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A Coincidence Too Many

True murder cases I was involved with – and
some I was merely aware of where “Moose” was involved. I sorta put
myself in as more than someone-he-told-about-it mode.

( I do tend to exaggerate)(REALLY?!?!)

 


About the Author

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 places 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 now resides in Bonita Springs, Florida,
where he pursues his research into orchid culture and his favorite
pastime: beach bum.

 


Note: since published CD has moved to Bocas
del Toro, Panama’
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Foreword

 


Among other things I've done in life and
among the tales I've told there is a wide range of interests and
experience.

In 1984 the urge to write struck me quite
suddenly. Having never written more than a few short stories and a
lot of songs (and a stupid book that was published eight years
before under another name that is best forgotten) it was an
intriguing new compulsion.

First was an SF series I
call "Flight of the Maita" followed by the CD Grimes detective
book, then a ghost story based on experiences described in that
work (The von Artle
Legacy).

That one was in 1988 and was first submitted
in 1989. Several editors were interested, but I would not claim (as
here) more than that it was based on a true happening.

The story was set (in the book), not where it
happened, but in the area I'd just moved into that year. My house
was being built and I'd explored the closer area where I found the
same type of place where the base story took place.

Be that as it may, an editor sent the story
to a "reader" in the area where I now reside. That "reader" got in
touch with a friend who was having a problem with a so-called
"ghost" who was trying, supposedly, to kill a member of her family,
causing that person to contacted me.

At the time, I had a sort of computer address
through a channel set up through a nephew who knows something about
computers (I do NOT, as anyone who reads my stuff can deduce!) of
MaitaMan. I suppose it wasn't quite legal a use of the system, but
it was useful.

I have not been "on-line" since late 1989, so
don't try to reach me that way because it won't work. If I get on
the net or anything I may try to use that address. (I am now
on-line again. Note that this is available in e-books as well as
printed.)

Or not.

Anyhow, it seems I'm not used to writing
about actual happenings as they happen, so please excuse my
exaggerations and tendencies to make my part of things more than
they were. It's called poetic license – and you'd note that anyone
who read any of my poetry would agree I could probably not GET a
license!

Names and locations are, of course, changed
to protect the innocent and guilty alike. I'm an equal opportunity
writer.

CDM -- April 2002
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Dear CD :

Your manuscript does not suit our present
needs. Good luck in placing your manuscript elsewhere.

AED - acquisitions

P.S. CD, I would appreciate it if you would
contact Charlene Wilkins, 555-4407, in Estero. She is a reader who
has asked that I request this, as she noted the MS was set in that
near area. She was not given your name, just a code number. She has
a ghost "problem" for you. I would consider it a personal favor if
you will hear her out – AED.

 


I swore and tossed the rejection slip in the
general direction of the circular file. Was that gall, or what?
Reject the work, then ask me to contact the one who they based the
rejection on as a favor? She wanted me to write a ghost story for
this ... person who – rather apparently – didn't care for my
writing?

I swore again, rather colorfully, I
think.

Personal favor? To a crummy editor I knew of
only through some initials and had never met or otherwise
corresponded with? Talk about nerve!

Editors!

I sighed and picked the thing up. Maybe being
owed a "personal favor" would result in this one actually reading a
MS by me. You never know. Besides, it was a local call.

 


"Charlene Wilkins? This is CD Moulton. I have
a note from some editor, A E D, to call you?"

"CD? The ghost hunter?" (Lie number one from
that editor. Wilkins DID have my name, not just a code number. I
filed that.)

"CD the writer of a ghost story," I
corrected. "What do you want? Bear in mind you rejected my work, so
don't ask me to write your story."

"I didn't reject it," she argued. "I said it
was the type of thing that would be a good seller if it was tied to
a real event, but was too old-fashioned to stand as fiction. Anne
rejected it because you refused to publicly claim it was a true
story.

"I liked it, but I'm not the buying
public."

I sighed again. "I didn't call to argue the
merits of the old British style against the modern. Agatha
Christie, Rex Stout, Carr and that bunch outsell all the modern
writers every year and most of them are long dead. If that doesn't
tell an editor something that editor is stupid – and I don't seem
to have much patience with stupidity.

"What do you want?"

"I got the impression you were a ghost
buster. I have a ghost that's trying to kill my brother and ... I
don't know what to do or where to turn."

"I met White and wrote his story because I
became involved," I explained. "I don't believe in ghosts – but I
was there, and SOMETHING weird was going on. I'm interested solely
because AED or Anne or whoever said the ghost has been trying to
kill your brother.

"Ghosts, I couldn't care less. Murder, I'm
interested, because it's a puzzle if it's tied into something like
ghosts. Tell me about it and I'll decide whether or not I'm
interested in getting involved in that kind of thing again."

She gave me an address and instructions on
how to get there. It was only about three miles away, so I got in
my van and headed for the place.

 


It was an estate house on the river. The old
plantation-style house, surrounded by orange groves on three sides
and a wide lawn to the river on the fourth was in decent but not
perfect repair. It was in need of some landscaping and yard
work.

In other words, it was some VERY valuable
land, but the owner didn't have a lot of spare money to handle the
extras. Being a writer makes those things register.

A pretty woman about twenty or so came out to
meet me as I got out of my old van. She introduced herself as
Charlene and said her brother and uncle were inside at lunch, then
would go back to tending the grove and we could talk. She would
introduce me as a writer and wouldn't mention ghosts because the
men wouldn't want her to bring any outsiders into the family
problems. She read to make a bit of extra money and another author
had called on her a week before about a MS. They wouldn't question
my being there.

She introduced me to the uncle, Arnold
(Arnie) Traylor, and her brother, Rickie Wilkins, and poured me a
cup of coffee. The brother and uncle soon said they had work to do
and left, after Arnie told Charlene that Bob called and said he'd
be over about five.

"Bob's my soon-to-be husband," she told me.
"I'll fill you in on what's happened, so far.

"First, this place is supposed to be haunted
by my great-grandfather, who was hung for killing a sheriff's
deputy in eighteen sixty eight. He died claiming he was innocent
and that he'd come back until it was proved. It seems he didn't
bother to come back for a hundred years. He started haunting the
place in nineteen sixty eight, the year I was born.

"My mother died giving birth to me, right
upstairs. The midwife claimed she saw a 'wispy shape of a man' on
the stairs outside the room. Several people claim to have seen 'a
man who looked like he was made out of fog' around the place
since.

"My father died in a car accident on my tenth
birthday, right out on forty one. His brakes failed and he rolled
out in front of a rock truck. The truck driver said father looked
like he'd 'seen a ghost' as he slid into the car.

"The housekeeper fell down the stairs and
broke her neck on my fifteenth birthday. She was scared of the
ghost and claimed she'd personally seen it just before anything bad
happened here and that it was 'out to get her' for some reason she
couldn't explain, and my Aunt Elsie, Arnie's wife, drowned on my
eighteenth birthday.

"I'll be twenty one next week.

"On my twentieth birthday Rickie was almost
killed when the tractor's gas tank exploded. It was pure luck he'd
gotten off the thing to knock some logs off the disk blades. Uncle
Arnie said he could almost swear he'd seen 'a ghostly shape' run
from the barn just before Rickie went out. It was foggy and he
didn't see it clearly.

"The logs jam in between, you know.

"Maybe you can see why I'm getting worried.
Twenty one is the birthday I get my inheritance, so it's a
biggie."

"It's a hell of a lot of coincidences," I
agreed. "How much older is Rickie than you?"

"About twenty two minutes. We're twins."

"Has your uncle always been here?"

"Since we were born. He and Aunt Elsie moved
in a few days after Mom died to take care of us. Dad was helpless
about raising children."

I saw something then. "Other relatives,
particularly in the area?"

"We're it, for the family," she replied. "We
have second and third cousins twice removed or something such in
Kentucky, Tennessee and Louisiana, but don't keep in touch. Never
have."

"I think you should...." Rickie ran into the
house and yelled to call nine one one. Arnie had fallen off the
ramp and hit his head on the drive. It looked bad.

There went that theory!

I ran out with Rickie. Arnie was unconscious
and had a bit of blood from the nose. Rickie stayed inside and I
went out to wait until the EMF truck skidded to a stop. I waved
them toward the ramp.

A man of about twenty five drove up and
parked outside the barn and asked what was going on as we went into
the barn. I was introduced to Bob McQuimby, soon-to-be of
Charlene.
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"Lt. Matthew Hildemier, better known just as
Moose," the stocky plainclothes deputy introduced. "Lee County
Homicide and Violent Crimes Division. That's fancy for cop.

"What you got?"

I'd looked over the scene and decided
something was NOT kosher there, so asked the EMF team to call the
sheriff. Milt Harvey, the response team medic, pointed to me and
said "CD. He said we should call you."

He raised an eyebrow and I quickly requested
that he not let anyone else know I was behind his being called. He
raised the eyebrow again and nodded, then asked why I had him sent
over.

“They're working on him
right where he was found," I replied.

He looked around, then went to stand beside
Arnie, then went to the top of the ramp (Drums of insecticide etc.
were loaded into the sprayer tanks from the ramp) to look down,
then nodded very slightly to me and came back down to check the
area below. I went over to where Bob, Rickie and Charlene were
holding on to each other and said, "He'll be all right, I imagine.
There's probably a small skull fracture, but not depressed, so the
blow wasn't quite enough to cause fatal trauma."

"Oh? You're a doctor, too?" Bob asked, in a
slightly sneering voice. (I decided I didn't like him right
then.)

"Not medical, no. It's what the EMF man said
to the homicide cop," I replied.

"Said to the HOMICIDE cop?!" Charlene cried.
"I don't understand?"

"It seems Arnie didn't fall off the ramp," I
replied. "The EMF man reported there was nothing in the area that
could cause the particular type of damage and there wasn't anything
around with any blood or hair on it except a rock that was too
close to the ramp wall for him to have hit it."

"Ergo, he was hit WITH the rock?" Rickie
asked. "Cripes! I KNEW something was up!"

"You did!?" Charlene demanded. "Why didn't
you say something!? What do you mean?!"

"I wasn't sure ... I saw something as I was
driving out. A shape. White, like ... oh, CRIPES! Like the damned
GHOST! Back on the ramp! I caught a glimpse out of the corner of my
eye. I got to the gate and remembered I hadn't put the hydraulic
fluid in the lift – it leaks a little – and came back. It's a good
thing I did. He would have died if I didn't get back until
tonight."

"Did you see your ghost when you came back?"
I asked, as Moose came over.

"Ghost?" Moose said.

"I ... saw something move. Over to the side.
By the end of the ramp, a little to the right of where Arnie was,"
Rickie answered slowly. "I was looking at Arnie. I'm not ...
sure."

"Ghost?" Moose asked again.
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Moose checked a few things I'd suggested
while the EMF truck took Arnie off. He would recover fully in a few
days. The rest of us went to the house, where Charlene fixed
coffee. We were in the back and couldn't see the drive or barn from
there. We made small talk for a few minutes, then Moose came in to
ask, "Who has the green van?"

"Me," I said.

"The red Camaro?"

"Mine," Bob said. "Why?"

"I can see in the van. Will you allow me to
search your car?"

"You can go through the van all you like," I
said.

"Search my car? Hell no!" Bob cried. "What
for?"

Moose shrugged and asked that I come to watch
him go through my van. Bob said he had to make a phone call, then
he would have to go. After all, he didn't even get here until the
EMF truck was already there.

"Flour," Moose said, when we were outside.
"It's behind those drums and on the side of one of them. How did
you know?"

"He wasn't supposed to be here until five. I
thought it was Arnie, at first, but he wouldn't have been hurt, in
that case, so it has to be Bob."

"What in HELL are you talking about?!" he
demanded.

I got in my van and pulled it behind Bob's
car to where he couldn't back out to the drive. Moose shook his
head and said I couldn't do that.

"WRONG!" I shot back. "YOU can't do that, but
I'M not a cop! I'm just an obnoxious jerk who's pissed because of
the attitude of that asshole, so I'm going to pick a fight!"

"I'll agree with the obnoxious part – and
he's a third your age and has thirty pounds on you. He'll cream
your ass!"

"But he WON'T get that car out of here!" I
countered. "I'll depend on your protection if he attacks me." He
shook his head as Bob came from around back. "Move it!" he
ordered.

"Screw you!" I fired back.

"You can't legally keep me here!" he snarled.
"This is beyond ridiculous!"

"I can't keep you here," Moose agreed. "HE'S
not a cop. HE can delay you. You can get around by driving forward
and out through the flower bed, so it’s not quite illegal
detainment or such."

"What will that prove?" he asked, with his
sneer.

"What if your car was seen parked right out
there in the grove before Arnie was conked over the head?" I
replied. "What if Moose has a witness that means he can have a
dozen warrants to search that car on the way over right now,
sport?"

He definitely didn't look nearly so sure of
himself now, and the sneer was gone. "What do you expect to find in
my car?"

"Flour," I answered. "A sheet or something
covered in flour – that will match that flour you smeared all over
those drums back there while you were playing ghost."

He bolted. Moose yelled, "Halt! I'll blow
your damned head off for you, Hotshot!"

He halted. Moose didn't have any gun out, but
he wasn't about to take the chance.

"Can I search the car or do we wait for the
warrant?" Moose asked.

Bob sat on the hood and tossed Moose the
keys. There was a big square of fine black gauze, heavily dusted
with flour, in a sack in the trunk.

"There's no law against that!" Bob snarled.
"So I played ghost and scared them! It was just a joke! There's no
law against that!"

"There's flour on the weapon you used in an
attempt to commit murder one, though," Moose pointed out. "You have
the right to remain silent...."

iiii

Charlene, Moose, Rickie and I were sitting at
the old kitchen table drinking some very good coffee. We'd been
discussing what had happened.

"... CD came off the wall about someone
seeing his car parked in the grove and said a warrant was on the
way," Moose said. "I have no idea where that came from, but it
started breaking him down, then I went along with finding flour
being the reason we wanted a look in his car."

"I did NOT say there was a witness or that
any warrant was on the way," I defended. "I said 'What IF there was
a warrant on the way' and 'What IF there was a witness.' I mean,
YOU said that about flour on the rock!"

"Because there actually was flour on the
rock," Moose replied. "What was it about?"

"That's what I don't understand," Charlene
said.

"I saw that from the first," I replied. "This
is one very damned valuable ten acres. ("Twenty two," from Rickie.)
It's perfect for one of those upscale new developments that are
springing up all over the place. Ten mil, at least.

"At first, I thought Arnie was going to kill
you and Rickie off so he'd have the place, but he got hit with a
rock, so it could only be one other. Bob.

"See, he would get rid of Arnie and Rickie,
marry you, then you'd get knocked over by the ghost."

"But he didn't start those stupid ghost
stories!" Rickie protested. "It's been going for years!"

"He was using that," Moose pointed out. "He
thought it was a perfect setup. He didn't know you'd call in a
ghost buster who wrote murder mysteries. There were a lot of
coincidences about deaths on your birthdays, then the final one
about you calling in someone who's interested in murder scenes for
his stupid novels."

I gave him the middle finger salute. “Call it
a coincidence too many for me to swallow.”

"I just sincerely hope there aren't anymore
fatal coincidences on anymore of your birthdays!" Rickie said
affectionately to Charlene.

Amen!

 


 Rope Trick

 


I was working in the side greenhouse, trying
to find why some flasks of orchid seeds germinated and others
didn't – even though the seed were from the same capsule and the
medium was from the same batch.

The phone rang. I swore in my regular
colorful manner and went up to answer it.

"CD? Moose here. Moose Hildemier. We met a
couple of months ago when that McQuimby character was trying to
knock over the Wilkins family."

"How could I forget?" I replied. "Finally
taking me up on the offer to go fishing?"

"If I only had the free time!" he said. "When
we were talking at the table there you said you had come across a
lot of things to do with ... a lot of things. You mentioned having
some friends in San Francisco in the orchid business. That mafia
character and a couple of Chinese friends who told you about the
old tongs?"

I didn't know where he was going. "Yes?"

"Well, we have a strange case that might have
something to do with a tong, only I don't see it as quite fitting,
somehow. There seems to be some connection with Chinese people and
jade."

"What are you getting at, Moose?"

"I don't really know. We have two bodies, one
an old Chinese man and one a middle-aged Italian woman," he
answered. "There doesn't seem to be any real connection between
them except that he sold jade figurines and she collected them –
and both have been garroted with what appears to be identical
pieces of silk cord. We don't have many Orientals here, and most of
the Latins are Hispanic.

“Damn it! There doesn't
seem to be any connection, but it was the same rope and the same
knot!"

"Knot?" I asked. I was now totally lost as to
what he wanted from me. It made no sense, so far.

"It's kind of strange. Some kind of locking
knot I never saw before. I thought of you because you might know
something about what anybody could want with...." He ran down.

"I don't know what I ... can you show me the
knot? I know one thing about knots that could be important, but you
won't like what it means," I answered. "If it's tongs – it could
be."

"If it means anything, I'll like it!" he
fired back. "It'll be the first thing that connects ANYthing in
this stupid godforsaken MESS! I'll bring over some pictures and my
fishing gear. I can use it as an excuse to step back from this.
Maybe one little thing will connect if I back away. That works,
sometimes."

 


"Oh, crap!" I cried. "You didn't say you'd
show me pictures of the damned knots on BODIES!"

"That's where we found them. We had to cut
them off. They lock somehow, and won't loosen. Do they mean
anything?"

"There was a young Japanese student named
Toshio something at McLellan's when I was there, and a Mexican
worker named Juan Izquierda. The Mexican was about twice the size
of Toshio and he kept picking at him. One day he grabbed the
elastic belt on Toshio's pants and snapped it, making a remark
about his cute ass.

"I didn't see Toshio move, it was so fast,
but he walked on and Juan was clawing at his neck. His face was
already turning purple. There was a piece of weak cotton tie string
around his neck and he couldn't loosen it.

"Meep, the girl in the cut flower room,
rushed out and clipped the string. Juan was barely conscious.
Needless to say Juan never messed with Toshio again."

I picked up a piece of 15# monofilament while
I was talking and made a double loop with an odd cross-twist at the
junction. I dropped the loop over a piece of doweling and yanked
it.

"It was that knot. It's exactly the same as
the one in your pictures. Take it off."

He couldn't. He had to cut it.

"Give!"

"Toshio told me his father had been taught
the knot by an Egyptian sailor, who told him it was a ritual knot
used by the Thugees and Hashishins. It was also used by the ancient
Chinese Manchus in executions."

"A ritual knot?" he asked.

"Uh-huh."

"I can maybe see that for the Chinese man,
but what about the Italian woman?" he demanded.

I shrugged.

We went fishing for about an hour, then he
had to get back to work. We had a few nice spotted trout I would
keep in my freezer for him. He said he'd told his captain I was a
special unpaid consultant so I could come with him to the scenes to
see if I could spot anything, if I liked. Maybe something would
remind me of more – like why there was a ritual knot used at
all.

I'm always interested in murder scenes
because I write murder mysteries, so agreed to go with him.

 


"Teresa Bondi was found by her maid laying
against that glass cabinet," Moose explained. "There's a lot of
rare jade in that and this one. They're locked. The rest of this
stuff isn't so valuable."

"Nothing's missing?" I asked.

"According to the list from the insurance,
it's all here," he replied. He handed me the long list and I moved
along the cases, comparing. It didn't look like anything was gone,
but something wasn't quite right. I didn't know what.

"Anything missing at the other place?" I
asked.

"Not that we could see," he answered. "We can
go over there. The crew finished with both places yesterday."

 


"He was found beside the desk. Same thing as
Bondi."

I took the list he handed me and moved around
the room. There was jade in cases, on tables and in boxes. It
looked all right to me, but I didn't know from nothin' about jade.
Something did seem a tiny bit out of place, but it was more a mild
hunch, then I spotted what was wrong.



"This one wasn't nearly as neat as the
Italian woman," I said. "There's a lot of dust in the cabinets. The
third shelf on the far end. Something was taken from that velvet
rack and something was put back. If what was taken ... but that
doesn't make any sense! Why put it back?"

"The list says a display stand of six T'Chang
Figures," Moose said. "There are six of them."

"T'Chang? What the hell is that?"

He went to a catalog on the desk and looked
through it, then shook his head. He went to a shelf and took a
pamphlet to thumb through.

"T'Chang was a short period in a small part
of China a few years before Ming. It's a bit cruder than Ming and
isn't nearly so valuable from a monetary standpoint, but is greatly
more from a historical perspective," he reported.

"There isn't anything crude about these
pieces!" I snapped. "Get someone in here who knows jade! There was
T'Chang jade on the Bondi insurance list! I think we have a link,
but I don't have a clue as to what it might mean. A ritual knot and
rare Chinese jade figurines. It has to mean something! It has
to!"

Moose used the phone to call for an expert,
while I ranted. He said I was like a little kid. He got a kick out
of it.

 


"It's definitely Ming, not T'Chang," Reginald
Masters stated. "Quite nice, but not really the best, though much
more valuable than T'Chang."

 


"Yes. That's Ming, not T'Chang," Masters
repeated at Bondi's. "No question whatever. Somewhat better quality
than the other. Why on Earth would anyone replace T'Chang with
Ming? They are leaving some far more valuable items than they are
taking!"

"That's our problem," Moose replied. "We
figure that, we'll probably figure who."

Masters nodded, sniffed and left. Moose asked
me where we go from here.

"We'll have to find who else has any T'Chang
in the area," I answered. "They may all be dead by now."

"What do you mean?" he demanded.

"The ritual knot. Historical items taken and
valuable items left. Two dead bodies," I explained. "Somebody is
retrieving old treasures that were stolen from China before the
war, I'd say."

"Gah! How do we stop it?" he cried.

"We find one who gave or sold the things to
someone, then find that someone," I replied. "Who might know?"

"Madeleine Evers, at the museum," Moose said.
"She keeps tabs on the stuff that's in the area."

 


"Maddy, we have to know who has T'Chang!"
Moose cried. "This is important!"

"If you'll simply tell me what business it is
of the police, perhaps I can help," she said.

"We're trying to save their lives," I
answered quickly. "A dealer and Mrs. Bondi are already dead."

She looked shocked and stared at me, then
turned to Moose, who nodded.

She sat at her computer and brought up a
list. "Teresa, as you know, Bill Mey Ing, as you know, and Phillip
Levant at Calusa Shores," she said. "I can call Phil. His number's
here."

Moose asked her to please get in touch with
him as quickly as possible. She had the comp dial his number and he
came on the speakerphone. Moose asked him if he'd been approached
about the T'Chang jade.

"What's up?" he demanded. "Did she screw me?
The Ming is phony crap? What?"

"No, it's not phony," I said. "We need to
know who made a deal with you."

"Why?" he demanded.

"Phil, this is Maddy. Teresa's dead,
apparently killed for the T'Chang."

"Oh, come ON!" he protested. "That little
girl couldn't kill anyone! She didn't look like any killer to
me!"

"If they LOOKED like killers my job would be
a hell of a lot easier!" Moose snapped. "NO one would get away with
it! Mr. Levant, this is critical!"

"Er, I see, I guess," he said. "Her name was
Wu Fong. She was as beautiful a woman as I've ever seen. One of
those delicate women from Madam Butterfly."

"Wu Fong! Oh, my dear!" Maddy cried. Moose
thanked Levant and hung up. We stared at Maddy.

"She used the complist. She said she wanted
to find an uncle who collects hand-made dolls! She looked like a
fine China Doll, herself!

"Oh, dear! Oh, my dear!"

"Then she has the same list you have, which
shows those three in this area and a Frederick Haynes in Sarasota,"
I said. "How do we find who else?"

"Tampa, Orlando and Miami have listings," she
replied, and sat at the comp. "Here. I'll print it out. Oh,
dear."

Moose and I left with the lists.

"We can warn them," Moose said. "Maybe they
can set a trap of some sort, but it will be hell to prove."

"It'll be damned easy, if she has that jade,"
I argued. "There ain't no way in hell she can explain having
it!"

Moose called Sarasota to warn Haynes, then
called Orlando and Miami.

 


"They caught her in Sarasota not three hours
after I called," Moose said, casting toward the mangroves. "She had
this jade and she had some she got when she killed a man in Key
West. She tried to use the rope trick on a cop, but he was warned,
so they have that unique lock knot and her karate attack on the
officers who arrested her to add to the evidence.

"Five'll get you ten she gets sent back to
China in some big diplomatic trade deal. She'll get to take the
jade with her. You watch!"

"I believe they SHOULD get the jade back," I
argued. "It was stolen from them, and the people who bought it KNEW
it was stolen, so they get no sympathy from ME!"

"You think they should just let her go?!" he
demanded.

"No way! The jade should be returned," I
replied. "SHE should have a hi-amp electric current passed through
her body until she is dead, dead, dead!"

He grinned, nodded and gave me the
finger.

 



Sidestep

 


When one decides to write a story, he usually
writes down a list of names and events as a general outline.

I don't. Interaction of
characters must eventually result in the solution of a mystery – or
in the lack of a solution. I wrote one mystery (CD Grimes 5:
Murdert Happens) where
it was never solved, but that happens in real life, even if there
ain't a snowflake's chance that one will ever be published. (Except
by me!)

My characters sometimes surprise me.

Starting in a novelette I
call Odd Jobs – a
Lt. Nick Storie mystery – I introduce a character, Lonnie Micks,
all the women call their "Pan." He is extraordinarily handsome, yet
seems to be completely innocent and unaware of his strong effect on
women. He enjoys a wide variety of intimate relationships and is
constantly in such situations, but seems to believe that it's the
way of the world and that all men experience much the same
thing.

In a book
(Hellstorm) based
during the passage of Hurricane Andrew through Naples, he surprised
hell out of me when another character made a statement about him.
The statement came about when Nick made a remark about Lonnie being
unaware of the effect he was having a couple of girls on the beach.
Nick said something like, "...and he doesn't even know
it!"

Dan replied, "KNOW it? He enjoys HELL out of
it!"

It was the first time I realized Lonnie would
have to know his effect. Otherwise, he'd be stupid beyond
comprehension.

Strangely, he just grinned and blushed.

I still like Lonnie, because he's what almost
every guy fantasizes being. I still like him because he was able to
retain his honest innocence through it all. He's just as likeable –
because he didn't deny it.

See? I try to describe a character outside of
anything he's involved in and fail. You'd have to read the thing to
know what the hell I'm saying. It can only be said from the
perspectives of Lonnie and Nick.

I gave Lonnie certain characteristics. Nick
is quite different, in a number of ways. Marsha and Jim and Paddy
are individuals. Dan wasn't a regular continuing part of the
series, so he "saw" things someone too close would miss. If I'd
allowed Lonnie to somehow sidestep that issue, it would seem
contrived. I don't think Lonnie could survive that – with me. It
wouldn't be in his nature. Part of his innocence was his complete
lack of pretense. His honesty.

Many writers have a sudden sixth sense about
people they meet. It's my theory that comes about when someone is
acting out of character in some way most people would overlook. We
are often observers, so something suddenly doesn't fit. It's out of
step. We find ourselves suspicious. Sometimes that can be useful in
real life as well as in the planning of a story. You can have a
character who does not act in character who messes up a story.

Or an alibi.

The last case I worked with Moose on finally
ended yesterday. It was something where ... well, this is what
happened.

 


I put the last flask into the chamber,
sterilized the capsule, and sat to carefully split the pod. The
phone rang and I swore and kept on working. There was no way I was
leaving the sterile room until this was done!

I planted the six flasks, sealed them and
took them out to put them on the growing rack. The phone was
ringing again, but I ignored it.

Just as the last flask was being placed into
the upstairs growing area it rang again, so I slid open the door
and answered.

"CD? Where the hell have you been?" Moose
greeted.

"Working downstairs," I replied.

"You don't answer the phone if you're not
right there?"

"Sometimes not when I AM right here!" I
agreed. "What's up?"

"I'm stumped about something," he said. "You
have some time to listen?"

"Why not?"

"Fishing? Half an hour? My kicker?" he asked,
with a laugh.

"D'ju godt it!" I shot back.

 


"It's too great a day for anything to be
biting," I said, as we stopped upwind from the wide sweep of the
bay. There was a light breeze blowing from the southwest, so we'd
have over an hour of fishing before we'd drift past the deeper
water toward Estero.

"Hmm. We'll blow right toward where we found
that woman's body," Moose said. "It looks like you'll get to do
some exploring in there. There’s a lot of fancy driftwood.

"I guess trout's about it?"

"Maybe some cobia or something as we cross
the deeper channels to New Pass," I agreed. "So! What's got your
tiny intellect so confused you have to condescend to asking me
about it?"

"A sixteen year old girl's body was found
between Ft. Myers and Lehigh Acres last Wednesday," he replied.
"You probably read about it. In that stretch a mile or so before
the turnoff by Holding Creek?"

"Raped after being kidnapped from her
mother's place? Anne Thornton?" I asked.

"Uh-huh, only she wasn't raped," he answered.
"She was nude and beat up, but she was also still a virgin. It was
supposed to look like a rape.

"Well, we had a suspect of sorts. Johnny
Dawson, her eighteen year old boyfriend. We don't have even that
anymore."

"Playing football in front of ten thousand
people at the time of the murder?" I asked, putting a plastic
cushion on the piece of plywood I carry for the purpose and laying
back to relax.

"No. He didn't have any alibi. Wouldn't give
one, as a matter of fact," he said. "He just claimed he was
studying at home and hanging around. He made a phone call to
another boy, or I should say man, about the time of the murder and
SAID he was at home. He was a little drunk or something. Seems he
liked to drink a few beers when he was home. He just started at the
USF branch this year. Good student."

"Liked to drink?" I asked.

"Uh-huh. I guess. Maybe not. He died
yesterday afternoon about five thirty. Seems a can of beer had a
large dose of cyanide in it," he replied, suddenly yanking his line
as the float started running sideways to the drift.

"Needlefish," I said. "Suicide?"

"Supposed to look like it," he answered. "No
note, and he was studying for a math test.

"In beer?"

"I see. And?" I pulled in my line and ran the
float up, then let it back out. "Fish deeper or the needlefish are
gonna follow us and drive us nuts."

"Short trip," he quipped, pulling in his own
line to adjust the cork. "No evidence anyone else was anywhere
around."

"You lost me," I said, getting comfortable
again on my board.

"He was alone in his apartment, wearing his
skivvies. The beer was still carbonated and cold when the EMS got
there, so it was opened, the cyanide was added, and it was handed
to him. He took a big swallow, set the can on the desk, then fell
over. Right then and there! When he fell, he knocked over the chair
and went back into a coffee table full of books and such, which
turned over, making a lot of noise. The landlady was in her
apartment below his. She heard the noise and ran up there. She saw
him on the floor and grabbed his phone to call EMS, who came with a
cop. Six or seven minutes.

"There was no one there except him and the
landlady. No one passed her door by the entrance, no one was up
there and no one came down from the top floor. The rear door was
dead-bolted on the inside, so no one went out that way."

"How do you know the landlady was
downstairs?" I asked.

"She was on the phone with her ex-husband,
bitching about him not coming over to fix the clogged drain in the
laundry room," he said. "She heard the guy fall upstairs, told him
something was wrong, and hung up to run up. He could hear something
on the phone. The timing was on the dot."

I nodded. "How many others stayed there?"

"Just the landlady, ground floor, Dawson,
second floor, and Deena and Fred Young on the top floor," he
replied. "The Youngs run a little sports shop on Cleveland. They
were at the store. It had to be suicide, but I just CAN'T swallow
it! I CAN'T!"

"Whaddaya want from me?" I sang.

"An angle," he answered. "If that happened in
one of your stupid books, what would Storie or Grimes come up with?
How was it done?

"I read that thing you gave Ginger (his wife)
you call "Shades of Dr. Fell" – the locked room thing. This amounts
to the same thing."

"It does?" I asked.

"Don't get cute!" he snapped (We do that to
each other). "I will NOT accept it as suicide! One does NOT study
for a damned math test while killing himself. He will almost always
leave a note. I never heard of a suicide putting cyanide in a can
of BEER! Suicides either dress up or are nude, not wearing just
underwear, though I suppose those Bikini brief things could be
considered as dressed up – but he wasn't an exhibitionist – what
the hell! I'll concede THAT point for the argument saved. Doc's
giving me hell, but you know how he is."

"How in holy hell would I know how someone
called 'Doc' is?" I demanded.

"Doc Walters, the coroner," he grinned. "You
met him. He's holding up the certificate for me. Has a report about
a bad test result he has to remake. I have about sixty hours before
he has to put on it that he probably died from a large dose of
self-administered cyanide."

"Let me get this straight," I protested. "You
come out here fishing, which will take up about four hours of our
time, and tell me you only have sixty hours to solve something like
this? You know very well I don't need that much time!

"I have to talk to that landlady. I have to
look over the place. I have to know some things about the dead
girl."

"Uh-huh! We've got all afternoon!" he
replied. "I don't see there's any real great rush. That should be
PLENTY of time for YOU."

I grinned and gave him the middle-finger
salute.

 


A slightly plump, fair, "comfortable-looking"
woman in her late thirties in a pastel print dress and apron stared
at us a few moments after Moose rang the bell to her apartment. The
building was one of those too-tall things on a small lot, so looked
odd and unbalanced, though it also seemed comfortable enough.

"Mrs. Cook, CD Moulton," Moose
introduced.

We were at her door. The front door was six
feet away at the end of a closed hall with a stairwell perhaps
twelve feet back. There was a closed door directly across the
hall.

"It's locked on the inside," Moose explained,
when he saw me stare at it. "The stairwell is in the front center
of the main doors into the apartments, just like here. The
apartments wrap around it and are interconnected inside. The side
here opens into a parlor, the kitchen and dinette are to the left,
the bath sits behind the stairwell and the bedroom on that side.
The bedroom door down here is always kept locked. So was John
Dawson's."

"So. You heard him fall and went up those
stairs," I said. "His door was open?"

"He used his parlor more like a study den,"
Moose replied. "The door was generally open when he was there."

"Who are you?" Mrs. Cook demanded of me.

"Just a situation analyst," I replied. "There
are a couple of questions we have to clear up before we give a
finished report."

"I thought that doctor said it was suicide!"
she said, sharply. "What questions?"

"When there is no signed note, we have to
investigate," I said. "It's an unusual circumstance. Frankly, I
want to have a short look around, then I'll want to return to my
vacation.

"There's no fire escape or anything like
that?"

"Just the stairs there," Moose replied. "The
back stair leads into a little laundry room and storage shed, but
the door was bolted on the inside."

I gave Moose a look, but he didn't get
it.

"Will you show us the apartment, please?" I
asked.

"If the door's still open, I'll show it to
you," Moose said.

I nodded to Mrs. Cook and followed Moose back
to the stairs. "Why the hell won't you let her answer any damned
questions?" I demanded, as soon as we were out of earshot. "Maybe I
wanted HER in the apartment?"

"Why?" he asked.

"Because, unless she's deliberately lying,
she killed him," I snapped. "Listen to good old Sherlock Holmes'
advice. Eliminate the impossible."

"What do you base that on?" he asked, with a
smirk, adding, "I KNEW you'd see something!"

"She wasn't acting in character then," I
replied, with my own smirk.

He gave me a quizzical look.

"She tends to like most people and is a bit
of a gossip. That's not how she acted then."

"How do you know? You never met her before,"
he accused.

"The way she's dressed. No squint lines
around the eyes. She has her ex doing small repairs here," I
replied. "The body language. Her body's not used to how she was
acting then. I can't explain it."

He shrugged as we came to Dawson's apartment.
The door, just like below, opened into an apartment parlor. There
was a writing desk directly across against the wall with four cans
of light beer sitting on the top in the plastic six-pack rings.
There was a window to either side. A chair was on its side and a
coffee table between the door and the desk was upside down. There
were books and papers strewn around. The tape outline was to the
end of the coffee table to our right. There was a TV, CD player and
tape deck to the left of the desk with a fold-out sofa and soft
chair across from it. I tried the door across the hall, but it was
solid.

"Dead bolts on all of them," Moose said.
"That door's even painted shut on the inside."

I nodded and looked around, then went to the
door to the rear stairway. It had the bolt in place.

"Didn't go out that way OR outside. Bolted.
Both," Moose said.

I went on into the bedroom. The bed was a
mess and there were jeans and a tee shirt thrown across a chair.
There were several pictures on the dresser. They all seemed to be
his family.

I asked Moose which one was Dawson and he
pointed to a picture of a slender, muscular, tall young man with
dark hair and a good tan. He was with two other men, standing by a
boat on a beach, grinning at the camera. He was wearing a
boxer-type bathing suit.

"No pictures of the girlfriend?" I asked.

"In the wastebasket. He threw them out,"
Moose replied.

"Bullshit!" I cried. "His fiancee' was
murdered and he threw her picture away? Bullshit!"

Moose shrugged.

"Was this room printed?" I asked.

"For wha ... and the girl's picture in the
trash?" Moose said, slowly. "Why? Why would she kill him? I mean
... what?"

"Too many things out of character," I
explained. "First, with Cook, now HE threw away his girl's picture?
No way!"

"You stay here!" Moose ordered. "I'll go call
the lab."

He went back downstairs while I looked in the
bathroom. It was fairly neat. Moose came back in and we puttered
around until the van pulled up out front. Moose brought the crew in
and said to print that room – AND the pictures in the wastepaper
basket.

We started downstairs as Mrs. Cook came up to
ask what was going on. Moose started to say something and I quickly
said, "I want every window ledge examined. There had to be someone
else in that room. I want to know how he got out."

Moose caught on and remained silent.

"But ... I don't understand!" she cried. "Why
do you think anyone was there?"

"Where is the container the cyanide CAME in?"
I asked. "He was dead. HE didn't take it out of that room!"

Moose looked shocked.

"They found it in the kitchen!" she said.
"What do you mean?"

"HE was dead!" I snapped. "He did NOT take a
can of beer from the pack on the desk, go into the kitchen, dump
cyanide in it, then come back out front to drink it!"

She put a hand to her throat and looked
scared.

Moose told her not to go into the room until
the police were finished and we went out.

"Something that struck me I didn't mention
earlier," Moose said, as we drove off. "What happened to the other
can of beer? There was no empty can anywhere in the place. He had
one laced with cyanide and another was missing. I DID miss the bit
about the cyanide can being in the kitchen and the beer out
there.

"Where to?"

"I have to talk to Doc," I said.

We went directly to the morgue.

 


"Did Dawson show signs of recent sexual
activity?" I asked.

"Very recent," Doc said. "Why?"

"The bed was a mess," I said. "He was wearing
those Bikini briefs, but wasn't the exhibitionist type, yet his
door was open to the stairwell?"

"The cyanide was in the kitchen," Moose
said.

"That sort of bothered me," Doc replied.
"More than no note. It didn't make any sense. You asked about the
sixth can of beer, but we didn't find it.

"The landlady?"

"I'd say so," I agreed.

"It would have to be, but why?" he asked. "So
the college kid was boinging her. She was divorced and he was a
legal adult – except for the beer."

"Was there evidence he drank a lot?" I
asked.

"No. Maybe a can or two of beer a day," Doc
answered. "Not enough to do any damage."

"Could you tell if he'd been on any kind of
drunk recently?" I asked.

"Not any serious drinking for maybe ten days
or so," Doc answered. "Probably never had been really drunk. Body
chemistry didn't indicate any such thing."

"Could you determine if he'd been given any
kind of mickey recently?" I asked.

"How recently?" he asked.

"How about last Wednesday – five days ago?" I
asked.

 


"So Doc'll check for a KO potion," Moose
said, as we got into his car. "What next?"

"The ex," I said. "When we come back I'll
have to tie it all together, somehow, but her fingerprints on the
picture should do it."

"Like hell! All she has to do is say she
cleaned the place and naturally had prints on all the pictures –
and everything else."

"Like the sixpack?" I asked.

"No prints," he said. "You pick those things
up by the plastic rings. There wouldn't be."

"I challenge you to take a can from the
plastic rings without holding the next can down!" I snapped. "Do
you mean there were NO prints on those cans?"

"Only some that were smudged. I noted that,"
he said, with a grin. "He wore gloves to take a beer from the pack?
A beer he was going to lace with cyanide to kill himself with? As
the little girl said to Dorothy on "Golden Girls" – get REAL,
Grandma!"

"Any other little clues you've kept from me?"
I asked.

"I GAVE you the report! You could have read
it!" he said.

I grinned.

 


We drove up to an apartment building a few
blocks from the Cook place. Moose said the ex owned it.

"Why did you call me for this?" I asked, as
we got out of the car. "You had this figured exactly like I
do."

"Uh-uh!" he replied. "I figured her, but it
didn't make any sense and I didn't have any kind of connection. YOU
connected the girl's picture and the cyanide thing – which I would
have thought out – the cyanide in the kitchen. No motive. I can't
figure that.

"Like Doc said, she's divorced and he's
legal, so WHY, damnit!

"You figure he was KO'ed on Wednesday, so you
think she killed the girl, too. WHY? What's going on they both knew
about?"

"I'd say Dawson said or did something that
let her know he was suspicious about the girlfriend's death, so she
got rid of him," I said. "I thought I had a motive for her killing
the girl, but she wouldn't logically have killed him, in that case,
so I'm missing something."

"Killed her to get him?" Moose asked.

"Yeah, but then she wouldn't have killed HIM,
would she?" I shot back. "At least, that would be her defense. We
have to find out why she DID just that. Something a jury will
buy."

 


We went into the house and found Hank Cook in
an apartment, changing washers in the kitchen sink. Moose
introduced us and we chatted a few minutes before I asked if we
could discuss some personal things. He shrugged.

"You and your ex-wife seem to get along
pretty well," I said. "Why the divorce?"

"The truth – or what we agreed to say in
court?" He grinned. "I wasn't getting anything in the bedroom. She
said I couldn't do anything for her anymore. I ain't the type to do
without, so I told her it was either with her or somebody else. Her
choice. She said she'd look around for somebody who could do her
some good if I was gonna do that, so we agreed to one of them
no-fault things. I sort of do for her, sometimes. Fix up things.
These places don't pay no leftovers for contractors. Just enough to
get by."

"She wanted some younger stuff, huh?" I
asked.

"Let's say she always has some college boy in
there who pays rent with part cash and part favors," he said.

"Same deal here?" I asked.

"Don't much care for college BOYS," he
grinned. "Little lady in this apartment came up with her own kind
of deal. I took it. Weren't at my suggestion so ... everybody's
happy enough. Her roomie pays cash, she pays favors. Roomie or
nobody else knows, savvy?"

"None of MY business! Thanks!" I answered.
"The ex was on the phone talking to you when the guy kicked off
upstairs?"

"Yeah. Heard the crash and thump over the
phone, then she sort of squealed and hung up on me," he replied.
"Cops came, this guy here, and asked about it. I signed a
thing."

"We're just tying it up, now," I said.
"Thanks for the help."

"You know where he got the poison?" he asked.
"I mean, it was that stuff for the ants, right?"

"Cyanide," Moose said. "No. We haven't found
where it came from, but it's stuff exterminators use, so he could
have lifted it from somebody's truck."

"Cookie didn't tell you it was from me?" he
said. "I guess she were kinda shook up, but he got it t'other day –
day b'fore he used it on hisself. Use it to get rid of fire ants
along the foundation. They come in ever year this time. I could
prob'ly get in trouble fer givin' it to him, but I didn't think
he'd use it for THAT!"

"You gave it to him?" I asked.

"Cookie ain't handlin' no poison like that,
so I left it with him and told him she saw some ants starting on
the side, so I'd be obliged if he'd get rid of them. All he had to
do was put some poly over the place and put the powder in a dish of
water under it and add a drop or two of battery acid. He knew to
see nobody came within twenty feet for a hour.

"Cookie said to give it to him 'cause SHE
weren't usin' it! Ever year it were the same. Need the shit, but
SHE sure weren't touchin' it!"
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