickly possible,” Clint said. “There are a few questions I have to ask.
“You were with Dr. Porth until after eleven?”
“Yes. Close to twelve or a few minutes after,” she replied.
“You were working on the research in the Popa area?”
“No. We were working on listing classification from all areas,” she answered, volunteering nothing more.
“Oh, yes. Popa wasn’t Porth. I threw that in to trip you up,” Clint said. She didn’t react and wouldn’t look at him directly. She studiously avoided looking at him at all and seemed to flush a bit when she did look at him. Judi smirked and mouthed “You. Nude. Yesterday morning.”
He hid a grin and said, “Well, that sort of agrees with Ed’s statement. Thank you.”
She stood, paused as if she wanted to say something, thought better of it and left without comment. When she was out of the room Judi grinned at him. He gave her the middle finger salute.
“Dr. Beckman, I’m Clint Faraday, this is Judi Lum,” Clint introduced. “Please have a seat.”
“How could such a thing happen here?” she asked. “I can’t bring myself to believe it! I was in my room since about nine o’clock until they got me up this morning, so have no alibi. I can’t think of any reason I would have to ever kill anyone and couldn’t, anyhow. Not like that. I’d use a more womanish method. Maybe poison.”
“We have to establish where everyone was,” Clint replied. “It’s too early to make any conclusions about any of ... this stuff. I have to get the disks and will find my answers there, I suppose.”
“Disks?” she asked.
“According to Dr. Goodwin she has some stuff about the embezzling on disk at her place,” Judi explained. “I imagine we’ll get the embezzler and the killer at the same time.”
“That’s logical,” she agreed.
When she left Judi raised an eyebrow at Clint. “I just remembered something,” he said.
“She do it?” Judi asked.
“She’s on the list. I think Porth is off and probably Goodwin. Maybe Graham, but I have a few very pointed questions to ask about that one. She’s got a lot to hide for some reason, but it may not be about this mess.”
“Well, Donna did tell me she slept her way through college and there were some ... ethical questions when she was beginning practicing phytopathological medicine.”
“Phytopathological?” Clint asked.
“Mostly fungal infections, from what I understand,” she replied. “I don’t know what it was about.”
Clint sighed and nodded. “Tell Mario to put a close watch on Donna’s place. The word will get out that there are disks there and someone is going to try to get to them before we do.”
“Uh-huh,” she replied.
“Dr. Franklin, please have a seat,” Clint greeted. “We’ll take as little of your time as possible. I think you’ll know the first question?”
“Of course,” he answered. “I was meeting with Dr. Marcos and a real estate agent by the name of Sylvia Goldman from about ten o’clock until a bit after two thirty. I’ll tell you it had to do with the embezzling taking place. I’m doing a bit of investigating and Goldman was the agent who handled two of the deals and Marcos was involved in the institute’s end of it. He may have just been a dupe.”
“And Goldman?” Clint asked.
Franklin wobbled his hand in reply. “Something’s not adding up on this list, here. In total confidentiality you understand, my personal leaning at the moment is that Goldman is definitely involved in some manner, Marcos may be and there is someone else who’s the, shall we say, mastermind of the entire scheme. There may be two because one will be on the real estate end and the other in the institute. It’s looking very much like that kind of thing.”
Clint paused for a moment, an intense look on his face, then he smirked and said, “Thank you, Dr. Franklin, for your insights. You’ve brought something I’ve seen out of the ‘nagging at the fringes of thought’ phase.”
“So you know for certain who did it!” Judi accused.
“Let’s say it’s narrowed down to four, so it will be a matter of separating appearances and facts,” Clint replied. “Two things have suddenly added up. My problem is that number four is ‘somebody I haven’t considered yet,’ so we keep on.
“Who’s next?”
Franklin grinned and stood. He saluted Clint and took Judi’s hand as he left the room.
“One more here. Marcos,” Judi said.
“So? Let’s get it over with,” Clint suggested. “Two words. ‘Looking’ and ‘list.’ It’s a matter of finding what’s there by accident – or if it’s BY accident or maybe BECAUSE of an accident.”
She gave him the finger.
“Hello, Dr. Marcos, please have a seat,” Clint said, as the slightly “portly” man entered. “I only have a couple of questions.”
“I didn’t kill anybody!” Marcos defended. “My god! This is horrible! How do these things happen?!”
“You have a very solid alibi,” Clint replied. “You were with Dr. Franklin and Sylvia Goldman when the murder was committed.”
“Yes! Thank god for that!” he cried. “This is horrible! That poor girl! Do you think it was a jealous boyfriend or something? Did it have to do with the money problem here?”
“Definitely to do with the money problem here and the investigation,” Clint answered. “She was shut up. She knew too much. Now she can’t appear in court to testify, can she?”
Marcos looked a bit relieved and nodded
Judi didn’t miss that look anymore than Clint did so couldn’t resist adding, “But the disks have everything she knew on them and they’re as good, seeing she was killed to keep the information from coming out.”
Marcos looked like he would pass out. “Disks?” he squeaked.
“Yeah,” Clint replied. “She had back-ups at her place. Anyone who puts that kind of stuff onto disks knows you have to keep back-ups in another location. My only other question was about what you know about the embezzling scheme, but I think you don’t really have any idea what’s going on.”
“I don’t seem to know anything anymore!” he cried. “Nothing makes any sense!”
“Well, it’s beginning to,” Clint said. “It’s a matter of your perspective. When someone strikes out in panic they always miss the details and that’s what ends up putting them in the pen for life.
“Thanks. That about covers it, I think. Now I have to talk to some people, then I can either start looking elsewhere or close this one out.”
Marcos went shakily out and Clint told Judi, “Have Mario tag him when he runs.”
“He do it?” she asked.
“The murder? No,” Clint replied. “He’s ’way over his head in the embezzling end, though. That will be my lever to finish this one.”
“Ah!” she said, grinning at him. “So his info about the money will tie the killer up tight!”
“And the rest of their little select group of crooks,” Clint agreed.
Clint went with Menendez and Llanas to Donna’s apartment where they made a thorough search. They didn’t find the disks, but Clint said from the moment they went into the place that they wouldn’t find anything. The killer had probably come directly from the murder to find those disks. There was a computer and printer, but there wasn’t a disk in the place.
Clint turned on the computer and it went directly to DOS. He groaned and tiredly said, “I’d say the drive was formatted as insurance. There’s nothing here – except maybe one little thing!”
He went to the printer, inserted two pieces of paper, turned it on and punched a code on the keys. A page and a quarter printed out.
“The last use is still there unless you delete the file,” he explained. “You can have it repeat the last operation and this was it.”
They read the pages, but it was simply a statement that all the preceding information was authenticated and spelled out very clearly that those two people from the institute and the one person from the RE agency were the perpetrators of the embezzling scheme and she didn’t yet know who – if anyone – else was involved.
“Well, it looks like we were thwarted there,” Llanas said, sourly.
“Nope! Motive has positively been established, Your Honor!” Clint said, happily. “Now we have to establish – no! It could only be one of them! Marcos and Goldman were with Franklin! You can arrest Dr. Alice Beckman on a charge of murder one, Mario. There’s no other suspect with all the motive and opportunity parts. I can even show you where she got the murder weapon replacement if she didn’t toss it. It could be in the garbage if she did! Hell! It was on the institute account, so who cares if she did toss it!”
“You don’t make any sense!” Mario accused. “If I arrest her we can’t hold her for more than three or four hours without proof. The coregidor will let her go.”
“I can prove it,” Clint stated. Definitely. “To make it absolutely and positively certain, all you have to do is establish the relationship – BLOOD relationship – between two people.”
“I see!” Jose Llanas cried. “They look too much alike! They almost HAVE to be related! It occurs to me one of them will have those disks or evidence that they DID have them! I hope they haven’t burned them or something. Maybe they erased them.”
“I don’t think there’s time yet,” Clint said. “They will have to read them to find where else to cover their slimy asses. If Donna found the crap someone else can.”
Mario and Jose both nodded.
“Okay, let’s lay this out with the bunch of you here, then I can go home and get some sleep,” Clint stated to the group gathered for the arraignment. “You will see exactly how Dr. Beckman was caught.
“It started because Donna Dorman saw some strange irregularities in the institute accounts and investigated the scheme. It took her a few weeks, but she had a very solid case against two people from the institute – you, Dr. Marcos and you, Dr./Mrs. Beckman – and you, Mrs. Goldman. She discovered, as did Captain Menendez, that you, Dr. Beckman and you, Mrs. Goldman, are sisters. The RE agency is under suspicion for unethical and possible criminal actions already. You two cooked up a scheme to defraud the institute of funds. You then needed someone who could convince the institute it should purchase the land the fraud was built on and Marcos was obviously the weakest one on the board and the easiest one to use. He was caught in a nasty divorce and desperately needed funds.
“Things were going along beautifully! You could get the funds and get out of Panama’ and it would be virtually impossible to ever charge anyone with anything, except maybe Marcos, who was purposely set up as the goat if anything went wrong. The whole crooked deal depended on nothing being discovered until it was done – then Donna discovered it.
“Now Marcos couldn’t be the goat because it wasn’t completed to that point, so the bunch of you would end up in the pen – unless you could shut Donna up. You were suddenly in a panic. Marcos and Goldman were going to meet with a representative of the institute to try to lay a foundation where they could weasel out of direct charges, but Beckman would then be the goat because it would come out the scheme was her idea in the first place.
“That was NOT going to be allowed, so she made a plan. Marcos and Goldman would go to the meeting to more or less feel out Dr. Goodwin to see if their plan to get out of charges would work and Beckman would try to get Donna not to testify. Maybe a big bribe. Perhaps that was something you actually tried, but Donna wasn’t about to take any bribe.
“You came prepared. Had you simply grabbed a knife and killed her it would be murder two, but you bought a paring knife of the same type used at the institute for the purpose of killing her if she didn’t make a deal. Buying that knife and taking it there makes it murder one. Period. The institute buys those items by the dozen or more. Did I miss anything?”
“Only that I wasn’t the only one with motive and opportunity!” Beckman cried. “Anyone could have killed her! This is crazy!”
“Oh?” Menendez asked. “Who, for instance?”
“Hell! Someone from the island in a boat!” she snarled.
“All boats coming here are noted and none came in the time period, though one left,” Llanas replied. “Boat four, with a single female in it.”
“Well, anyone here at the institute!” she said, weakly.
“All are accounted for,” Clint pointed out. “Even those who had the time couldn’t have come out here without being noted. You are the only one who has no alibi for the critical time. That’s what I meant when I said people in a panic miss the details. Now and then things work out very much like the books in the courses lay them out. This was one of those times. I won’t count on it ever happening again!”
(Author’s note: This story is based on an actual happening. There is a scam that is exactly what is described that has been going on here for quite a number of years. Certain past administrations would turn their backs on it because they obtained property using the method. This is what happened, with some modifications to protect the innocent. The murder is, of course, just a vehicle used to tell the story. No such murder has taken place – as of this writing.)
“Oye’!” Ronaldo yelled as he passed by Clint as Clint came from the China (super market) on Calle 1. He waved and smiled his infectious smile.
Ronaldo Vesta was an Indigeno (Indian) from nearby Isla San Cristobal. He and his family were close friends of Clint.
“Oye’! Motwoinyo!” Clint replied in the local Indio dialect.
“Coin, gracias, pero con pocos problemas con mi propiedad,” he replied.
(The rest is in Spanish, translated here. Clint is learning Spanish and there are some problems at times.)
“Problems with your property?” Clint asked. “I thought that group from Panama’ City had pretty much closed the deal where they would buy it. You went to the trouble of getting the full title for them. What happened?”
“They want me to divide it into two or three pieces so they can buy it with two or three partners or something. I don’t have the plata for that!”
“I have a bit set by,” Clint replied. “I can lend you enough until they pay and you can pay me back. What does it entail?”
“I will have to get a new separate plano, then will have to fence the sections, but they will do some of the work and will pay the workers.”
“No!” Clint shot back sternly. “I will pay the workers so there is no question later about who they were working for.”
“But ... Clint ... amigo! That is a LOT of money!”
“A couple of thousand. You’re getting almost a million dollars for that property so can pay it back when you sell. This sounds like a thing I’ve heard about here. They get their hands on the papers – like they already have, hire people to work on the place – for them – then claim the land. That could work with the old right of possession bit, which is why I insisted you get a title. You’re pure Indio so can get a title. They’re Spanish and mestizos so they CAN’T get a title on those islands.
“Please, amigo. They aren’t above trying to steal your land. I’ll use the time to investigate them. I’ve heard some things, like they’re fronting for ... some other people who would never be welcome on Cristobal. At all! Find out what it’ll cost and I’ll finance it.”
“Clint ... you are a true friend,” Ronaldo replied seriously. “I think an honest and good person ... I will do as you say.”
“Yo, Clint! Como esta?” Carlos Conant called as he passed in his boat. Clint was on his porch over the dock at his Saigon Bay home having coffee with his only close neighbor, Judi Lum.
“Bien!” Clint replied. “Usted?”
“Very well, thank you! Hear you’ve stuck your neck out for Ronaldo. Be careful of those Indios. They never pay back a loan. Lending them money is the same as giving them money.” Carlos was Black and the Blacks and Indios here do not like each other. Unlike in the states, Clint had found that the Blacks were the worst bigots, followed by the pure Spanish. The Indios laughed at the Blacks, mostly. They have entirely different cultures.
“Lending any Panamanian money is giving it to them – EXCEPT for the Indios – in my experience. Hell, I’ve lent you a couple of hundred over the past few months and you’ve never so much as bought me a beer. I don’t expect to get it back. I learned that the first week I was here. You do owe me favors, though.
”What do you know about that bunch of clowns at Forthingwells in Panama’?”
“THAT crowd? Colombian mafia, I hear. They’re having that Montez character and his wife front for them while they buy up a lot of places to build resorts and drug drop-off spots. They own a lot of politicians and judges and such, same as always.
“Why? Because they want that nice plot of land on Cristobal?
“You can’t fight them. They’ll end up with the land and nothing anyone can do about it. Ronaldo will get maybe a thousand dollars to get him by, but that’s it!”
“Oh, there are ways to handle that type,” Clint said, drily. “I have friends ... well, acquaintances ... in the states who’ve been in the organized crime bit for centuries in Europe and in the US. THEY owe me some favors, bigtime! I can get answers fast. Maybe I’ll have to go to Panama’ and have a bit of a talk with some of them.
“AFTER I make a couple of calls to the US!”
“Clint, check up on what’s really going on with this shit,” Carlos warned. “Fifty-fifty you end up dead if you aren’t VERY careful. This is NOT the US!”
Clint nodded and went inside to the phone to call a number he hadn’t used in ten years or more. The person who gave him the number had died just after giving him the number. He was a very big don in the states and made it a point to let his sons know he – therefore, they – owed Clint Faraday any favor he wanted. Anytime. Anywhere.
Of course, using a favor on that scale would mean his house would become a drop-off for drugs or worse. He would never resort to calling in any of those markers. Something like information about this bunch wouldn’t be considered anything more than a simple request by a friend of the family.
“Marko? Clint Faraday here. I was a friend of your father.”
“Yo, Clint! Remember! Otherwise, you ain’t got this number. Not ten people in the world know this number. What can I do for you?”
“I just need a little info about the Colombian mob here and what they’re going to try to get a friend’s land – Oh! I’m in Panama’.”
“Gimme a number and a connection and I’ll call back in mebbe a half hour or so.”
“Forthingwells in Panama’ City. Four oh four nine eight seven nine nine, area five oh seven. It’s a cell phone. Reaches me anywhere in Panama’.”
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