
        
            
                
            
        

     

 

 

 

The
Traveling Corpse
 

 

 

Betsy Jones Hayba
 

 

 

*
 

 

 


 

Double Edge Press, Scenery Hill, Pennsylvania
 

 

 

*
 

 

 

Double Edge Press
 

Ebook ISBN 9781938002113
 

The Traveling Corpse
Copyright © 2012 Betsy Hayba
 

Cover Artwork: Original cover design by Rebecca Melvin/Double Edge Press includes use of the following images in its composition:
 

© Dmitriy Cherevko | Dreamstime.com – Dead woman lying on the sofa – Royalty paid for use in this work
 

© Newlight | Dreamstime.com – Stack of Gift Boxes – Royalty paid for use in this work
 

© Baloncici | Dreamstime.com – Boxes – Royalty paid for use in this work
 

© Lotophagi | Dreamstime.com – Red satin background – Royalty paid for use in this work
 

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher, Double Edge Press, 72 Ellview Road, Scenery Hill, PA 15360
 

This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
 

 

 

Dedication
 

 

I dedicate my novel to my family:
 

To my parents, Walter O. & Anna D. Jones, who taught me to believe the song Jesus Loves Me.
 

To my loving, devoted, half-Hungarian husband, ‘Frank’ Franklin Paul Hayba, a talented, honorable Christian gentleman who has lost his memory but has kept his hair and his delightful sense of humor.
 

To our three adult children and their spouses—Susan & Tony, Dan & Pam, and Margaret & Milt—who continually give us their love and support. And to our rainbow of grandchildren who are grand.
 

 

*
 

 

 

The
Traveling Corpse
 

 

 

Betsy Jones Hayba
 

 

 

*
 

 

Thanks
 

To: Betmar Acres, Zephyrhills, Florida, for forgiving me my flights of fancy in writing my purely fictional story set in a manufactured home park in central Florida.
 

To: The Creative Writers Club of Betmar for providing a sounding board for my writing, and to Barb Keenan for her helpful advice in editing the first 30 pages of my novel.
 

To: The Betmar Little Theatre for putting my original one-act plays on the boards each year.
 

To: The Florida Writers Association—your Orlando conference of 2011 opened doors for me in the publishing world.
 

To: Neal & Rebecca Melvin, Double Edge Press, for ‘discovering me’ and publishing my first novel; therefore allowing me to cross off another wish on my Bucket List.
 

To: Michelle & Charlie Acra and their Christmas letter with the Bible verse: James 1:2-3 “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance - the theme of my novel.
 

To: Those who shared their knowledge of Alligators, Ostriches, Emus, and Sheriff Departments:
Owners of Little Wheels, who raised Ostriches & Emus.
Alligator Trapper Ricky Lightsey and wife, Bunny.
Everglades Alligator Farm, Bob Freer, Owner.
John Brueggen, General Curator, St. Augustine Alligator Farm. Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation Commission.
Mickie Ramos, Sec.
Lindsey Hord, Lab.
Deputy Frank Pizzuto, Pasco County Sheriff’s office OSTRICH RANCHING IN AMERICA. By Dub Oliver, 1993.OSTRICH. By Michael A. Thomas. 2000.
 

 

 

The Beauty of Love
 

The question is asked, “Is there anything more beautiful in life than a boy and a girl clasping clean hands and pure hearts in the path of marriage? Can there be anything more beautiful than young love?
 

And the answer is given. Yes, there is a more beautiful thing. It is the spectacle of an old man and an old woman finishing their journey together on that path. Their hands are gnarled, but still clasped, their faces are seamed, but still radiant, their hearts are physically bowed and tired, but still strong with love and devotion for one another.
 

Yes, there is a more beautiful thing than young love. Old love.
 

—from an anonymous email
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Chapter 1
 

Late January
Tuesday Evening, 6 P.M.
 

Annie and her best friend, Barb, finished wrapping the last of the tuna fish and the egg salad sandwiches. They’d been making them to sell to the over fifty-five crowd that played Bingo on Tuesday evenings at BradLee Retirement Park in central Florida. From the stage nearby, they heard Karl, the head Bingo caller, boom out, “B-3!” Annie glanced at the clock. In a few minutes there would be a rest break in the games and then the snack window would be swamped with customers. She and Barb and the rest of the kitchen volunteers would be busy selling refreshments—sandwiches, soft drinks, candy bars, potato chips, popcorn, and pieces of cake.
If she hurried, she could slip out from the kitchen and into the rec room and check out the drawer with the seasonal decorations and see what Valentine stuff could be re-used from last year. In a weak moment, Annie had promised to decorate the inside of the clubhouse for February. She knew she needed to stop volunteering so much. Barb, her very practical and dear friend, reminded her often that they had worked long and hard all their lives. Now that they were retired senior citizens, they needed to take time to play and relax.
Annie took off her apron and told Barb she’d be back in a few minutes. Hurrying into the big hall, she stepped on some spilled popcorn, lost her balance, and started slipping. To keep from falling, she frantically reached out for support and caught hold of the short canvas money apron tied around George Jolley’s extra large waist. The three pockets were all stuffed full of five, ten and twenty dollar bills.
George, affectionately known as Jiggs, was one of several volunteers who were Call-Back Workers. When a player won a board and shouted out “Bingo!” Jiggs would hurry over to that person and call out their numbers to have them checked with the master board mounted on the stage. If they matched, he’d pay the winner the prize money on the spot.
Jiggs, a big, bald man well over six foot tall, caught Annie easily and gave her one of his warm, friendly smiles. He had one arm wrapped around her back to steady her and his other hand gripped Annie’s. To her chagrin, she realized that she was clutching a fist full of twenty dollar bills. Embarrassed, she dropped the money back into his apron pocket and apologized for grabbing the Bingo money as she was falling. Jiggs teased, “I never mind having a pretty woman fall for me!”
At seventy-two, Annie was still a pretty woman with a crown of thick wavy hair that was now pure white. She was blessed with a creamy complexion and few wrinkles; most of those laugh lines. People immediately noticed her violet eyes. The first compliment that Art, now her husband of forty-nine years, had given her long ago was about her eyes. He’d told her that they were as amazing as Elizabeth Taylor’s. She’d never forgotten his flattering words. She couldn’t forget them because Art was still in love with her and her violet eyes, and he frequently told her so. She was of medium height and not quite as slender as she was as a young woman taking nurse’s training, but she still stood straight and carried herself with ease. Smiling at Jiggs, Annie thanked him again for catching her, straightened her long, light blue denim jumper, and moved toward the stage.
Some ingenuous BradLee resident made good use of the space under the stage ten years earlier when Old Main Club House was built. Ten deep drawers fitted with casters were built in. Nine of the ten drawers were simple trolleys designed to hold long, narrow, folding tables. The wheeled drawers could be pulled out from under the stage and rolled around the hall as park volunteers worked setting up the tables or taking them down. The tenth drawer was similar, but it had sides added so it could be used for storage. Seasonal decorations for the big hall as well as other supplies were kept in there. Because of its size, Annie expected to have to tug hard on its handle, but with just a little pull, it rolled out easily. What made her glance up at the stage she didn’t know; she found herself looking right into the dark eyes of Karl Kreeger.
Like his friend Jiggs, Karl was also a big, tall man. But while Jiggs was completely bald, Karl’s head was covered with a shock of gray hair of which he was very proud. He always carried a small blue comb in his back pocket, reaching for it frequently and running it through his thick locks. Karl took pleasure in showing off in front of his fellow seniors with their receding hairlines.
He chaired the BradLee Bingo Committee. It was a big commitment, for the weekly funds were an important source of revenue for the park’s treasury. With his rich, full baritone voice, he enjoyed taking a turn at calling out the numbers.
Never losing the rhythm of his Bingo calls: “B – 1… . O – 68,” Annie realized that Karl was now watching her intently.
He’s always kinda nosy, she thought. Everybody thinks he’s so wonderful since he brings in so much Bingo money for the park, but I don’t like the way he treats his own wife. Then, forgetting about Karl, Annie busied herself. She lifted out the first cardboard box and set it on the edge of the stage. Opening it, she found it full of bunches of red and orange plastic leaves: fall decorations. The next box held Easter things. Strange! Annie thought. Who jumbled all the boxes up like this? She had helped put away the Christmas decorations, and they had taken care to have them all in an orderly fashion, with Valentine’s Day stuff in front as it was the next holiday coming up. She sighed, thinking that with her luck the Valentine cut-outs had some how been moved all the way to the bottom, or maybe even to the back, of the big drawer.
Annie set aside the two wrong boxes and reached inside the drawer again. This time she tried rummaging, looking by feel for the box that held the Valentine’s Day decorations beneath the clutter of stuff on top that obviously was not Valentine’s Day stuff. Her hand brushed against something that she instinctively knew should not be there. Her heart beat funny in her chest and the floor below her and the stage above her seemed to tip in opposite directions. Her first instinct was to jerk her hand out and away from the object that repelled it. Instead, she gripped the object tighter.
It was soft and definitely not box-shaped. It felt … fleshy … but not warm like flesh. She steeled herself and explored further, all the time thinking it had to be a mannequin, a joke, a prank, a—something besides what her nurse’s training was telling her that it was. It was an arm, a woman’s arm. How can this be? She slid her fingers down the limb and closed them around a delicate and deathly cold hand. Annie had spent years as a hospital nurse, so it was natural for her to try to find a pulse. There was none.
“Bingo!” Just then three players yelled out.
Bingo! Annie thought. Bingo! I think I’ve hit the jackpot of … of—trouble!
She felt faint, but she also knew she needed to keep her self-control, the only thing keeping her from yelling out, Murder! Instead, she forced herself to remain quiet, thinking, Screaming will surely cause a commotion and upset all these old Bingo players. You’ll have fifteen heart-attacks on your hands before you can say… well … Bingo! Glancing up at the stage, she was glad to see that Karl was watching Jiggs and two other Call-Back Workers counting out twenty dollar bills to a trio of simultaneous winners.
A suspicious thought popped into her mind. Only yesterday, Barb had told her a rumor that her husband, Brad, had told her. He was on the Board of Directors for the park. He told his wife that the Board was quietly investigating a problem with the Bingo leadership. Hushed questions were being asked about whether or not Karl might be skimming money from the games each week. Armed with that bit of knowledge and a dead body, Annie quickly decided, Tonight is not the best time to go hunting for Valentines.
As calmly as possible, Annie picked up one of the boxes she had pulled out previously and bent down to put it away. She took a quick peek. Part of the torso and the right arm and hand of a petite woman was all that was visible. A box covered the face and shoulders and a large plastic bag over her legs and feet trailed off beneath other supplies. Expensive jewelry caught Annie’s eye. On the index finger, there was a large ruby ring surrounded by tiny diamonds. Around the delicate wrist there was a heavy gold chain bracelet. She also noted that the fingernails on the right hand were polished bright red, and they were not chipped, indicating a recent manicure. And those certainly looked like designer jeans to Annie.
She had never been so scared in all her life. Putting a hand to her left temple, a gesture she did habitually when she was troubled, she said a quick sentence prayer, Lord, it’s Annie down here. I’m scared. Guide me, please. In Jesus’ name, Amen. A sense of peace and reassurance began to flow through her. Thinking quickly, she concluded, Whoever is in that drawer is dead, and if she is dead, she can wait in there a little longer, maybe until Bingo is over. After all, it’s not like she’s going anywhere!
Her nimble mind was flying, and a chill ran through her bringing goose bumps as she realized she had serious cause to be alarmed. If there is a dead body in there, then that means there is probably a live murderer around here, probably right here in this room. Possibly he’s watching my every move right this minute! As fast as she could, Annie piled the remaining boxes back on top of the dead woman, shoved the drawer in under the stage and somehow managed to walk to the kitchen without stumbling.
Tall, elegant Barb was shocked when she saw her friend. “Annie, what’s wrong? You’re as white as your hair! Are you feeling okay? Do I need to call an ambulance?” Annie put a finger to her lips and collapsed onto a metal folding chair in a corner of the kitchen. Barb was puzzled but moved to shield her friend from the stares of the other kitchen volunteers. Herb Harris was more interested in Annie than watching the brats and hot-dogs he was grilling. Mac stopped washing a pan, straightened up from the sink and stared. The twins, Dolly and Molly, let the trays full of wrapped pieces of cake they carried tilt at precarious angles.
Barb demanded in her hushed but authoritative school teacher voice, “What happened out there? You look like you saw a ghost!” She grabbed a pack of paper napkins and used them to fan her friend. “You were only gone a few minutes! What did you do in that short amount of time that upset you so?”
Purposely speaking loud enough for others to hear, Annie summoned up the strength to ask, “Barb will you get me a damp towel? I don’t know what came over me. I could use some fresh air.” Barb hurried to wet a tea towel and then helped Annie out the back door of the kitchen and on to the screened patio. A gust of wind caught the door and blew it wide open. Garlands of Spanish moss hanging from the nearby live Oak trees danced wildly. A storm was brewing, and Barb was brewing with curiosity.
“Annie Andersen,” Barb warned as soon as they were outside, “tell me what happened to you or I’ll … I’ll—”
Annie cut in, “Barb, you said I looked like a ghost. Well, I didn’t see a ghost, but, believe me, and I certainly hope you will believe me, I did see a dead body! Or at least I saw part of a dead body!”
Barb’s attitude quickly changed to amazement as Annie told her about feeling the arm of a dead woman in the storage drawer. She trembled, “I’d have screamed if I’d touched a dead person!”
“No, you wouldn’t have, Barb. That would have been the last thing to do. Not with all those old people sitting in there!” Annie warned.
Barb pointed out, regaining her humor, “They’re not any older than we are.”
“Oh, well, I guess you’re right. But I just didn’t want to scare them. Look at how upset I am, and I was a nurse for over forty years!”
“Well, you certainly scared me. You’ve got to call the police.”
“I will, of course,” Annie assured her, “But I didn’t want to use the kitchen phone. I didn’t want anyone to overhear me calling a law officer.”
Surprised, Barb asked, “Why didn’t you want anyone to know you were calling the police? That seems like the first thing you should do.”
“Think about it, Barb. The murderer could have been there watching me.”
“Oh, I didn’t think of that. That’s downright scary, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Annie admitted. “And I am scared. If he were watching me, and I’m not sure whether it’s a he or a she, he doesn’t know if I saw the body or not. I tried to be careful not to show any emotion. I thought I’d be safer that way.”
“That was using your head,” Barb praised her friend. “What do you want to do now?”
“Please, take me home. I’ll call the police from there.”
The two senior women hurried across the paved courtyard which lay between Old Main and the Shuffleboard Building. Just as they neared Barb’s electric golf cart, a jagged streak of lightning cut through the night sky. Thunder clapped so close that it jolted them. “I know we need to hurry,” Barb cautioned, “but we’d better take a few minutes to let down the sides on the golf cart or we’ll be soaking wet once the heavens open up.” They tore at the Velcro tapes, and the clear plastic sides unrolled and dropped down. “Just snap a few of the front snaps and some along the bottom edge, enough to hold the side curtains from blowing out,” Barb instructed. “Don’t take time to do them all. Then hop in and zip up.” When they were snug inside, she pushed the pedal down, and they drove noiselessly out of the courtyard.
“My long skirt feels good tonight,” Annie sighed, tucking the denim material around her legs. While most of the women in the park dressed in slacks or Bermuda-length shorts, she often wore a Granny dress, an easy fitting, floor-length cotton dress or jumper. Annie had explained earlier to her friends, “I just like to wear dresses, always have.” Her friends had smiled back politely, not convinced that dresses were better than shorts or slacks for casual wear.
The strong wind pushed against the little cart making it hard to steer. Then a deluge of rain suddenly blanketed them. Another streak of lightning was followed by a jolting boom. Immediately, all of BradLee Park was swallowed up in darkness. Once again, an electrical storm hit with fury; a frequent happening in central Florida. As she slowed down and strained to see her way with only the little headlights to guide her, Barb complained, “Tampa area and central Florida get more electric storms than anyplace else in the nation.”
“I know we do,” Annie groaned. “And when the lights go out then the phone lines usually go dead, too! Whatever will we do? I need a telephone, and I need it now.”
With a quick movement, Barb swung the steering wheel to the left and said, “Change of plans. We’ll go to Verna and Von’s instead.”
“Why there?”
“Von has a cell phone.”
Strange as it seemed, few of them in their ‘gang’ of four couples who were all close friends had not made the leap to cell phones as of yet, with the exception of Von who had one for emergencies only. They were content with their ‘land-lines’. Why would anyone actually want to be reachable twenty-four hours a day? was the general consensus when they discussed it amongst themselves. They laughed at the notion of answering a call while on the golf course or at the pool. Wasn’t that part of the point of getting out of the house and enjoying recreation? That you were ‘off duty’ and good news or bad, it would have to wait? These youngsters nowadays, they concluded, are wound way too tight. Everything has to be now, now, now! Even a phone call couldn’t wait.
“I do wish that Art were here or at least that I could talk to him now. And your Brad, too.” Annie said. “Both of our husbands have such level heads; they’d know what was best to do in this situation.”
“Hey, girl, I think you’re doing just fine with all the stress you’re under. And the fellows should be back from that shuffleboard tournament soon.”
Annie asked, “Did Mr. B go with them?”
Mr. B was Brad’s father, Barb’s father-in-law. He was the original ‘Brad’ in BradLee Park, and Lee was a nick-name for Leah, Barb’s mother-in-law. When their only son enrolled at Florida State University and decided he wanted to be an electrical engineer and not a truck farmer, the B’s sold their farm in southern Michigan and moved to central Florida. At first they ran cattle on their newly purchased land northeast of Tampa. Friends and family visited and enjoyed spending winters in this friendly, economical part of the state. So, the Bradkowskis bought a small travel trailer to use as a guest house. More came. From that innocent beginning, Brad and Lee Bradkowski slowly turned their cattle ranch into a beautiful retirement park filled with manufactured homes set on spacious lots.
Answering Annie’s question about Mr. B, Barb said, “Yes, he felt up to going. He wasn’t playing, though; this tournament wasn’t for pros, and Mr. B’s a pro, you know,” Barb added proudly. “Only amateurs competed today. He likes to go whenever Brad is playing, hoping his son will be able to turn pro, too.”
“Mr. B always has a good joke or two to tell so Brad should have a good story to share with us when he gets home,” Annie commented.
“We can all use some cheering up after what happened to you tonight.”
Annie agreed and then added, “I think they were going to eat after the tournament at that famous restaurant, the one that’s named for some Florida tree. You always have to wait to get a table there.”
“True, but they’d be getting to the restaurant early, before the big rush; so I don’t expect them to be late getting back.”
“I hope you’re right,” Annie murmured. “I’d sure like Art’s support right now.”
“You don’t want to wait for them to get here before you call the police, do you?”
“No, I think I’ll explode if we have to keep this secret much longer!”
The howling wind grew louder, making it hard to hear one another. They fell silent and sat forward, straining to see their way through the storm. The wind made Annie nervous; she had never liked wind ever since she lived through a deadly tornado in the Mid-West when she was a ten year old child. Now, she had the same sick feeling in the pit of her stomach as she had then, but this time it wasn’t caused by the storm.
 

 

* * *
 

 

Tuesday Evening, 6:30 P.M.
 

It was a great relief to both women when they finally drove under the shelter of Vigeaux’s carport. There was enough room on the wide cement drive for Barb to pull her golf cart alongside Von’s Lincoln Town Car. They were happy to be protected from the heavy rain as they wiggled out of the side curtains. They had to pound hard on the side door of their friend’s manufactured home to be heard over the storm. When Von finally came to the door, he hurried them inside away from the stiff wind that was now blowing the rain sideways into the carport.
“Quick!” said Annie to Verna and Von without waiting to greet her friends, “May I use your cell phone. Please, it’s really an emergency!”
The Vigeauxs looked at Barb for an explanation, “She needs to call the police. She really does.”
“You’re welcome to use it, but it’s in my car. We’ll have to go outside. And, oh, you need to call the sheriff, not the police. BradLee’s in the county, not the city.”
“You’re right, Von,” Annie said. “I grew up in a city, and I always think of police before I do the sheriff.”
Verna, whose northern Maine accent was stronger than her husband’s, tried to get them to wait until the storm eased, “You’ll both get soaked if you go outdoors now. It’s raining way too hard to go out there, even undah the cahport. Surely, it won’t hurt to wait a few minutes. These kindar storms nevah last too long.”
“Please, this is an emergency. I really need to call for help right away,” Annie pleaded.
Von ignored his wife. He’d been a lumberman for many years, making his living in the rough, wild Maine woods, and he wasn’t about to let a Florida rainstorm keep him from going out to his car when it was parked in his own carport. He pulled his car keys out of his pocket ready to go outside. “I’ll bring it in. No sense both of us getting’ wet.” He thought to ask Annie, “Do you know the phone number?”
She shook her head.
“Well, while you look up the number, I’ll run out and fetch it. I keep it in the car just for emergencies.”
Verna pushed her glasses up on her nose, then reached for the phone book. As she was looking for the number of the sheriff, she asked, “Why do you have to call the police? I mean, the sheriff?” It was a natural question for a law-abiding woman to ask.
“Just give me the number,” Annie begged. “Barb can tell you more.”
Von’s shirt was damp by the time he arrived back in the house. He turned on the cell phone and dialed the number then handed the phone to Annie. She raised it to the side of her head. Von explained, “Just talk into it like you would on a regular phone.”
She thanked him and mouthed to he and his wife both, “Listen and you’ll get the whole story.”
She expected to be calm and collected, but when the dispatcher at the Sheriff’s Department answered, Annie blurted out, “There’s a body, and it’s dead, and it’s in a drawer, and…”
The dispatcher interrupted, “Ma’am, I’ll put you through to Sergeant Menendez.”
When the sergeant came on the line, Annie was surprised to hear a woman’s voice. The officer suggested that Annie take a deep breath and then begin. Annie told her story—that she had seen and felt the right arm and hand of a dead woman wearing jewelry, red fingernail polish, and light blue denim jeans and that it was in a drawer in BradLee’s Old Main Clubhouse.
When she finally gave the phone back to Von, Annie said with relief, “It took awhile, but I finally convinced that woman sergeant that she needs to come out here to BradLee and check this out.”
Von shook his head in disbelief, “Annie, you’ve had a horrible experience. You know Verna and I will do anything and everything we can to help you.”
“The first thing to do is to not say anything to anyone for a while. I may be in danger.”
“Just tell us what you want us to do. We’ll be there for you.”
“Thanks,” Annie said to her friends.
Verna said, “Von, you are wet. I don’t want you getting sick. We’ve got a mystery to solve, and you need to stay well. Go put on a dry shirt.”
Barb had been looking out of Vigeaux’s front window. She exclaimed, “I see some lights over there.” She pointed towards the part of the park where she and Annie lived. “Hopefully, ours are back on, too”
Annie looked out the window too. “And it looks like the rain is beginning to slacken. Like Verna said, these sudden, hard storms never last too long. Maybe the electricity is back on at my place by now. Please, may I use the phone again? I want to call home and talk to Art, or at least leave him a message on our answering machine, that is if it’s working. I’ll ask him to come over here or to find me at Old Main.”
Annie dialed her home phone number. When Art didn’t pick up, she pleaded to the answering machine, “Oh, Honey, I hope you get home soon; something awful has happened. I need you; I really do. Please call Brad and let him know that Barb’s with me at Vigeaux’s. If we aren’t here, we’ll be at Old Main with the Sheriff.” She knew that ‘need’ was a magic word and so was ‘Sheriff.’ Art would come looking for her as soon as he heard her plea, no matter how tired he was.
 

 

* * *
 

 

Tuesday, 7:00 P.M.
 

Brad Barkowski pulled his Chevy Suburban to a stop under the shelter of Art Andersen’s carport.
Art climbed out, stretched, said his thanks, and waved good-bye to his friend. He was exhausted after a long day away and was glad to be home. The house was dark, so he knew Annie wasn’t home from Bingo. He flipped the light switch on and then hung up his windbreaker in the Florida room. There was only one thing he wanted to do and that was to ease his long lean body into his favorite recliner and rest until Annie got back. As he crossed through the kitchen, he saw the light blinking on the microwave oven. That meant one thing; the power had gone out again.
Checking his wristwatch, he noted that it had only been off for twelve minutes. He decided that the microwave could wait; he’d reset its clock later. The answering machine was also blinking. He hesitated, thinking he’d really like to rest first. But since Annie wasn’t home, it might be a message from her. With a sigh, he pushed the button and immediately heard the distress in his devoted Annie’s voice. This summer they would be married 50 years, and he knew every nuance in her pleasing voice. This particular tone meant trouble. As the message was playing, he started pulling his jacket back on. He made a quick call to Brad and then hurried to his car.
It was still raining hard, but it wasn’t a downpour now. Fortunately, the streetlights were working on Lakeside Blvd. As he parked in Von and Verna Vigeaux’s driveway, Brad pulled in beside him. “Long time no see,” he joked as the two men shook hands.
“I didn’t expect to see you again tonight,” his friend answered. “Looks like Barb’s involved in some trouble that Annie’s stirred up.”
“She didn’t go into details; so I don’t know what it is. She just left me a message to come here first. But the sound of her voice has me worried.” Art shook his head, remembering some of the adventures that the two women had shared. “Those two have had some fun times together, but they’ve never had to call in the law before! Glad we got here before the Sheriff did. I want to be with Annie when she faces them.”
As they walked to the side door, Brad said, “And I’ll bet those officers aren’t any happier about having to come out in this weather than we are.” Both Art and Brad knew, though, that nothing would keep them home if their wives needed them; they’d be right by their sides.
Art added, “And I’ll bet those deputies are asking themselves, ‘What trifling thing has upset the little old seniors tonight?’ You can bet it’s something serious, or Annie would not have called the Sheriff’s department for help.”
 

* * *
 

Actually, Art wasn’t far from the mark. Earlier, Maria Menendez, a trim, dark-haired, thirty-year-old woman who had recently been promoted to the rank of sergeant, hung up the telephone at the Sheriff’s Department. She then called her assistant, Deputy Joe Juarez, and said, “We’ve got a weird one tonight, and the moon isn’t even full!” Juarez, young and athletic, was new on the force, and like Menendez, he was of Latin descent; he was Mexican, and she was Cuban. Recently, he had hired on at the county Sheriff’s Department after finishing a two-year criminal justice course of study at a local community college. Neither of the officers was thrilled to have to go out in a storm to answer a call that seemed strange—a real lulu.
“Tell me again,” Joe asked his sergeant as she got into his car, “Why didn’t that woman get a look at the dead woman’s face? It was right there in the drawer, wasn’t it?”
“It’s the weird ones that make our job interesting,” Maria Menendez answered as she fastened her seat belt. “All I know is what that Andersen woman told me on the phone. She claims she is a Registered Nurse, now retired and that there is a dead woman in some storage drawer in BradLee’s Old Main Clubhouse. She told me that she didn’t want to cause a panic at Bingo; so she just slid the drawer back and called us. If she’s actually a nurse, she must know a dead person when she sees one.”
“But, she didn’t see a dead person. You said she only saw a dead arm and hand!” Joe shook his head, not convinced that this wasn’t a joke of some kind.
“Well, my little friend,” Maria said to the young deputy who towered over her 5 foot 3 inch slender frame, “we may get wet, but we need to check this one out. Don’t put the siren on. No need to upset the little old seniors yet. They’ll be put off enough because their phones are out. We’ll be getting calls complaining, ‘Why can’t you make the Electric Company keep the electricity on?’ They’ll whine, ‘It doesn’t go off all the time up North where we used to live.’ Personally, if they like their precious North so much, why don’t they just stay up there?” Maria ended decisively.
“If you’re not fond of retirees,” Juarez said, “then you’re living in the wrong state.”
“I know. Florida is God’s holding pen. It isn’t that I dislike older people, it’s just that I’ve had some unpleasant dealings with some of them. Maybe this case will make me change my mind,” she responded as she drummed her fingers on her thighs.
“From the memo you just gave me,” Joe Juarez said, “I wouldn’t bank on it.”
They drove on without talking until Joe broke the silence, saying, “Some of the lights have come back on over on the west side of town. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and BradLee’s lights will be on by the time we get there. That would make things easier for us,” he said.
Menendez answered, “Lights will certainly make it easier to identify a body. But there is usually nothing easy about solving a murder. However, it will be better if we’re there to find the body than if Mrs. Andersen had tried to handle it by herself. She probably did the cool thing. She actually sounded fairly sensible on the phone. Well, here we are. For your information, Joe, the people who live here are Von and Verna Vigeaux, friends of Annie Andersen and her friend, Barbara Bradkowski. Let’s find out the rest of the story,” Menendez said, getting out of the patrol car.
 

* * *
 

From Vigeaux’s front window, Barb watched the lights come back on. The parking lot for Old Main was full of cars; so she assumed that Bingo was still being played. She saw the deputy turn in and park the green and white cruiser. “They’re here,” she announced.
Art saw Annie draw in her breath and brace herself for the ordeal facing her.
The deputies introduced themselves as they entered the mobile home. The young man stood near Vigeaux’s front door while Sergeant Menendez took charge and began questioning Annie.
After retelling everything that had happened to her, Annie cautioned the deputies, “I don’t suppose I should try to tell you what to do, but I am old enough to be your mama—maybe your grandmother! I don’t think you should go charging into Old Main, not with all those old people in there playing Bingo. They might panic, and we don’t want anyone having a heart attack over this. Besides, that dead body will still be there. You can do this without making a big fuss. After all, it’s not going anywhere!”
The two uniformed officers shook their heads. Sgt. Menendez explained to the six seniors, “We can’t wait for Bingo to end; we must investigate right now. That body should not have been left unattended.” Annie started to protest, but the sergeant continued, “Under the circumstances you described, I understand your actions.”
Annie let out a sigh of relief.
The officers decided not to enter the hall through the front double doors. Rather, they chose to slip in the door on the east side of the building. This one was located near the stage and was the door closest to the Number Ten drawer. The six seniors were told to wait and watch from a distance. Since the temperature was dropping, they didn’t want to wait outside; they preferred to go inside the building to be warm and dry. The rain had stopped by now, but rain drops were still dripping from the dangling Spanish moss.
Annie and Art, Barb and Brad, and the Vigeauxs circled around the building, passing the double doors on the front entrance of Old Main and entering the building on the opposite side, through the back door to the kitchen. From the pass-through window, they watched the deputies pull out the Number Ten drawer.
By now, the second half of the Bingo games was in full swing. The lights had been out for less than fifteen minutes, and the Bingo players had waited patiently, knowing from past experience that the electricity would soon be back on. A woman that Annie only knew as Mary was taking her turn at calling the Bingo numbers. She announced, “O – 65.”
Annie looked around for Karl. She couldn’t see him; she couldn’t help but wonder where he was. However, her main attention was concentrated on the two officers. Everyone else in the large room was, too, keeping one eye on the deputies and the other one on the Bingo screens. The officers didn’t say a word as they sorted through the drawer. Sgt. Menendez took out a few of the boxes and plastic bags that held decorations. The Bingo caller kept on with, “G-47,” then “I-29.” Deputy Juarez took out more boxes, stacking them on the edge of the stage as Annie had done earlier that evening. Then the two officers bent deeper into the drawer. When they finally stood up, Annie saw the young deputy shrug. She watched them replace the boxes, push the drawer shut, and start to leave.
Annie couldn’t keep still. She whispered to Art, “They’re going. I’ve got to talk to them.”
He tried to hold her back, but Annie slipped away and crossed the room in front of the stage. She stopped the two officers just as they were leaving. “What?” she whispered.
“Nothing,” was all the sergeant said as she stepped outside.
Annie followed them out, and Art was right behind her. He heard her ask, “What do you mean, ‘Nothing?’ Are you sure?”
“We did not find a body in that drawer, ma’am,” said Sergeant Menendez, politely.
The deputy, Joe, agreed, “Nothing but decorations in there, ma’am.”
“But,” sputtered Annie, “I saw a hand, the right hand and part of her arm. I’m sure it was a woman’s hand. It was smaller than a man’s, and there was red polish on the nails. I don’t think the polish was even chipped—and a gold bracelet—and the hand was dead cold.”
“There is no hand in that drawer, ma’am.” The deputy said it like he needed to explain it to a child.
“But, there was! There was a dead person, or at least part of one, in that drawer! I was a nurse for a hundred years! For heaven’s sake! I know when something is dead!”
Patiently, the sergeant replied, “There was nothing dead in that drawer, ma’am. Just boxes and a plastic bag.”
Annie started to argue, but her husband put his arm around her and said, “Let’s go back inside, Annie. It’s cold out here.”
Much as she loved and respected her husband, Annie ignored him again. She implored the officers, “No, don’t leave! Please, go look in that drawer again.” When they shook their heads, Annie begged. “Then will you at least look in the other ones? Please look in the other drawers. Maybe it’s in one of those. Please believe me.”
Surprisingly, Sergeant Menendez took pity on her and said, “Okay, ma’am, we’ll look in the other drawers.”
“All nine of them?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
While the Bingo caller announced, “B-11,” Menendez and Juarez began pulling out the drawers, one by one. Annie and Art shivered and watched them from outside through the window of the side door. Annie complained to her husband, “They aren’t searching very hard. They’re only pulling each drawer open a little ways and taking a quick peek.”
Satisfied that none of the drawers held a dead body, the officers left after suggesting to Annie that she call them if and when she found the body again.
Annie was far from satisfied, but she didn’t know what else to do tonight except to go back to the kitchen and say goodnight to her friends. “I don’t know what to tell you,” she began speaking to Barb, Brad, Verna and Von, and Art, too. “I don’t know if you believe me or not, but there was—or at least I saw and felt part of a dead body in that tenth drawer. Since the corpse has disappeared, I really think it would be best if you, we, don’t talk about this with anyone else outside of our gang. I’ll tell the Davis’s tomorrow. Promise me you’ll keep it mum, at least until I can find out what happened, where the corpse has traveled to.”
They looked at her solemnly, mute. At least they didn’t look as though they disbelieved her.
“Whether we like it or not, this is a real mystery, a crime has been committed, and I’m smack dab in the middle of it,” Annie drew in her breath and continued, “And, as my friends, I hope you’ll help me solve it. It doesn’t look like we’ll get much help from the law. Those deputies were polite enough, but they are probably laughing about all this and saying something like, ‘That little-ole senior woman’s got a screw loose!’
“I may sound crazy to you, but I am the same person I was this afternoon at the bridge table when I bid and made that grand slam! I hadn’t lost my mind then. And I don’t have Alzheimer’s—at least, not yet! So, please, just love me, and trust me, and don’t talk about it outside of our gang.”
 

* * *
 

‘The Gang’ was a tight group of four couples, all retired and all living in BradLee Park. Their friendship had begun a few years earlier. It began one Wednesday morning when the Andersens went to Old Main, as usual, for nine o’clock Coffee Hour. The Snowbirds, those who only stayed in Florida seasonally, were all back for the winter so the hall was crowded. Art and Annie managed to find two seats together beside the Bentons, an older couple that they knew from the water aerobics class. They introduced their daughter, Barb, who was recently widowed. She had flown down from New York State to visit her parents. Annie liked Barb right away, and the feeling was mutual even though Barb was some eight years younger. Before Coffee Hour was over, the Bentons invited Art and Annie to ride with them on Saturday evening to go to a spaghetti dinner. The youth of their church were putting on the meal to raise funds for a charity project. “We’re Presbyterians,” Art said, “but we’ll be happy to join you and eat Methodist spaghetti.”
The round tables in the church fellowship hall sat eight. Three people were already seated at one of the tables, an older couple in their nineties and a middle-aged man. Art and Annie knew who they were although they had never been introduced. The older man smiled and motioned for the five of them to sit down, saying, “Please join us if you don’t mind sitting with Roman Catholics in a Methodist church. We’re the Bradkowski’s.”
“The Bentons here are Methodists,” Art motioned toward them, then added, “Annie and I are Presbyterians; so this will be an ecumenical table.” Art shook Mr. B’s hand, “We’ve never had the pleasure to meet you before, Mr. Bradkowski, but we do recognize you and your wife, as we live in BradLee. Thank you for having the foresight to found such an outstanding retirement park.”
Mr. B thanked Art, then introduced his son. Like his father, he was also nicknamed, Brad. Although he was at retirement age, he still enjoyed working as an electrical engineer at the Space Center at Cape Canaveral. Annie chuckled to herself, noting that before they sat down the tall athletic-looking Brad had easily moved so he was seated beside Barb. He was recently divorced; she was a broken-hearted widow then in her early 60’s. At the end of the dinner, Brad offered to take Barb to the airport on Monday, saying, “I’ll be driving to the Orlando area anyway. I’d be more than happy to leave an hour earlier so you can make your flight.” That was the beginning of Annie and Barb’s friendship as well as the romance of Brad and Barb. Six months later, it was Annie and Art who helped them elope.
The next fall, at a Woman’s Golf League Scramble, Annie and Barb happened to be assigned to the same team. The two other women making up their foursome were strangers. Verna was a snowbird from Maine. The younger woman was Edith Diane Davis, who, since childhood, had been known as DeeDee. She came to Florida from Ohio but was born and raised in East Tennessee. Verna and DeeDee were newcomers to BradLee, spending their first winter in Florida. The four women had an especially good time together; they thoroughly enjoyed each other’s company. Barb suggested that they meet a few mornings later to play another round of golf. During that second game, they learned that they all played bridge.
When they were walking back to the clubhouse, DeeDee said in her East Tennessee accent which she had never lost even though she had lived in Ohio ever since she married over 40 years ago, “I’ve had sech a good time with ya girls this mornin’. Would y’all like ta come ta my place tomorrow afternoon ta play cards? We’ve only got an old single wide trailer; it’s not very big, but we can play at my kitchen table. Will ya come? Say one o’clock?” Surprisingly, none of them had a doctor’s appointment scheduled. They quickly promised to be there.
So, besides becoming ‘The Golfing Gals,’ they were also known to their husbands as ‘The Bridge Buddies.’ A few weeks later, they invited their husbands to go out to dinner with them. The women were delighted when their husbands enjoyed talking with each other. It was a most congenial group; so an easy and lasting friendship formed among the four couples. Art jokingly called themselves the ‘A, B, D, & V’s’—Andersen, Bradkowski, Davis, and Vigeaux. But mostly, they all just called themselves ‘Our Gang.’
 

 

 




Chapter 2
Wednesday, 5 A.M.
 

That Tuesday night, Annie lay awake beside her sleeping husband in their queen-sized bed. She closed her eyes and said her prayers, asking God to lead her, to guide her, to show her how to prove that a crime had been committed. Her body was exhausted, but she couldn’t fall asleep. Her mind would not stop running the events of last evening over and over and over. Also, she wasn’t quite sure if Art and her friends believed her since she couldn’t produce a corpse. And, she was very sure those two deputies didn’t believe her. She kept asking herself, “Where has that corpse disappeared to? Who moved it? Where did they move it? Why did they move it? How did they move it?” The answers as well as sleep eluded her.
Finally, after several hours of rehashing all the facts, she fell into a troubled sleep only to wake up suddenly before five o’clock with an idea that gripped her. She knew she had to act on it; so she poked her husband. “Wake up, Art!” Her husband of almost 50 years groaned and rolled over. She pulled the covers off of him and said, “Please, Art, get up. I need you to go with me.”
There was Annie’s magic word: ‘Need.’ Art would always help her when she said she needed him. “Where?” he asked as he tried to pull the covers back over him.
Annie pulled them off of him again, and said, “To Old Main. We’ve got to look in all those other drawers. We need to check them ourselves. Please hurry; I want to get over there before anyone else goes nosing around. You know, ‘A stitch in time saves nine.’”
Art groaned at another of her old sayings. Slowly, he sat up on the side of the bed, stretched and yawned. When he had gotten his ying and yang together, he realized Annie was serious; she meant to find that body. He knew she was convinced that she’d seen something that was dead; although it was hard for him to believe it when she couldn’t produce a body. He ran his fingers through his wispy, sandy hair and tried to persuade her, “But, Annie, the deputies looked in the drawers—all the drawers, just like you asked them too.”
“But they didn’t do a thorough enough job. Please help me. Hurry and dress.”
Art shook his head and headed for the bathroom. When his wife set her Hungarian/German stubborn temperament to something, he knew she would not give up.
“You’ll want to wear a sweater and a jacket. It’s cold out,” Annie suggested, bringing him a glass of orange juice. “The temperature really dropped last night after the storm. There’s frost on the ground this morning. Glad I covered my geraniums yesterday afternoon. They’d all be dead if I hadn’t protected them from that freezing air.”
While Annie waited for Art to dress, she went out to their shed and backed out their cream-colored golf cart. Because the weather was so chilly, she pulled at the Velcro tabs to release the side curtains. She was snapping them down when Art came out. He did up the snaps on his side and slid into the passenger seat beside his determined wife. He pulled the long zipper down on his side as Annie did on hers. She handed him a mug of steaming hot coffee. “Brr,” he shivered, “This isn’t the Florida weather I like. The mug feels mighty good; it’s warming my hands.”
In the early morning January darkness, they drove down their street of manufactured homes and then took the path that wound through the park. The huge old Live Oak trees with their dangling gray Spanish moss were quiet and still now, as though worn out from all the frantic dancing in last night’s wild storm.
As she drove her golf cart for the half mile to Old Main through the lovely parklands of BradLee, Annie briefly forgot the tension of the preceding night, and she let her mind relax and think about this lovely place that she now called home. Not many manufactured home parks had spacious common areas like here.
This reminiscing flashed through Annie’s mind as she and Art rode through the foggy darkness. Art sipped his coffee as Annie drove. He couldn’t help protesting once again, “Annie, why are you dragging me out before daylight? The clubhouse won’t be open yet, and we don’t have a key.”
“But maybe it is! Maybe we can get inside. Anyway, I have to try. I can’t sleep anymore. We need to get in there before the Coffee Hour volunteers come to do their thing. Something’s wrong; I just know it. Please, Art, I need your help.”
“You got it.”
“Thanks, Honey. I know I can always count on you.”
She parked the golf cart in the courtyard. They tried the door that led to the bathrooms; they were open, but the entrance from that hallway into the clubhouse was locked.
“I’m not surprised,” Art said. “Security never locks up the restrooms, but they make sure the other doors are.”
“Let’s go try the front doors.”
As Art predicted, they were locked too. They tried all the doors on the east side: the door near the stage, the one into the Annex, the one into the Communications Office—all locked on that side of the building. Discouraged, they walked around the back to try the doors on the west side. Locked, but the screen door to the new patio off the rear of the kitchen was unlatched.
“Don’t get your hopes up,” Art warned. “The screen door doesn’t have to be locked if the back door is.” However, to their surprise, the handle turned when Art twisted it. How good it felt to go inside out of the cold. Before Art could find the light switch, they heard footsteps. They held their breaths, and their bodies went taut. A scary thought flashed through Annie’s mind. She realized that as soon as the two officers started searching the drawers under the stage last night, then the person who killed that woman and stuffed her in the big drawer was tipped off for certain that Annie had seen the body. A cold chill enveloped her; she didn’t feel safe anymore.
But, when the door opened, they both gasped with relief. From the faint glow of the security light, they saw their friend, Doc Davis, struggling to get through the door carrying a big electric roaster. He was as shocked to see them as they were to see him there at five a.m. on this cold January morning.
Art stepped over and took the roaster from his friend. Doc flipped on a light switch and turned up the heat and then explained why he was there so early. “I’ve got to get the meat for the monthly dinner out of the freezer and into a refrigerator to start defrosting. The dinner’s tomorrow night, you know.”
“We’ll be there; we don’t miss one of those dinners,” Art said. “We bought our tickets last week at Coffee Hour.”
Annie added, “You fellows cook up some very special suppers.”
“That’s the purpose,” Doc said, “good fellowship, good food, and make some money for the park.”
“Can’t beat that,” Art agreed.
“And to make it even better,” Annie interjected, “we women don’t have to cook that night. What kind of meat are we having?”
“Pork tenderloins. I was going to come over last night and get the meat out of the freezer, but then that storm came through and I didn’t feel like going out in it. What are you two doing here at this time of morning? If you’re working Coffee Hour you’re awful early.”
“No, Annie’s got to check on something,” Art said, rolling his eyes.
“Well, aren’t you going to tell him what happened last night?” she demanded, but there was warmth in her eyes and a softness in her voice.
“You tell him, Annie,” said her husband. “It’s your story—all the way!”
“I will,” she said, “but, oh, Doc, I need to apologize to you. We didn’t mean to leave you and DeeDee out of all the excitement. But, as you said, it was such a nasty evening, and well, it all happened so fast.”
Doc interrupted her, “What are you talking about?”
Art answered, “Just listen, Doc. You won’t believe what Annie found and lost last night.”
So, Annie began her story of the corpse that moved. She related her whole mystery, stressing the fact that they not talk about it to anybody who wasn’t in their gang. She ended by quoting Shakespeare, “Something’s rotten in Denmark,” and threw a teasing look at her husband whose parents were born in Denmark. Seriously, she added, “and something’s rotten right here in BradLee! Whoever put that body in the drawer knows that I saw it; so I’m a little frightened.”
“I don’t blame you,” Doc said. “Art, keep her safe. We can’t lose the founder of ‘Our Gang.”
“I’ll try,” her husband vowed, “but you know how independent she is.”
Doc changed the subject, “There’s another mystery—and that’s how the two of you got inside the building this morning without my seeing you. You sure gave me a scare when I came back into the kitchen and found you inside.”
Art agreed, “I don’t know how we could have missed seeing you outside. ‘Course it was a little foggy out. We walked all the way around the building trying to find a door that was open.”
Doc explained, “You must not have seen my golf cart in the dark and the fog. I parked it on the grass and came in through the patio. I unlocked the kitchen door, and then I unlocked the door to the hallway so DeeDee could get to the restroom. Then I walked outside the building to my golf cart to get the roaster to bring it back into the kitchen. You must have come when I was outside for that few minutes. It’s a wonder that we didn’t see you.”
Art chuckled, “I think we could make a great Laurel and Hardy-like sketch out of it if we could get the timing worked out.”
Annie smiled and shook her head, then asked, “Did you say DeeDee’s here? She’s not usually a morning person.”
“No, she isn’t, but her sciatica was acting up, and she couldn’t sleep,” said Doc. “Anyway, as I said, I went back to get the big roaster. Brad repaired it; he’s great about fixing our appliances. He’s always carrying home coffee pots or roasters that don’t work. He likes to tinker on them out in his garage.”
Just then they heard DeeDee yelling, “Doc! Doc!” She came running into the kitchen, nodded to her friends, then burst out, “Doc! I jest saw tha strangest thing! C’mon, y’all. Help me; he’s gettin’ away!”
Trusting her, they followed her outside. She explained breathlessly, “I come outta tha bathroom. I thought I saw somethin’ movin’ in tha courtyard jest outside tha bathroom door. It was dark out an’ a little foggy too, so I wasn’t sure. Tha security light’s on tha far side of tha courtyard; so it doesn’t give out much light. I couldn’t see very well. Anyway, I jest stood at tha door window an’ watched quiet-like. There was somebody there, that’s fer certain. He was bendin’ down between two of those big air-conditioner vents.” DeeDee pointed to the four big sheet metal funnels. Each was mounted on an air-conditioning unit. The funnels directed the air out from under the eaves of the roof. “I could swear I saw a big fella pull somethin’ heavy up from behind that third vent an’ carry it off. I was too s’prised ta say anythin’ at first. As I said, I jest watched, quiet-like. Whatever it was, he threw it over his shoulder an’ started towards tha Shuffleboard Buildin’. You know, they never lock it. I stepped outside an’ called ta him. He mustta heard me, but he didn’t even turn ‘round ta look back at me—jest kept a-hurryin’ ta get inside tha Shuffle Building. That’s when I come ta get Doc.”
The four of them hurried to the Shuffleboard Building. Doc flipped on the lights. Nothing was amiss. They walked all around and between the 24 covered courts, looking for anything unusual. The two men checked the storage room then went outside to look on the far side of the building.
While they were gone, Annie told DeeDee about finding and losing the dead body. Her Tennessee friend was shocked and deeply concerned for Annie’s safety. Annie felt that her trusting little friend, DeeDee, believed her story without question; the first person who had believed her unconditionally.
The men came back, shivering from the cold, shaking their heads and saying they hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary. Whatever DeeDee had seen had vanished without a trace.
DeeDee said to her husband, “Annie jest told me ‘bout tha awful thing that happened last night.”
“She told me already. It’s hard to believe something like that could happen in BradLee.”
As they walked back to the kitchen, Annie reasoned with them, “There’s definitely something strange going on! Something’s not right. Don’t you see? First, I find a dead woman in a drawer. Then her body disappears—Alakazam! Like magic; Bingo! It’s gone! Now, this morning before daylight, DeeDee sees something weird. She sees a man lift something heavy up from behind one of the air-conditioner units, and then he hustles through the shuffleboard courts. He doesn’t stop or even look back when DeeDee calls to him. He just takes off, and he’s gone!” Annie stopped suddenly, “Why, think about it; he could have been carrying that body! DeeDee, do you think it could have been a dead person he was carrying?”
“It did kindda fall over his shoulder like a body might. It was the right size fer sure!”
“Oh, DeeDee, thank-you. Thank-you for seeing that! And thank-you BradLee Park for having security lights so the courtyard wasn’t in total darkness!” said a happy Annie. “Now maybe people will believe me! I’m not in my dotage yet!”
“Now, don’t get carried away,” Art cautioned her. “We don’t have enough facts yet.” But he was beginning to wonder if maybe his wife really had seen what she said she’d seen in that drawer. Why shouldn’t he believe her? he asked himself. In all the years he’d known her, he’d never seen her hallucinate. He’d always trusted her; he should now, he reasoned. He would.
“DeeDee,” Annie asked, “can you describe the man you saw? You do think it was a man, don’t you?
“Oh, it was a man all right. He was big an’ tall. I’m jest sure it was a man. He took big long steps even carryin’ that—that thing—that body!”
“Could you tell what he was wearing?” Annie persisted.
“Not really, it was dark, don’t cha know? But there was one thing, he mighta been wearin’ a toboggan.”
As one, Art and Annie questioned her with raised eyebrows, “Wearing a toboggan? How do you wear a toboggan?”
Doc roared with laughter. “Guys, you don’t know how to talk East Tennessee, do you? I’m sure I don’t know why, but in East Tennessee, a toboggan isn’t necessarily a sled; it can be a knitted cap. You wear it in the winter. DeeDee taught me that the very first winter I met her—that was some 40 years ago at Auburn University.”
Surprised, Art said, “I didn’t know you went to Auburn. How did an Ohio boy get that far south?
Doc said with pride, “One of the best veterinarian schools in the country!”
Annie looked at her husband, “We do learn new things everyday—‘Another day; another dollar’!” Then she turned to DeeDee, “I am so glad you saw what you saw this morning—a big man wearing a knitted cap, or as you call it, a toboggan. I wonder how that fits our puzzle? Oh, by the way, could you make out any color?”
“Naw, it was too dark out. Everythin’ jest looked darkish, an’ remember there was still a little fog.”
“It’s a wonder,” Annie mused, “that Art or I didn’t see him. If we’d pulled in the courtyard just a few minutes later, we’d probably have seen it, too.”
“I don’t think he’d have picked up that body—if that’s what it was—if you’d been ‘round. I don’t think he wanted anyone ta see him,” DeeDee reasoned.
They had been walking back to the kitchen as they talked. Art flicked on more of the bright overhead kitchen lights and looked around. The Bingo clean-up crew had left everything neat and tidy, just as was expected of them. They’d swept the floor in the big room as well as the kitchen; so he was a little surprised to see a crumpled tissue on the floor of the hall near the entrance to the hallway and restrooms. He pointed to it and asked, “Did any of you drop that tissue?”
“Never use them,” Doc said. “What about you, DeeDee?”
“Tha box I’m using now has a pink design in it; that one’s all white.”
“I don’t think I dropped it,” Annie added. “Why do you ask?”
“Don’t you think it’s odd that there’s a crumpled tissue on the floor? If the Bingo crew swept up as carefully as it looks like they did, why is there a Kleenex left here? We’re the first ones in here this morning.”
“Maybe the security guard came inside and dropped it,” Doc suggested, then continued. “The volunteers’ shift lasts from 9 to 11 o’clock; then the paid security guard comes on until 5 A.M. He’s the one who checks the buildings and locks up.”
As Art picked up the crumpled tissue, Annie noticed a bright smudge on it. Pointing, she said, “Look at that, will you? That’s a lipstick blot—bright red—so you know that a woman used it!” Then an idea came to Annie, and she asked Doc, “Who’s doing the park security now? Is it a man or a woman?” Doc said he was sure it was a man. “So,” Annie said, “then we know this wasn’t dropped by the male security guard. This could be proof that there was a woman in here after the Bingo clean-up crew finished.”
“You don’t suppose he had his girl friend in here, do you?” Doc chuckled.
“It’s a possibility,” Annie agreed with a smile, “but I doubt it. I suppose we could check it out.”
Art started to throw the used tissue in the trashcan, but DeeDee stopped him, “Wait! Don’t throw it away, Art! I think we should keep it. It jest might be evidence!” She opened kitchen drawers, looking for something to put it in. Finding a roll of aluminum foil, she tore off a piece and wrapped up the tissue.
Doc laughed at the women, “We’ve got us a real-life Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watkins here!”
Annie defended her friend, “DeeDee’s right. It may be evidence. You never know what’s important. I do know something weird happened here yesterday. And DeeDee just saw something very strange outside. There is definitely something going on that is not normal. I’d sure like to know who moved that body. It was moved, you know. And I’d like to know why it’s traveling. Oh!” she rubbed her temple, “this is all very confusing! How do detectives keep everything straight?”
“In all the detective shows,” Art said, “they carry a notepad and write everything down.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” Annie said. “I’ll do it when I get home.”
Doc pulled out a key from his jean’s pocket and turned to unlock the walk-in freezer. Art, laughing, said, “Be careful going in there, Doc! That’s where they always hide the bodies!”
Doc stiffened.
“Oh, dear, it would be jest tha perfect place,” DeeDee worried.
“Whoa!” said Doc. “You’ll have me afraid to go in there. As a matter of fact, just in case, why don’t you all stay here with me ‘til I get these pork tenderloins out of the freezer? Please, don’t leave until I’m out of that freezer and have it locked up good and tight!” One by one, Doc handed the frozen packages of meat out to his friends. They stacked them in a refrigerator to defrost slowly. When he was finished, he carefully re-locked the freezer, “You’re right about the freezer being a good place to hide a body, but it was such a cold night last night that a body wouldn’t have to be stored in any freezer. It’s cold enough outside to preserve it, almost the temperature of a morgue.”
“Stop it right now!” said DeeDee. “Y’all are talkin’ jest too scary fer anythin’! An’ Doc’s right about it’s being cold out. Everybody’s covered their tender plants in their yards ta protect them from tha frost; it’ll kill ‘em, ya know. Those lovely little triple palms gotta be tented too; they jest can’t take this cold weather.”
“Talk about killing reminds me that we have a murder mystery on our hands,” Annie said. “If you’re done here in the kitchen, Doc, will you help us look in those drawers? That’s why we came over here this early in the morning. I want to make a thorough search of them all, each and every one of them, before the Coffee Hour Committee gets here to start making coffee.”
“I thought you said tha deputies searched those drawers last night,” DeeDee said with surprise.
Annie replied, “They didn’t really search them that thoroughly, except for the tenth drawer. The others, they just pulled them out a little way, and that was that. I wanted to look myself, but I didn’t want to do it while everyone at Bingo was watching. Also, I kept wondering if maybe the murderer just might be watching me. It felt a little too creepy.”
 

* * *
 

As they searched the big deep drawers, Annie told them her theory, “I’ve thought a lot about this. Last night, I couldn’t sleep, and I just kept thinking and thinking about what happened. We know that someone hid that woman’s body in this tenth drawer. And, it must have been done just yesterday afternoon. You can’t keep a dead body long before it’ll start to smell. I’ve got a pretty good nose, and I didn’t notice any odor coming from her. So, he, or maybe it was a she, must have seen me open the drawer. I can’t prove it, but I don’t think any of the Bingo players did it. It makes a lot more sense to believe that the woman was murdered by one of the Bingo volunteers.”
“Ya think a BradLee person killed her!” DeeDee shook her pretty head in disbelief. “It’s hard ta believe anyone livin’ in our park would do sech a thing!”
“It’s hard for me to imagine, too. Maybe it was an accident; maybe it wasn’t,” Annie answered her, “but someone killed her. She certainly wasn’t taking a nap in that drawer!” She continued, “Let’s see, Karl was calling off the Bingo numbers when I first opened the drawer. Jiggs was nearby, and I don’t remember how many other Bingo workers could have seen me. There were three or four sitting at card tables on the stage doing their thing. Nobody could be sure whether or not I’d seen the body because I didn’t scream or panic. However, he or she or whoever couldn’t take a chance; so when the electricity went out, he or she, pulled the body out of that end drawer and re-hid it.”
“That’s possible,” Art said. “But where’d he put it?”
“He didn’t know how long the lights would be out, and the room was full of people,” Doc added. “Where could you stash a body in the dark?”
“That’s the Sixty-four Thousand Dollar Question! I don’t know,” she sighed. “If I did, I’d tell you; I’d be happy to tell you!”
DeeDee asked a perplexing question, “What about that tissue Art found? Tha one with tha lipstick blotted on it? Maybe it dropped outta her pocket when she was bein’ carried outta this buildin’!”
“That’s a good possibility,” Doc agreed quickly.
“Well, someone moved that body, that’s for sure, and it had to be done during the blackout,” Annie said decisively.
“The lights weren’t out for very long,” Art reasoned, “So, they couldn’t have moved the body very far. I don’t think he’d want to try moving the body out the front doors—not with all those people around. Besides, if he tried, he’d probably bump into somebody in the dark,” Art concluded.
“Remember, tha tissue was over there near those two doors,” DeeDee pointed toward the west side of the room. .
“He, and I’m assuming it was a man since he had to carry a body around,” Doc analyzed. “Let’s say he carried the body outside. Because Art found that tissue, we’re pretty sure he went either through the kitchen or out the next door to the little hallway that leads to the toilets and on to the door that opens out to the courtyard. I think we can eliminate all the other doors in Old Main. And, since DeeDee saw a big man lift something heavy up from behind one of the air-conditioner funnels, I don’t think the body was brought into the kitchen. It would make more sense if they used the next door, went past the bathrooms and out into the courtyard.”
“DeeDee chimed in, “An’ that’s when he hid it behind tha A/C funnel.”
“That’s a good point,” Art said. “You’d have thought that they would have gone out the east door since it’s closest to the drawer, but that tissue was on the other side of the room. You’ve got a good theory there, DeeDee. Maybe the A/C funnel was the hiding place of choice.”
“Oh, you do believe me now, don’t you?” Annie pleaded with her husband. She desperately needed to know that he believed her, and if he did, then she knew he’d support her to his last breath.
“I guess so,” Art nodded his head, and he put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her to him. “Sorry I didn’t at first, but you’ve got to admit, it was a little far-fetched!” Annie felt his strength flow through her.
DeeDee was still thinking about the tissue, “I’d like ta think we’re on tha right track, but there’s a problem we haven’t dealt with yet.”
“What’s that?” her husband asked.
“Well, we’ve been talkin’ about carryin’ tha body out durin’ the blackout, but I don’t think that’s tha way it happened.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t think that tha tissue was dropped until after all tha people were outta tha hall, includin’ the clean-up bunch. Otherwise it would’ve been swept up.”
“You’re right, DeeDee!” Annie exclaimed, “You’re a real-life Miss Marple.”
Doc, proud of his wife, said, “She sure is right about that! But, if the body wasn’t taken outside until later, then where was it during the second half of Bingo?”
“Do you suppose the body was moved twice?” Art asked,
Now it was Annie’s turn to look at her husband with pride, “Art, I think you’re right. That must be what happened. That murderer sure was busy! That’s what makes it all so very confusing. It’s a hard trail, trying to follow a moving corpse. And without a body, we can’t get any help from the law. They’re the ones who should be solving this mystery, not us senior citizens.” She rubbed her temple, “Can you imagine! He moved the body twice!
While she was talking, Doc pulled out an empty drawer/trolley and examined it. “Look at this, will you?” he said with excitement in his voice. “See how it’s made? The bottom and ends aren’t solid—just rails three or four inches in from the sides and ends to hold the folded tables. When it’s empty like this—no tables in it, you could easily stuff a body through the end rails, there’s plenty of room, and when you put the drawer back, the body would be pushed further under the stage. That’d make a good hiding place.”
Art bent down to study it. “I wonder why the killer didn’t do that in the first place. It’s a better hiding place than in the drawer with the decorations.”
DeeDee asked him to pull the next drawer all the way out too. Then she bent down to peer under the stage. “Well, look at you!” Doc said, surprised. “You’re squatting down like a young thing. Guess your sciatica isn’t bothering you now!”
“Oh, ya know how it jest comes an’ goes. I’m doin’ okay right now,” DeeDee said. “Please pull out some more drawers so I can see better.” She tugged at her slacks to loosen them around the knee; then she duck-walked under the stage. In another minute she spotted something and yelled out to the others, “Bingo! There’s a shoe under here, an’ it’s a woman’s shoe, fer sure! It’s jest back here behind Drawer #9. I’d say this is a very strange place ta find a woman’s shoe!” The space under the stage wasn’t high enough for her to stand up; so she waddled over to pick it up, then wiggled back out and thankfully stood up straight and stretched. DeeDee held up a woman’s blue denim sneaker.
Annie shouted, “Bingo, yourself, DeeDee. You’ve hit the jackpot! I’d swear that that sneaker matches the denim jeans that body was wearing when I saw it. I remember thinking that it was the same shade of light blue as the denim jumper I was wearing last night.”
The four friends agreed that under the stage was a very unusual place to find a shoe. And the fact that it matched the body’s jeans made it even more interesting.
“Where do ya suppose is the matching shoe?” DeeDee asked.
Annie had a pretty good idea where its mate was, she said, “I’ll bet that when we find the body that there will be a light blue denim shoe on its left foot.”
DeeDee said, “That sounds right ta me.” Then she hurried to the kitchen for more aluminum foil to wrap it up. “Got to protect any fingerprints.”
“I think we’re done here. Come on to the kitchen,” said Doc. “I’ll make us some coffee.”
“That’s a wonderful idea,” they all agreed.
 

* * *
 

Wednesday, 6 A.M.
 

As he filled the coffee pot, Doc mused, “Who do you suppose it belongs to?”
“Are ya talkin’ about tha shoe?” DeeDee asked him. When he nodded his head in agreement, she laughed. “I think it’s a pretty easy thing ta assume that tha shoe belongs ta tha dead body.”
Doc realized that his question didn’t sound too bright. “I guess what I really meant,” he covered, “is who was the woman who lost her shoe under the stage?”
“Now that is a very good question,” DeeDee said.
“I haven’t heard or read about anyone or anybody that’s missing, have you?” asked Art.
“If there was anyone missin’, we’d have heard. News like that’d fly ‘round BradLee faster than a kite!” DeeDee exclaimed. “’Course it jest happened yesterday, an’ it’s only six a.m. now. Maybe we’ll find out more at Coffee.”
Annie wondered aloud, “If the deputies didn’t find the body when they were here, why didn’t the murderer just leave her where she was when he moved it the first time? It was in a good hiding place, good enough that those deputies didn’t find it!”
“Well, probably because inside this warm buildin’ a dead body would start ta smell ‘fore long,” offered DeeDee.
“Oh, that’s right. We talked about that all ready,” Annie conceded.
“And I think he didn’t want anyone to find the body,” said Art. “You know, if there’s no body, it’s hard to prove there’s a crime.”
“That’s been my problem from the beginning of ‘Our Mystery,” Annie moaned.
Doc continued Art’s reasoning, “You’re probably right! And if the murderer didn’t want anyone to find the body, he had to get it out of the building before it started to smell.”
“What a horrible thought,” DeeDee said, shaking her head. Her shoulder-length hair swung from side to side. There was not a strand of gray in it. Her shiny black hair was the envy of all the gray and white–haired senior women. DeeDee swore that she never colored it—that she inherited her good hair genes from a Cherokee grandmother.
Doc hitched up his denim jeans. DeeDee’s right; this is all pretty horrible.” Then he said, “Here’s a thought: Who closes up after Bingo?”
“We all know that Karl Kreeger’s head of Bingo,” stated Art, “but Jiggs helps him a lot and so does Oliver.”
“Herb is in charge of tha kitchen,” volunteered DeeDee, “an’ tha Ellsburgh brothers are Call Back Runners like Jiggs. They’re awful good ta help.”
Art acknowledged that there were so many Bingo volunteers that it would be very difficult to sort things out. They needed to narrow it down. “Let’s try to figure out who might have been the last ones out; who closed up?”
Doc offered, “Security locks up the clubhouse around 11 p.m. I have a key because I sometimes need to get into the kitchen early, but I don’t know who else has keys.”
DeeDee asked, “Who takes care of all that money at tha end of tha evenin’? I’d have ta suppose it’s Karl, wouldn’t ya? That’s an awful lot a money fer jest one person ta have ta carry home alone! Maybe they lock it up an’ leave it in that Bingo supply closet over night.” She walked toward the door set in the wall near the east corner of the hall and jiggled the handle. “It’s locked,” she called back. “Karl always keeps it locked. I’ve never even seen inside of that little room. Have you?”
The friends looked helplessly from one to another; no one knew where the money was taken after Bingo was over each Tuesday night. They just knew that thousands of dollars were turned over to the Board’s treasurer each month from Bingo profits. Karl would present a big check at each monthly general meeting, and all would applaud him in appreciation. These funds paid a lot of the park’s expenses and kept the dues very low for the owners. BradLee was an extremely economical place to live for the quality of life available to residents.
Doc raised his eyebrows, “Money. That’s always a good motive for murder!”
“But surely, not in BradLee!” DeeDee protested. “Not here in our lovely park!”
A new thought popped into Annie’s head, and without thinking, she asked, “Who’s Karl’s new assistant? Barb told me that Brad told her that the Board just appointed someone to help him, but she didn’t know who it was going to be.”
“I didn’t know that!” Doc said with surprise.
“Me neither,” said DeeDee.
Art shook his head; this was news to him, too.
Annie said, “Oh, dear!” and rubbed her temple. “That was a secret; I wasn’t supposed to say anything. Barb told it to me on the Q.T.,” Annie admitted. “Here’s the scoop, but you have to promise not to let this go any further. Please do better than I just did about keeping a secret. But maybe it will help if you know what’s going on. Here’s what she told me: Karl’s been running our Bingo for at least five years, as you know. It’s a big responsibility, and it takes a lot of work and time and energy. Besides that, it goes on all summer long. No break. It’s every Tuesday night, year round.”
“I always got the impression that Karl liked running it alone,” stated Art.
“I think he does, too,” Annie agreed, “but, Barb said, that Brad said, that the Board wondered if maybe—they haven’t proven it—but they are wondering if Karl isn’t skimming off some of the Bingo money. He doesn’t keep a record of the expenses that it takes to run Bingo. He could easily pocket fifty or even a hundred dollars every week, and we’d never know it.”
“That’s true,” her husband agreed. “Everybody’s just so happy to get all the funds we do from Bingo that no one questions anything.”
“Well, I guess they’re asking questions now,” Annie said. “The Board felt they should appoint an assistant, that it was time for someone qualified to keep regular books, to make Bingo more business-like.”
“That seems like a good idea,” Doc commented. “Karl just kind of runs Bingo out of his hip pocket. Not much bookkeeping done.
DeeDee broke in, “Oh, I think I know who it is!”
“Know who is?” queried her husband.
“Tha new assistant. I think I’ve figured out who tha new assistant is! Well, I can’t tell ya her name right off, but I know it’s a woman. I was surprised they picked a woman instead of a man for tha job. It’s gonna take a strong-willed person ta stand up ta Karl.” DeeDee paused, “Remember, Annie, there was a new woman introduced at Hobby Club. Now wait jest a minute; I do know her name. It’s on tha tip of my tongue, an’ it starts with a ‘T.’ Anyway, she’s kinda new in tha park. She’s got reddish hair, an’ she wears it long, least it’s down over her ears and turns under. We used ta call that style ‘page boy’.”
“I know who you’re describing, DeeDee,” Annie chimed in. “I heard she was a CPA; had a big job with some corporation before retiring. Wait, I’ve got it. It’s Twila. Twila Something. She’s a widow. Bought a place on Oneida Street, and she’s from Michigan.”
“Oh, not more from Michigan!” exclaimed DeeDee. “Ya know how many we have already from Michigan in our park? They always make sech a fuss at Coffee Hour when they announce someone’s moved here from Michigan. Those Michiganders jest clap an’ hoot an’ holler an’ celebrate like somethin’ real important jest happened!”
Annie added, “Well, it’s all in good fun. And you know that the New York State people are just as bad. Those two states have the most people in BradLee.”
DeeDee agreed it was friendly rivalry, then added, “There’s nearly as many here from Maine—all those dear Mainiacs! Like our dear Von and Verna.”
“For gosh sakes,” interrupted Art, “You women can give a complete description of a person, but you can’t remember her full name!”
“Well, can you?” Annie challenged him, playfully.
He just shook his head and smiled, “No. But then, I don’t know anything about her in the first place.”
Doc, who loved to sing, started chanting his own made-up words to a familiar tune: “I can’t remember who … .”
The four friends put their coffee cups in the deep kitchen sink. Annie washed them and put them in the dish drainer. As they were shrugging back into their jackets getting ready to leave, she thanked them, “You don’t know how much I appreciate your helping me this morning. We haven’t solved the mystery, but maybe we’ve solved a little piece of it. It’s a dilemma—a real dilemma!”
Art was concerned, “You’re right, it is a dilemma, and we aren’t going to get any help from the Sheriff’s office until someone is reported missing. But, in the meantime, Annie could be in real danger; especially if it gets out that we found that shoe.”
“But, Honey, we don’t have any proof that the shoe came from the dead body.”
“That’s true,” he admitted, “but I think we should keep this just among our gang, at least until we get more proof.”
“That makes sense to me,” Doc said. “It will be safer for Annie. We’d better not tell anyone; not a word to anyone. If we do, word will be around the park in no time. Mum’s the word!”
Annie held up the two packets wrapped in aluminum foil, “We’ve got this shoe and the tissue with lipstick on it as proof of … of something. Do you suppose it will do any good to take these to the deputies?”
DeeDee wrinkled her nose, “I don’t think it’d do one bit a good, at least not jest yet. We jest don’t have enough evidence. Do we?”
Annie shrugged, “Probably not, but I suppose I should call the sergeant. Anyhow, I’ll keep the stuff, just in case.”
“Where will ya put ‘em?” DeeDee wanted to know.
“I haven’t thought about it,” Annie answered her friend. “I suppose I’ll just put them in a drawer at home.”
“Maybe it would be better if ya didn’t take them ta your house,” DeeDee said.
Doc seconded his wife, “Just to be safe, why don’t you let me lock them in the freezer?”
“Aren’t we getting a little hyper?” Annie queried.
“Maybe so, but Annie, let’s not take any chances,” Art said. “Here, Doc, put them in the freezer.” Art pushed the two aluminum foil packets towards his friend.
He put them in a zip-lock plastic bag, pasted a label on the package and wrote on it, ‘Doc Davis’. After he put it safely in the freezer, he asked, “What do we do next?”
The others looked at each other and shook their heads helplessly. Then Annie stopped and said, “Yes, I do know what we should do. Bow your heads with me; I’ll send up a sentence prayer: Dear Lord, it’s Annie down here with my husband and friends. We are asking for your help. We have a serious problem on our hands, and we need all the help we can get. Please guide us and take care of us. Amen for now.”
DeeDee thanked her for the prayer, then asked, “Annie when you get home, are ya goin’ call that Sgt. Menendez?”
“I don’t know if it’s worth the bother or not.”
Art advised his wife, “I think you should keep her abreast of any information on the case. You never know when a piece of the puzzle is important.”
“I suppose you’re right, Art. I’ll call her. She’ll probably be polite, but she’ll most likely think I’m just a rattled old lady in her dotage when I tell her that our evidence is a used tissue and a blue denim sneaker!”
 

* * *
 

Wednesday Morning, 8:30 A.M.
After showering and dressing for Coffee Hour, Annie opened a cupboard and took out two coffee mugs to take with them. She poured some milk into a tiny Tupperware container and snapped the lid on tight. They preferred real milk to the powdered stuff that was provided at the clubhouse. She put the mugs and milk into the two cup tote that she had made at Hobby Club. Using green and white yarn, BradLee’s colors, she needlepointed the plastic canvas, working their names into the design.
Carrying the little tote, she climbed into the golf cart beside her husband for the drive back to Old Main, Art yawned and commented, “Annie, you got me up so early; I’m really hungry now. I could eat two—maybe three—doughnuts this morning.”
“You deserve it, Honey, and as thin as you are, you just go ahead and enjoy. I wish I could too, but I don’t dare.” Annie wasn’t really overweight, but she was constantly telling herself, “No,” to sweets. “You know that old adage: A moment on the lips; forever on the hips!”
Art grimaced. Annie was always spouting old sayings, but he really didn’t mind as much as he pretended he did. They left their comfortably cluttered doublewide home just before 8:30 a.m., but the clubhouse was nearly full by the time they arrived for the morning social. Coffee Hour didn’t begin until nine o’clock, but Annie had quickly learned, after moving to Florida, that seniors liked to arrive early; then they leave the minute a program is over—no lingering, no visiting afterwards. Here, the seniors laughed it off, calling it “BradLee Time.” Actually, if you arrived right on time, you were already late!
As they were walking to the front door of Old Main, Annie introduced herself to a couple. After the man and woman moved on, Art asked his wife, “How did you know they were new in BradLee?”
Annie laughed, “Oh, that was easy. First, of course, was that I’d never seen them before, and the second thing was that she was carrying a purse, a big purse.”
“What did her carrying a purse have to do with her being new to BradLee?”
“Look around. Do you see any of us women carrying a pocketbook?”
Her husband scanned the hall, “Well, most of the women are sitting down. I can’t tell if they have a pocketbook or not.”
“Well, I can tell you,” Annie smiled. “they don’t. We don’t bother with a purse in the park. We only carry them when we’re going shopping outside the park.”
“Oh,” was all Art could think to say as he digested this bit of female logic.
 

* * *
 

The gang had saved seats for Art and Annie at the end of the table in the row that ran along the far right wall in front of the Bingo closet. Barb cornered Annie before she even sat down, “You’ve got to tell me everything that happened this morning. Doc tells me I missed all the excitement!”
“And I missed out too,” lamented Brad. He loved Barb’s friends and was happy that when he married Barb, he also became a part of her ‘gang’. He didn’t want to be left out of anything they did.
“We want to know more, too,” Von said. “Verna and I weren’t there either.”
Annie quieted them, saying, “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about all this here. Others might hear, and I’d just as soon keep it among us for awhile until I feel a lot safer.”
“Oh, we’ve been whispering; so the next table can’t hear us,” Barb reassured her. “And, don’t worry, we’re not saying anything to anybody else. We don’t want anything to happen to you. You’re much too precious to us,” she said, giving Annie a hug.
“I’d still feel better if we talk about it later,” Annie insisted as she smoothed her long jumper over her knees.
“We can do that,” Barb replied. Then she said, “Look, Brad, your dad is coming in.”
Her husband twisted in his chair, saw his father at the door of Old Main and jumped up to go and greet him. “Want to sit with us, Dad? We can squeeze in another chair for you.”
As father and son walked over to the gang’s table, Mr. B declined, “No, I’ll be sitting over there with the ROMANS.”
DeeDee knew the ROMANS were Mr. B’s buddies in the park, but she asked, “Will ya tell me again what those letters stand fer?”
Mr. B chuckled, “Retired Old Men At Ninety Some.
“Is Mom okay?” Brad asked.
“She’s pretty good, but she didn’t feel like coming out on a cold morning. She’d rather stay home when her uncomfortable friend, Arthur Itis, is visiting.”
“Have you got a story for us, Mr. B?” Annie asked.
Brad said, “Tell them the one you told me yesterday about the golfers. That’s a good one.”
Mr. B thought for a moment, unconsciously pushed against his upper plate with his tongue, then he began: “There were these four old men who liked to golf together. But, one day three of them were full of complaints. The first one griped, ‘These hills are getting steeper as the years go by.’ The second one said, ‘These fairways seem to be getting longer.’ The third one belly-ached, ‘The sand traps seem to be bigger than I remember them.’ After hearing enough from his senior buddies, the oldest and the wisest of the four of them at 90 years old, piped up and said, ‘Just be thankful we’re still on the right side of the grass!’”
After a good laugh, Mr. B moved on to sit with his old friends. Annie then asked DeeDee and Verna, “Will the two of you help Barb and me after Coffee? We need to decorate Old Main. It shouldn’t take long for us to take down the winter decorations and put up the February ones. It’s just for this one month. The woman who is in charge has the flu; so I promised to do the decorating for her.”
“Who did you say has the flu?” Verna asked.
“Edna Evans.”
“I can’t place her.”
“She’s short, a little over-weight, gray hair and wears glasses,” Annie said.
Barb shook her head, “Annie, you just described most of the women in BradLee!”
“I did, didn’t I?” Annie laughed. “All except you, Barb, my elegant five-foot ten-inch friend.” She turned to the men and said, “We need your help too, please.”
Art shrugged, “Count me in.”
Doc begged off, “I’ll be cooking all day for our park dinner tonight.”
Brad reminded them that he always had a Board workshop after Coffee on the last Wednesday of the month.
Von started to excuse himself, saying, “I’ve got to help Tom-Tom.” Tom-Tom was the chairman of the crew of volunteers who set up the tables and chairs or took them down in Old Main, depending on the activity—a dinner, a meeting, or a dance. He was nicknamed Tom-Tom because his Welsh parents had him Christened, Thomas Thomas.
“Well, it shouldn’t take you much time this morning,” Verna reminded him. “You won’t have to take the tables down since they’ll need them up for the dinnah tonight.”
“True,” Von said. “I’ll straighten up the room, sweep it out; then I’ll come help you.”
“Such a busy bunch of friends I have!” Annie said. “Besides hanging the Valentine decorations, I’d like to take everything out of that tenth drawer to see what’s what. Somehow, I was rudely interrupted when I tried to do it last night at Bingo!”
They all laughed nervous little laughs at Annie’s joke on herself.
“Now that we have that settled, I have another question. Have any of you heard any scuttlebutt about a missing person, a missing woman?”
Barb answered, “People were talking about the deputies coming to Bingo and looking in the trolley drawers, but nobody seems to know what it was all about, but I didn’t hear any talk about a missing person.”
“Nothing?”
“Not a word.”
“That’s good, and that’s bad,” Annie said. “It’s good that they don’t know why the law showed up at Bingo, but it’s not so good for our mystery if nobody is reported missing.” She turned to Brad, “Will you let me know if anything comes up at your meeting that might help us with our secret problem?”
“Will do. You’d think there would be a missing person alert by now. Wouldn’t you?”
Von asked, “Don’t you have to wait twenty-four hours before reporting a missing person? It hasn’t been quite that long yet, has it?”
“No, a whole day hasn’t passed yet. I found the body just before six o’clock last evening,” Annie said. “Of course, we don’t know just what time the—let’s call it an accident— happened. After all the excitement yesterday, I had a very hard time getting to sleep last night. At two a.m., for no particular reason, I started wondering if the missing woman was a WASP or a WEC?
The four men looked at each other, wondering what she was talking about. Brad questioned Art, “What do those initials stand for?”
Art shrugged his shoulders, “Annie, what in the world are you asking a question like that for?
“Oh,” she explained, “Last week after we gals finished playing bridge, we started philosophizing about what kind of people choose to retire in BradLee. You know, demographics. And Verna said that most people describe those of us who live in BradLee as WASPs—White Anglo Saxon Protestants. Do you want to explain your idea, Verna?”
“I’ll try. The majority of people who live in BradLee are Protestants, but there are a lot of us who aren’t. We’re Roman Catholic; so WASP doesn’t describe us. I think we need a new set of initials that fits our demographics; so I made one up.”
Von teased his wife, “You do like that big word, demographics, don’t you?”
Verna pushed her glasses up on her nose and ignored her husband’s teasing.
Barb continued the story, “I asked Verna for her suggestion, and she said she thought WECs would do.”
DeeDee joined in, “An’ I asked, ‘Jest exactly what does WEC stand fer?’”
Verna answered, “It stands for: White European Christians. Or, even bettah, we could put a “Mc” in front of that.”
DeeDee asked, “An’ jest what would that make it?”
With a smile, Verna said, “McWECs stands for Middle-class White European Christians.”
DeeDee was enjoying the word play. Her eyes twinkled as she said, “I can make that even better. If ya add an ‘O’ in front of those letters, you’ll have a perfect description of all of us here in BradLee.”
“Okay, I’ll bite,” Brad said. “What do all those letters stand for?”
“O’McWEC stands for Old Middle-Class White European Christians!”
The eight friends burst out laughing. O’McWEC was a fit description for their homogenous adult retirement community.
Then Annie became more serious, “I’m still thinking about our disappearing victim. Do you think that our unknown corpse is a WASP or a WEC?”
Barb answered, “I wish we could answer that, then we might be able to give her a name.”
Annie replied, “We’re not sure, but we may know it. Earlier this morning, DeeDee and I were talking about a new resident we met the other day at Hobby Club. We think her name is Twila, not sure about her last name.”
Verna broke in, “It might be Thompson. I’ve nevah met the woman, but there’s a Twila Thompson on my golf scramble team this month. I’ll meet her later this week.”
Surprised, Brad asked, “Did you say Twila Thompson? That’s the name of the retired CPA that the Board wants to appoint as Karl’s Bingo assistant. It hasn’t been announced yet. We’ll meet her at the workshop today.”
“I hope she shows,” Annie muttered.
Brad was stunned. “You don’t have any reason to think she won’t be there, do you?”
“Nothing definite,” Annie answered. “It was just that after DeeDee mentioned her this morning, I couldn’t get her out of my mind. I don’t know why, but like earlier this morning, I wondered if she were a WASP or a WEC.”
“Well, she moved to BradLee after her husband died because her brother lives here.”
“We heard that. Who’s her brother?”
“Tony Tuckman,” Brad answered. “You might know his wife, Tilley; she’s in Hobby Club. He used to be very active in the park—was treasurer of the Board for several years. His health isn’t good now, but his mind is alert as ever.” Brad also told his friends that Paul, the president of their park, went to Tony to ask his advice. Paul wanted him to suggest someone qualified to work with Karl and to organize the Bingo books. Tony immediately recommended his sister, Twila Thompson. She’s a new resident in the park; so she isn’t too busy yet. He also gave her credentials, a Master’s in Business and a Certified Public Accountant, a CPA. When her husband was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, she retired early from a large insurance corporation in New England to take care of him. After his death, she decided to move to Florida and came to BradLee since her brother and wife live here.
“That’s good to know,” Annie said.
“But,” DeeDee said, “although it doesn’t seem important, but we still don’t know if this Twila is a WASP or a WEC?”
“I don’t know for sure either,” Brad answered, “but her brother goes to the Congregational Church; so I’d guess that she’s a WASP.”
“Does that information help any in solving your murder?” Barb asked.
“Probably not,” Annie replied with a sigh. “I wish I’d learn something that would. I, I mean, we—we just have to keep working on this—all of us. I can’t do it alone, and I can’t quit. Something bad has taken place. It needs to be resolved.”
“I think the word we need here is perseverance,” Barb said. “You know I’m teaching the Senior High kids in Sunday School this year at First Methodist. Our lesson for next Sunday is based on James 1:2-3 ‘Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.’”
“That’s a wonderful verse,” DeeDee said. “Let’s don’t give up. Let’s all persevere an’ help Annie solve tha case of Tha Travelin’ Corpse!” She raised her empty coffee cup in a mock toast.
The rest of the gang joined her, raising their mugs, and saying, “Here. Here.”
 

* * *
 

At nine o’clock, Nelly, the Activities Chair, moved to the podium and rapped for quiet. She introduced one of the retired ministers living in the park. He asked all to stand for a short blessing. Then all of the U.S. citizens put their hands over their hearts, faced the American flag, and recited the Pledge of Allegiance while the many Canadian snowbirds who were present stood respectfully.
Nelly pulled a number at random out of a small wooden bottle and called out, “Table Number 5.” All those seated in Row 5 got up, cheering because they were lucky enough to be called first to go through the food line. Like Annie, most of the seniors brought a coffee mug with them. It was their way of helping the environment by not using plastic cups.
The line snaked along the east wall and into the Annex, the room behind the stage, where you picked up a doughnut or opted for an order of toast. There was always a variety of doughnuts to choose from—plain cake doughnuts, glazed, lemon or jelly-filled, buttermilk puffs, blueberry ones, some gooey with icing dripping off or with candy sprinkles. The jelly ones were usually chosen first and were long gone before those seniors sitting at the last table got their turn to go through the line. After picking up a doughnut, you followed the line back into the big clubroom, passing between the stage and the kitchen on the west side of the room. At the kitchen snack window, volunteers filled your mug with steaming coffee. You had your choice of ‘leaded’ or ‘unleaded’—regular or decaf. Packets of creamers and sugars along with plastic stirrers were on each table.
“Art really hopes we’re not the last table called this morning. I got him up so early, he’s starved,” said Annie. “Keep your fingers crossed.”
“When you’re tha last table called, all that’s left is jest plain ole doughnuts. My favorites are tha ones frosted with lots of chocolate icin’!” DeeDee said, licking her lips.
“I suppose you like lots of sprinkles, too,” teased Verna.
“Naw, they are jest too fattin’!” retorted DeeDee with an impish grin.
They were delighted when Nelly called number seven next—their table’s number. As Verna was waiting in line for her coffee, she overheard two women that she knew talking about Kitty Kreeger. “Excuse me,” Verna interrupted. “Did I hear you say that the Kreegah’s are moving out of the park? Leaving BradLee?”
Verna and the two women moved to one side to visit. Then Verna hurried back to her table to pass on this bit of surprising information. “Listen to this gang,” she said excitedly. “I just heard some friends of mine talking about Kitty Kreegah, and they say the Kreegahs definitely are moving out of BradLee. We were just talking about them at bridge on Monday; remembah I told you I saw a ‘For Sale’ sign on their house? We were just hoping that they were going to put up a new, bigger mobile home right here in the park, not move away!”
“That’s a s’prise,” said DeeDee in amazement. “Whatal happen ta Bingo?”
“Barb turned and looked at her husband and quietly asked, “Did you know about this?”
“Just heard about it now from Paul as I was getting my coffee. He thinks the sooner he gets the word out that we need a new leader for Bingo, the better. When Nelly calls for announcements, Paul plans to speak.
DeeDee asked, “Do ya suppose that havin’ an assistant shoved on Karl made him mad? Mad enough that he’s quittin’ an’ movin’ away?”
“He seemed all right at Bingo last night. I didn’t think he acted any different than anytime before—nosey, as usual. Did you, Barb?” Annie asked her friend. Barb shrugged.
“Sure does seem awful sudden,” Doc added.
“If they ha’ time to make arrangements with a realtor, it can’t be ah’ that sudden,” DeeDee said.
Verna leaned forward so she could see around Art. “It wasn’t a realtor sign, just a plain ole’ For Sale sign that you can buy at any hardware or Wal-mart for selling your car or your boat or whatever.”
The discussion ended when Nelly rapped on the podium and asked for quiet. Then she said, “Before I make my announcements, our park president has a special message.”
Paul Potter, a tall, distinguished man with a narrow mustache walked on the stage. He was wearing a golf shirt with the BradLee logo of a triple palm tree stitched in green and white on his chest pocket, plaid knee-length shorts, and running shoes. Even wearing casual clothes, he had a certain dignity about him. His audience listened carefully as he spoke into the microphone. “I have an announcement to make. I don’t want to make this announcement, but I must. The Board has tried, but we can’t talk him out of it.” Paul paused for dramatic effect before saying, “Our faithful Director of Bingo, Karl Kreeger, has resigned.”
Loud murmurs filled the hall. Paul waited a few seconds for the room to quiet before continuing, “He and his wife, Kitty, are moving back to Ohio to be near their family. They have put their house up for sale. As you know, Bingo is an important part of the finances of our park. We do want to make sure we keep it up and playing every Tuesday night. We need someone to take over this task. I know there will be big shoes to fill after the terrific job Karl has done for us for five years, but there is so much talent in our park, the Board is confident we can fill this vacancy soon. If you are interested in taking over Bingo, will you please speak to me or to one of the Board members? Thank you. Now, will you join me in showing Karl our deep appreciation by giving him a standing ovation? Thank-you.”
The BradLee family stood as one and clapped and clapped and clapped. Barb whispered to Annie, “Remember what I told you—that the Board thinks Karl is skimming money from Bingo?”
Annie nodded, “Yes.”
Barb continued, “Think about all the luxuries Karl has been buying lately. Last month it was a new van and this month he bought a brand-new golf cart. It’s blue with gray side curtains and his and Kitty’s names are painted on the front in gray.”
“It’s a beauty,” Annie agreed. “The rest of us that are lucky enough to have a golf cart have cream-colored ones that are re-conditioned and came from some country club. One key will start any of them.”
After they sat down again, Nelly took the mike and asked DeeDee to come to the piano on the stage. Nelly called out the names of those having birthdays that week and asked each honoree to stand. DeeDee struck the opening chord, and everyone joined her, singing: “Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday, God Bless You, Happy Birthday to you!” She played the familiar song a second time, and they sang to those couples having wedding anniversaries
Nelly had a long list of announcements about the many activities running in their park. It was nearly ten o’clock, and the crowd was getting restless. Nelly had a reputation as a good storyteller; so they stayed to the end to hear Nelly’ closing joke: “This is a true story. This summer I met a woman on my trip to the Gaspe Peninsula. Her husband seemed to be a very nice man, if a little exacting. The woman rolled her eyes and told me, ‘When I married Mr. Right, I didn’t know his first name was Always!’”
 

* * *
As soon as Coffee Hour was over, the crowd began leaving. Von joined Tom-Tom and his ‘Merry Men’ and began straightening the chairs under tables and sweeping out the room. Doc headed for the kitchen, and Brad walked to the Annex for the Board’s workshop. Art and the four women began decorating the hall. Barb, who was a natural organizer, and a very efficient one, immediately took charge. Annie chuckled to herself; she didn’t mind that her friend was taking over her job. DeeDee winked at Annie, letting her know that she knew that Barb was being Barb, probably without realizing she was being pushy.
Barb said, “Some of you should start by taking down the winter decorations on the stage so we won’t be in the way of Tom-Tom and his crew. The rest of you should sort out these Valentine decorations and decide what goes where. Then when the room is clear, Art, will you please get the ladder from the storage room? You’ll need to get the January decorations down before we can hang the February ones.”
Verna, who loved anything red, held up a big red heart and exclaimed, “Oh, I do love Valentine’s Day. All this gorgeous red; it’s almost as pretty as Christmas!”
DeeDee took a snowflake cut-out off the wall. Before packing it away, she waved it, saying, “Darlin’ ya are tha only kind of snow I want ta see an-y-more! My grands can go sleddin’ all they want; I’m stayin’ right here in sunny Flow-ri-dah!” The others cheered.
While they were working, Verna asked, “Are we playing golf this afternoon?”
“I’d like to,” said Barb. “Are you up to it, Annie?”
“It’s a beautiful day, even if it is chilly.”
“The weathah man said it’s supposed to warm up to 65 degrees this afternoon,” Verna said.
“That will feel good. Yes, I’ll play if we can go out later in the afternoon. I could use a nap; I hardly slept last night.”
“Tee off at three o’clock, okay?” asked Verna. “Can’t be much later because it gets dark a little after five.”
Annie nodded and DeeDee said, “Fine with me. Will ya pick me up, Verna? Doc will need our cart ta get home later.”
Since Barb and Annie lived near one another, they usually rode together. Barb said, “I’ll pick you up a little after two-thirty.”
Annie thanked her. “That’s great if we can use your golf cart, then Art can take ours.” She turned to her husband, “Are the fellows pouring cement this afternoon?”
Barb interrupted, “I thought you usually worked on pouring cement for the cart paths first thing in the mornings, why the change?”
“Something about the cement truck, when it could come,” Art answered. “Also the cold weather held them up. I’m not sure about this afternoon. We’ll have to wait and see.”
“I’ll be glad when the paths are finished. It will be so much nicer to drive on cement instead of those bumpy dirt paths,” Verna said.
“What I want is for them to finish the new bathroom and take that old port-a-johnny away. Anymore, I just can’t make it around nine holes without a pit stop,” Annie said.
Art explained, “Since we didn’t pour cement yesterday, some of the men worked on the new bathrooms. They might have the double one on the fifth hole finished by now, not sure though.”
“That would be lovely,” Annie said.
Von walked up to his friends. “Anything left for me to do?”
Barb jumped in, “We’re about done here, but Annie would like for us to empty that tenth drawer and straighten it up. You can help me. It really needs to be organized. And, by the way, have you noticed that there are no Christmas decorations in here?”
“There’s so many more of them; they’re stored somewhere else. I think they’re kept in tha barn,” DeeDee called as she hung a cardboard cupid shooting a red arrow. “Do ya really want ta do more work? I’ve a mind that we’ve done enough work fer taday. Let’s jest rest, then go play golf. I jest wantta get my mind off everything nasty an’ jest play! No more murders or mysteries! It’s jest too much fer a little old lady ta worry about!”
But Barb paid no attention to DeeDee’s complaint and kept right on emptying the drawer. DeeDee winked at Annie again. They shared the little joke that when Barb was set on doing something, it got done.
Barb pulled out the only plastic bag that was in that drawer. There were some Halloween things in it, but there was something else. She looked inside the bag, then quickly squeezed it shut. She looked around the hall checking to see if only their gang was there. Everyone else had left the hall except the kitchen crew, and they were all behind the closed kitchen door. She called, urgently, “Come here everybody. You’ve got to see this! Look what I found.” Reaching down in the bag, Barb pulled out a shoe. She held it up for them to see a blue denim sneaker.
“That’s it!” screamed Annie. Then lowering her voice, she said, “That’s the mate to the one DeeDee found this morning. Isn’t it, Art? DeeDee?”
“It sure looks like a match ta me. Don’t touch it, anyone. Fingerprints, ya know. This almost proves fer certain that a body was in this drawer. I’ll get tha aluminum foil. Then I’ll slip it ta Doc so he can hide it in tha freezer with tha other package.” Before heading to the kitchen, DeeDee cautioned her friends, “Don’t tell anyone. Annie jest might get hurt if anyone bad finds out ‘bout our evidence.”
“Thank you,” Annie said. “I’m counting on all of you to back me up when we tell that officer where Barb found this matching shoe. I’ve just got to make the sergeant and her deputy believe me. I know there’s a body somewhere, and it’s probably still here in BradLee Park. But, where?”
“Hopefully,” Verna added, “finding that matching shoe will give those deputies something to chew on! They certainly haven’t digested anything Annie’s fed them so far!”
Barb suddenly decided she’d done enough with the decorations for now; somebody else could finish the job. She stuffed the last box into the drawer and said, “I think we’re done here. Does it look okay to you, Annie?”
“Good job,” she answered. “Thanks for pitching in everybody; I appreciate your support. The room looks very festive.”
Art said, “If we’re done here, Annie, I’d like to sit in on the rest of the workshop meeting. Join me?”
“Sure.”
“I have to wait for Brad, so I’ll come too,” Barb said.
“I may as well join y’all. Then I’ll get Doc to drive me home,” said DeeDee.
The Vigeauxs said they were heading home.
 

* * *
 

Because they lived close to Old Main, Verna and Von usually walked to Coffee Hour. After the decorations were all hung and their plans made for afternoon golf, they said good-bye to their friends. As they were leaving the clubhouse, Von said to his wife, “Let’s go out the courtyard door.”
“Why do you want to go that way?” asked Verna. “It’s out-of-the-way.”
“I was thinking about what DeeDee told us earlier, you know, about seeing something happen around the air-conditioning units. It was dark when all that happened. I wonder if she ever checked it out in the daylight? I’d like to take a look,” suggested Von.
Outside, they studied the four big A/C units which were quiet on this cold morning. Each unit had a large curved chimney made of sheet metal on top of the square base. The chimney directed hot air away from the overhang of the clubhouse roof. The air-conditioners didn’t fit snug against the wall. “There’s not much room between the wall and the A/C,” Verna observed. “Look, Von, it would be a tight squeeze to get a body back there. And it wouldn’t be hidden very well, now would it?”
“No, it wouldn’t be completely hidden, but, remember, it was dark, and if you weren’t looking for something back there, you probably wouldn’t see it—walk right by it. Besides, nobody comes here except Security after the building’s locked up, and they didn’t have any idea that they should be looking for a body out here,” Von reasoned.
“Didn’t both the Andersens and Davises drive their golf carts here early this morning?” Verna asked, then answered her own question, “I think Art parked here in the courtyard, but Doc parked closer to the kitchen patio door.”
“But, remember, Verna, like Security, they weren’t looking for anything out here when they parked.” Von began poking around the A/C units which were bolted into the cement just outside the west side wall of Old Main.
“Looks to me like one of those big funnels would be a perfect place to shove a body down into,” Verna said.
“It does, doesn’t it?” her husband answered, “but she was laid out straight in that drawer. If rigor mortis had set in, maybe you couldn’t bend the body, and her feet would hang out of the funnel.” He turned to examine the space behind the units. “I suppose you could wedge a body back here, especially if it were a small woman. Look, Verna, look here behind this A/C. If you stuffed it back there, the body would be off the ground on top of the A/C base and wedged behind its chimney.”
“That would be good,” his wife reasoned, “because it would be harder for a fox to get at it.” She started checking the other A/C units and soon called excitedly, “Von! Von! Look at this! Look at what I found!” She pointed to a tiny scrap of material which was caught on the back side of a metal chimney. Under a rough piece of sheet metal there was a scrap of light blue denim. Von pried it out with his pocketknife.
Verna fingered it carefully and said, “I think this is torn off a pair of jeans, and it matches that light blue canvas sneakah Barb just found. Somebody must have hid her body here and left her overnight. Probably, when the murderah pulled her body out this morning, this tiny bit of cloth got caught on the chimney.” Verna headed for the kitchen as she said, “I’ll get some aluminum foil and give it to Doc to hide with the rest of our evidence. Von, you were so smart to think to check out these A/C units!”
“Thank you, darlin’. I’ll go with you to the kitchen. After you give that bit of cloth to Doc, we should find the Andersens.”
Verna quietly walked up to Doc where he was slicing meat. From the look on Verna’s face, he knew this was no time for a joke or smart remark. She opened her hand, and he saw the scrap of material. All she said was, “Please take good care of this.”
Realizing that it was more evidence to be locked in the freezer, Doc said, “I’ll get some foil.”
 

* * *
The workshop meeting was winding down as Von and Verna pushed open the swinging door into the Annex and found chairs at the back of the room.
Art, Annie, DeeDee, and Barb were all surprised to see them come in the meeting after telling them they were going home. They figured something important had occurred. As soon as the business meeting was over, the friends moved to a corner of the room, and the Vigeauxs told them about finding the denim material caught behind an A/C unit.
“What a wonderful piece of detective work. This is absolutely an important piece of our puzzle. Thank you, Verna. Thank you, Von,” Annie said sincerely.
“I think it’s time to call that deputy,” Art said firmly.
“Come over to our house to use the phone,” Verna suggested.
“Yes, it’ll be a lot more private at our place than using the phone here in Old Main,” Von urged.
“I don’t want ta miss anything,” DeeDee said. “I’m comin’, too.”
“We’ll be over, too,” Barb said, “as soon as Brad finishes here.”
 

* * *
Brad and Barb arrived at the Vigeaux’s just as Annie hung up their phone. “I convinced Sgt. Menendez to come and pick up our freezer-cold evidence,” Annie told them. “She said she’d be over in fifteen minutes. Mind if we wait here?”
“Of course, it’s fine with us,” Von offered.
“We want to do anything we can to help,” his wife added as she pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “You know that.”
While they were waiting, Annie asked Brad, “Did that Twila come to your workshop?”
He shook his head. “Paul was really disappointed. He said she’d promised to be there. Nobody knew why she didn’t show. Doesn’t look like she’s very reliable.”
Annie looked knowingly at Art; then she swallowed hard. She wondered about Twila, and where she was. The question needed an answer, but she kept the question to herself for now.
 

* * *
 

Sgt. Menendez brought Joe Juarez with her to Vigeaux’s house. After they greeted one another, the sergeant said to the seniors, “I would like to ask you some questions, and with your permission I want Joe to tape your answers so I’ll have a record of it.”
They all looked at one another and nodded in agreement.
Juarez took a five by eight inch tape recorder from a cloth carrying case. He looked at Von. “May I plug it in? It will save the batteries.
Von pointed to a wall outlet.
Joe placed the recorder with its built-in microphone on the coffee table where it could pick up any conversation in the room.
Menendez looked around at the seniors, and then asked, “You say you have evidence for us. What is it? Where is it?
DeeDee, who liked to have fun, even with the deputies, spoke up, “Yes, Ms. Sergeant, we certainly do have evidence, but it is very cold evidence.”
The officer raised her eyebrows, “What do you mean by cold evidence?”
Barb, who thought this was no time for silliness, asserted herself, “We have four items that we believe are most definitely related to ‘Our Mystery.’ They are wrapped in foil and hidden in the big freezer in the clubhouse kitchen. That’s why DeeDee calls it ‘cold evidence.’”
“And just why are they in the freezer?” Joe Juarez asked. “Will they spoil?”
“No, what we found won’t spoil,” Verna answered, “It will keep.”
“Then why put it in there?” Menendez asked again.
“Because,” DeeDee said, “My husband was afraid fer Annie ta take tha stuff home. We don’t want her ta get hurt. When y’all looked in those drawers tha other night, you tipped tha murderer off. When he saw you, then he knew fer sure that Annie had seen tha body in that drawer an’ called the law. Before that, he jest wasn’t sure.”
Brad added, “We don’t know if they might hurt Annie or not. We don’t want to take any chances on our Annie getting hurt. Look what he did to that other woman—the one we now call ‘the body.’”
Menendez looked at Annie, who admitted, “It’s true, Maria, I am a little afraid. Any little strange noise spooks me anymore. So, we, the eight of us, aren’t telling anyone except you two officers that we have found anything—about finding evidence.”
The officer drummed her fingers on her thigh, amazed to think that eight people could all keep a secret of this magnitude for two days now. Again she looked at Annie, “Suppose you tell us about your evidence,” the woman officer was firm but pleasant as she spoke.
Annie told them what their gang had found: a tissue with a lipstick blot on it; a light blue sneaker under the stage; a matching one in a plastic bag in Drawer Number Ten; and a torn scrap of light-blue denim material caught on an A/C unit.
After the officer noted the four pieces of evidence, she said, “Now, I’d like you to review for me exactly when and where you think the body was moved. Be exact. I want details.”
Joe pushed the recorder closer to Annie, and she began: “Move number 1 was Tuesday, that was yesterday—from wherever she was killed which was probably on the stage of Old Main or near it. We think it was between two and two-thirty that afternoon. Then she was stuffed into that big drawer under the stage. Whoever did it saw me open that drawer. He—I’m guessing it was a man—didn’t know if I’d seen the body or not, but he couldn’t take a chance.
“Move number 2: So, when the electricity went off, he pulled the body out. One of her shoes fell off and stayed in that plastic bag in the drawer which Barb retrieved. We believe that he opened another drawer, an empty one and shoved the body through the open end. As he closed the drawer, it pushed the body further under the stage. That’s why you officers didn’t see it when you were searching last night.
“Move number 3: It was too warm inside Old Main to leave the body overnight. He had to get it outside where the temperature was just above freezing. After the Bingo clean-up crew left, he pulled the body out from behind that second drawer and somehow she lost her other shoe, which DeeDee spotted this morning, under the stage. As he carried the body out of Old Main last night, a tissue with her lipstick blot on it fell out of her pocket. Art found it early this morning near the door to the bathrooms. When I saw the lipstick blot on it, I was sure that a woman had used it. Because the floor was swept clean, we knew it had to have been dropped after the Bingo clean-up crew left. When the bad guy got outside, he pushed the body behind an air-conditioning unit in the courtyard. That’s where it spent the night.
“Move number 4: Early this morning, Wednesday, maybe a little after five o’clock, DeeDee saw a man pickup something heavy, probably the body, from behind one of the A/C units. He slung it over his shoulder and headed for the Shuffle Building. He wouldn’t stop or even turn around when DeeDee called to him. The Davises and Art and I looked all around that building, inside and out, and found nothing. We don’t know where the body is now. Maybe she is still in a golf cart or a car. Von had the wisdom to go out to the courtyard in the daylight this morning to examine the four units. That’s when Verna found a scrap of light-blue denim material caught on the sheet metal on the back side of one of the A/C units.”
“That is a very complex story you have told,” Juarez praised. “What do you think, Sarg?”
“I am impressed with their reasoning. Time and a lot more investigating will tell if they are correct,” Maria answered.
Then Art asked the question Annie had proposed earlier, “Do you suppose the bad guy wants to bury her? If you never find her body, it will be hard to prove there’s been a crime, won’t it?”
“Correct. I’ve had several discussions with my superior in the Sheriff’s Department, trying to convince him that a crime has possibly been committed. I need permission to keep the case open. This evidence you have so carefully collected doesn’t prove there’s actually a crime, but it does make your story more credible,” Menendez said. She continued, “I notice that you have carefully not mentioned who you think committed this supposed murder, or why.”
The friends looked around at one another. Barb spoke for them, “We hesitate to put a name to the ‘bad guy’ because we don’t have any proof.”
“Sergeant,” Brad interrupted, “I’m Barb’s husband, and I’m on the BradLee Board. I told Barb some inside information which may have guided the ladies—he gestured to the women in the living room—as they analyzed the crime.”
“And, that was … ?”
Brad continued, “The Board has come to believe that Karl Kreeger, the Director of our park’s Bingo Games, has been skimming money. We recently appointed a woman who is a new resident here to be Karl’s assistant. She has excellent business credentials. We aren’t interested in prosecuting Karl; we just want to put an end to his sticky fingers. We had hoped to quietly have a book-keeping system with checks and balances put in place, so all monies are accounted for. He has run them well for over five years and does an outstanding job of promoting our Bingo games throughout the community.”
“And how did he adjust to having a woman assistant thrust on him?” Menendez asked.
“We don’t know,” Barb put in, “and nobody has seen her, and there has been no missing person report filed on her behalf.”
The two officers asked more questions. The seniors filled in small details. Finally, satisfied, Sgt. Menendez said, “That seems to wrap things up for now. I’d like to go over to Old Main and have you show me where you found the scrap of material, the tissue and the two shoes. Perhaps it’s best if only two of you go with Joe and me.”
Art suggested, “Annie, if you show them those four places, I’ll get the evidence from Doc. It will arouse less suspicion if I go in the kitchen alone and ask him to get the foil packages from the freezer.”
When the deputies drove out of the Vigeaux’s driveway, they had four pieces of evidence, but no body. Annie said to Art and their friends as they watched the officers leave, “They were a lot more interested in listening to our theories this morning than they were last night, but we still haven’t convinced them that a crime really happened. Who knows? They may be laughing about all this and saying something like, ‘That little-ole senior woman’s got a screw loose!’ But I don’t. All the screws in my brain are just fine,” she said as she rubbed her left temple. “I’ve got to show them I’m not crazy! I’ll be like that cute saying that Nelly told us once at Coffee Hour: ‘A woman is like a tea bag. You don’t know how strong she is until you put her in hot water.’ Well, I’m in hot water now, and I will be strong—with God’s help and all of you to support me. Now I’m going home to take a nap.”
 

* * *
 

Wednesday Afternoon, 3:00 P.M.
 

The year before, in 1993, the resident owners of BradLee Retirement Park could finally boast that their park now had two, much used 18-hole golf courses. They paid for the new land for the second 18 holes by selling golf view lots. To help keep their golf fees down, volunteers ran the Pro Shop and did other tasks like laying the cement for the cart paths. Women golfers, with a lot of help from the men, held a huge rummage sale each winter that netted over $30,000.00. Golf courses are expensive to maintain. The Gold course was the newest, longest, and most popular. The Blue, the original course, was executive length.
“Which course do you want to play?” Verna asked the Golfing Gals.
“Tha Gold is always so busy. We’ll probably have ta wait if we want ta play on it,” DeeDee said, “an’ it’s already the middle of tha afternoon, an’ it gets dark early in January.”
Annie added, “We don’t want to be out here too long since we’ve got the park dinner tonight.”
“Well, then, we’ll tee-off on the Blue front nine,” Barb decided. “We won’t have to wait long; there’s only one foursome in front of us. Besides, I like to watch the ostriches and emus there alongside the fifth hole.” The farmer who owned the land adjoining the south end of their golf course raised ostriches and emus and sold their meat which is prized because it is lower in cholesterol than beef.
“I like ta watch ‘em, too, ‘specially this time of year,” DeeDee said.
“What’s so special about this time of year?”
“It’s their matin’ season—goes from now ta August, Doc says ya can tell when it’s that time of year ‘cause tha front of tha male ostrich’s legs turn pink. His beak turns pink, too; some days they are pinker than others. I don’t know jest why.”
“It’s fun to watch that big male show off,” Annie said. “He dances around and lifts up his wings, pumps them up and down a little on his back. They look like huge black and white fans that he doesn’t quite open up all the way.”
Barb said, “There’s a huge alligator in Crescent Pond, but those big birds aren’t the least bit afraid of him.”
“Yah, he jest seems ta do his thing, an’ they jest do theirs!” DeeDee laughed. “Actually, Doc says those big birds have a powerful kick an’ that tha big toe stickin’ outta each foot can rip a person open. Ya don’t wantta mess with ‘em.”
A crescent-shaped pond ran south along the boundary of the fifth hole and curved around into a farmer’s field. A sagging wire fence divided the top of the water into two sections.
“I wish people wouldn’t feed that ‘gatah,” Verna said as she hunted in her bag for some tees. “They should let wild animals be wild animals. It’s not safe to feed an alligatah, and I don’t think it’s good for it, eithah.”
“There’s one man,” Barb said, “I’ve seen him myself, he throws chicken bones, and I don’t know what else, out there. He must save up his garbage and then bring it with him. When he sees the alligator, he unzips a pocket in his golf bag, pulls out a plastic bag, and goes over and dumps it near the pond. Guess he likes to see the ‘gator go for it. Those pre-historic beasts can run really fast when they want to. I think it’s a very stupid thing for him to do.”
“I do, ta,” DeeDee agreed. “That wire fence doesn’t look very sturdy ta me. If that ‘gator got riled up, I jest bet he could push it down if he wanted ta.”
While Verna was pulling her golf glove on her left hand, she said, “Oh, by the way, Von and I saw the crocodile aftah you left this morning.”
Barb interrupted, “Don’t you mean alligator?”
“No. It’s a crocodile, and it’s swimming over in Memorial Pond. Its head looks different than a ‘gatah’s. From the side, it almost looks like it has a pig’s snout on the end of its long, narrow nose. It was gliding through the watah. Von and I watched and watched it. We’d nevah seen one in Florida before.”
DeeDee explained further, “Doc says tha American Crocodiles didn’t used ta come this far north, but we’re beginning ta have more of ‘em up here.”
“Your Doc knows so much about animals. He told me once,” Verna said, “when we were playing this hole, that raising those ostriches and emus is a school project. The Future Farmahs of America, the FFA, I think it is, is sponsoring them.”
“That’s interesting,” Barb said. Then she changed the subject, “Do you want to walk the course or take the golf cart, Annie?”
“Let’s walk. The exercise will do us good, and it will warm us up, too.” She loosened the strap that held her golf bag and its attached pull cart and lifted them down off the rear of Barb’s cart. Next, she stepped on a lever to release the wheels of the pull cart, and they spread apart. Raising the pull handle, she tightened a screw and was ready to go.
As Barb was taking her clubs off, she asked DeeDee and Verna, “Are you girls going to walk or ride?”
Verna looked at DeeDee, “Are you up to walking the front nine?”
“Actually, I don’t think so. My sciatica’s startin’ ta act up some. Do ya mind if we ride?”
“Fine with me.”
Barb reminded them that they hadn’t signed in yet. As she turned toward the Pro Shop, DeeDee called, “Will ya sign me in? It’ll save me from walkin’ in there.”
Verna worried, “You really don’t feel well, do you, gal? Sure you want to play today?”
“Well, I don’t feel tha greatest right now, but let’s try it. I never know when it’s goin’ get better or worse!” DeeDee said as she unzipped her windbreaker. “It’s so sunny an’ lovely out taday, even if it is on tha cool side. Can ya believe that my sister in Tennessee is freezin’? They had a horrible ice storm. Chattanooga can be so beautiful when every little branch and twig is covered in ice, but law, I’d sure rather be here in tha sunshine than lookin’ at icicles!”
Her friends nodded their agreement.
Barb, the tallest of the women, was the best golfer of the foursome. She usually hit the longest drive, although DeeDee, who was the shortest and tiniest of them, often challenged her. But not today. DeeDee’s leg was paining her and it interfered with her swing.
The first hole was a short one. The women’s tee was poised on a narrow neck of land that lay between two small ponds. Barb drove first off the tee, over-shot the green and ended in the rough. Annie hit on. Verna’s landed hole-high just to the left of the green, leaving her with an easy chip shot. DeeDee pulled her club, and her ball lobbed up and dropped into the water to the right. “Oh, dear, this isn’t gonna be pretty taday,” she moaned.
By the time they finished the third hole, it was apparent that DeeDee’s sciatica pain was nearly constant. Twist and turn as she tried, she couldn’t seem to get any relief; so she decided not to drive off the fourth tee. Verna offered to take her home, but DeeDee declined, saying, “I don’t wantta spoil tha game fer ya all. I’ll jest ride along.”
“Why don’t we all quit?” Annie suggested.
DeeDee protested, “Oh, no you don’t! I don’t want ta be a spoil-sport.”
Annie urged, “We could go to my place and play bridge.”
The other women agreed, but DeeDee admitted, “Thanks, ya are all darlin’s ta be so kind ta me. But I couldn’t sit still long ‘nough ta play bridge either. This sciatica’s really acting up jest now, but it is so sweet of ya all ta offer. Anyway, ya shouldn’t stop playin’ now, Annie. Ya are havin’ a great round.”
Looking at her score card, Annie smiled, “Can you believe this? I’m actually beating Barb by two strokes! That’s a switch.”
Verna decided, “I don’t care what you say, DeeDee; I’m taking you home. You need your heating pad.” To Annie and Barb she said, “You two play out without us. Doc may not be home yet, so I’ll stay with DeeDee until he comes home.”
This time, DeeDee didn’t protest.
As they said good-bye, Barb pointed out the twosome following them, “Let’s let those men play through. There’s no one coming behind them, and they hit so much farther than we do; they’ll leave us in their dust. There’ll be no pressure on us then.” She waved them through.
“Fine with me,” Annie said. “I have to go to the potty, anyway.” She started walking, stopped, and looked around. Puzzled, she asked, “Where is it?” Where’s the Port-A-Potty?”
Barb looked surprised too, “I see the new building over there in the shade, but I don’t see the old one. You wouldn’t think they’d take the old john away before the new restroom was ready.” As she looked around, she saw Art coming toward them. He was driving the park’s John Deere tractor with a front-end loader mounted on it and a big smile on his wind-burned face.
“Look at that grin!” Annie said. “He’s like a kid with a new toy when he gets to drive that tractor.” Art slowed down and waved to his wife and Barb. Annie yelled to him above the noise of the motor, “Having a good time?” Art grinned wider. She continued, “Do you know what happened to the Port-A-John?”
He couldn’t hear her; so he throttled down the engine. She repeated her question, and then he answered, “They had it hauled away. If they kept it another day, they’d have to pay for a whole month’s rental, so the Golf Board decided to save the money. Anyway, the new restroom is supposed to be ready in a day or two.”
“Great,” replied Annie. “What am I supposed to do in the meantime? Suffer?” Art pointed to a tree. “No, thanks, Honey,” she said, straightening her sun visor. “I thought you said you men were pouring cement this afternoon.”
“We had to put it off again. Something’s wrong with the cement mixer. I’ve been driving the tractor, digging out some more of the cart path. Then I was down on my hands and knees helping the fellows put the 4 inch by 6 foot wooden forms in the ground ready to hold the wet cement. If the weather holds, we can pour tomorrow.”
“See you at home,” Annie called to her husband as he put the tractor in gear.
“Take care,” Art yelled back and drove off.
After he left, Annie said, “Now that I’ve talked about going, I really have to tinkle. I’ll never make it around the rest of the nine.” She headed toward the new restroom building.
Barb called out in alarm, “You’re not going in there, are you? It’s not finished!”
Annie ignored Barb’s warning and kept walking toward the new double restroom. She admired its construction and mentally gave thanks to Randy, a friend of theirs in the park, who had designed the new restrooms for the golf course.
Barb caught up to Annie, and Annie said to her, “I know they’re not ready for use yet, but they’ve taken the other john away. I have to tinkle. For heaven’s sake, I’m not a man; I’m not going behind a tree!” She shoved a cement block away from the bottom of the door on the right. The door handle had not yet been installed, but a hole had been drilled for it. She put her fingers in the hole and pulled. It would not budge. She instinctively rubbed her left temple, thinking it strange that the door wouldn’t open since there was no way to lock it. In her hurry, she turned to the stall door on the left. She pushed that cement block aside, put her fingers in the drilled hole and opened the door. With anticipated relief, she slipped inside and shut the door.
Barb called to her, “The electricity hasn’t been connected yet. Isn’t it dark in there? You must be going using the Braille system!”
“Actually, it’s light in here,” Annie replied. “There’s a solar panel in the ceiling; so it’s nice and light in here, thankfully. But there’s a funny smell.”
Barb suggested, “Maybe somebody else peed in there before you and that’s what you smell. You can’t flush it, can you?”
“Yes, I can. You don’t have to have electricity to flush a toilet.”
“How did you know that?”
“I don’t know. I must have heard it from Art; you know he was a contractor. Built lots of houses. There’s a strange smell in here, especially for a new building.” Annie finished and opened the stall door to exit. She said, “Smell it, will you, Barb?”
Barb entered and sniffed. “I’m not sure I smell anything, but then my nose isn’t as sensitive as yours. I broke it when I was a kid. Since I’m in here, I might as well go too.” When she came out, she took time to examine the right stall door that Annie had tried first but that wouldn’t open. “Look at this, Annie. This door is nailed shut! No wonder you couldn’t open it. Now why would someone nail just one of the doors shut?”
The two friends exchanged questioning looks.
“I’d sure like to see in that stall,” Annie said. “There might be a dead animal in there—a rabbit or a squirrel or even a dead fox that I’m smelling.”
With a grim look on her face, Barb said, “Annie, let’s face it, a person is an animal. You know there could very well be a dead body in that restroom; don’t you?”
“I don’t want to think so, but you could be right. We’d better check it out before making any wild assumptions. I can’t call that sergeant and ask her to come out here because I smell something.”
“What do you want to do?” For once, Barb didn’t take charge.
“I do have an idea,” Annie said. “You’re taller than I am. If you stand on the toilet seat, I think you might be able to peer over the top of the cement block partition. It doesn’t go all the way to the roof. You could look down into that other stall, and with the solar light, you’ll be able to see what’s in there.”
“I’m getting a little old to be climbing,” Barb joked.
But Annie knew her friend was game to try when Barb asked, “Should I take off my golf shoes? The cleats will probably dig into the brand-new toilet seat.”
“Leave them on; you’ll need all the height you can get. Wait here a second.” Annie scurried out of the bathroom and over to her golf bag. She unclipped the Turkish towel she had hanging on it; then she lugged the cement block into the little room.
“Good thinking,” Barb praised her friend as she spread the towel over the toilet seat. Then Barb lifted the cement block and set it on top of the towel. “Now comes the tricky part; I’ve got to climb up on top of all of that. You do get me into the darnedest places, gal!”
“I’ll help you,” Annie promised, and after several tries, Barb was stretched out to her full height of 5’ 10” and peering down into the other side.
“Oh, my gosh!”
“What? What do you see, Barb?”
“No wonder you smelled something!”
“What, Barb? What is it?”
“Well, it’s not a rabbit or a squirrel, and it’s too big to be a fox.”
“Barb, stop teasing me. What do you see?”
“It looks like a dead woman to me.”
Annie gasped, “And?”
“It’s a dead red-headed woman with no shoes on, and it looks like there’s a tear in her light-blue denim jeans.”
“Move Number Five,” Annie said, numb with fear.
“We need to get out of here, Annie, and we need to do it right now! Whoever locked her in here will surely be back for her.”
Annie finished Barb’s thought, “And we don’t want to be here when he does. Give me your hand, gal; I’ll help you down. I don’t think we’re going to finish this round of golf. We need to get to a phone and call the Sheriff’s office. We’ve finally got the body—real evidence of a crime. They’ll have to believe us now.”
Barb hesitated, “We probably shouldn’t both leave. One of us should stay here and watch the body. They always do on TV crime shows, and the sarge kinda scolded us already for not staying by the drawer Tuesday night.”
“I know, but do you want to stay by yourself?”
“Not really, I’d be scared. There aren’t any golfers on the course; it’s too late in the afternoon. Looks like we’re alone out here.”
“You’re right,” Annie agreed. “We’ll just have to go together and take a chance that the body doesn’t disappear again.”
The two senior women started walking at a fast pace toward the Pro Shop pulling their clubs behind them. As she hurried along, Annie sent up a prayer, “God, it’s Annie down here, and Barb too. We’ve just found a dead body, and we’re scared. Please put your arm around us and protect us. Amen.”
Barb’s long legs covered more ground with each step than Annie’s shorter ones did. “Wait up!” she panted. “I’m coming as fast as I can.”
As Barb stopped and waited for her friend, she was aware of a pair of stately Sand Hill Cranes digging into the sandy soil. Glad they’re not on a green right now. They can really tear up that short grass with those long beaks, she thought to herself. The tall gray birds with a distinctive bright red patch on the crown of their heads moved across the golf course with dignity. She remembered Doc telling her that they were probably the tallest birds native to this area, usually just a little bigger than a Great Blue Heron. There were three pair in the park this year. Each set usually stayed near its favorite watering hole—kept to its own territory. When Barb first visited her parents in BradLee in the late 1970s, she didn’t remember seeing any Sand Hill Cranes in the park back then. But they were thriving here now. She could always recognize this particular male bird as his left foot was missing. A turtle or alligator may very well have bitten its foot off while it was standing in a pond. She thought how cruel nature can be; then she thought about the cruel thing that had happened to the dead woman sprawled on the cold cement floor of the new restroom.
She couldn’t blame that death on Mother Nature.
 

* * *
 

Wednesday, Late Afternoon, Early Evening
 

Art was resting in his recliner in the Florida room and listening to the radio when Annie and Barb turned into the Andersen’s driveway. He got up to greet them and said with surprise. “I certainly didn’t expect you two to be home this early. You couldn’t have played all nine holes so soon. What happened?”
“Oh, Honey, we found the body—again!” Before Art could ask about it, Annie hurried on, “Well, actually, I didn’t see it; Barb did. But, I smelled it! That’s what made us look for her in the other stall.”
When Art finally got the whole story from his excited wife and her equally excited friend, he picked up the phone and held it out. “Which one of you wants to call the sergeant?”
Annie tried to get Barb to make the call, saying. “You saw the body this time; I didn’t. You should be the one to talk to her. You were with me last night; so she’ll know you, too.”
Barb refused, saying, “Your name is on the case. I think it best if you do all the communicating.”
Annie pulled a face, then took the phone, dialed the sheriff’s office, and asked for Sgt. Menendez. She was told that the sergeant was out. When she asked to speak to Deputy Joe Juarez, she got the same terse reply. She left a message, hung up, and then slumped down into her favorite recliner.
“What are we going to do now?” Barb asked. “Do you think we should wait for them to call back, or should we report finding that body to just anybody on the force?”
Annie rubbed her left temple, “I’d rather work with the sergeant, but yet, we need to report this. I wonder how long before she calls us back?”
Art suggested, “Why don’t you give her 30 minutes? If she hasn’t called back by then, we’ll have to do something.” They sat uneasily for several minutes, then Art jumped up, “I’ll bet I know why she’s busy. I heard on the radio that there’s been a bad accident—a tractor-trailer and several automobiles are involved. It’s just south of town on Rt. 39. It’s blocking the whole road. Maybe, if you call the Dispatcher back and say that it’s really important, they’ll radio a message to her. Don’t they have walkie-talkies?”
In a pleading voice, Annie asked, “Art, will you make the call? It’s not fair, but they often take a man more seriously than they do a woman.”
He picked up the cordless phone from its cradle and punched in the numbers. When he finished, Art told the women, “The Dispatcher I talked to said she’d try to reach Menendez—to radio her to get word to her about finding the body. You heard me tell her that we’d either be in Old Main or on the 5th hole of the Blue golf course. Now, I think some of us should get over there and watch that restroom, and I’d like to get there while it’s still light.. If he, whoever ‘he’ is, plans to move the body, he’ll probably do it after dark.”
“Good point,” Barb said. “Why don’t I go home and get Brad? I’m sure he’ll want to go with you. Dress warm,” Barb cautioned. “When the sun sets, the temperature will drop again.”
“I have a suggestion,” Annie said. “Come back here with Brad. Then the fellows can go to the golf course, and you and I can go to Old Main and get our dinners as take-out. We’ll have a picnic and a stake-out!”
As Barb was leaving, she had a thought, “Bring some blankets and a flashlight. Also, you might want to call the D and V’s to keep them in the loop.”
“Will do,” Annie replied.
 

* * *
 

Fifteen minutes later, Brad and Barb were back at Andersen’s home. Brad voiced his concern about having a picnic. “It’s nice that you women want to bring us supper, but this is no time for a picnic.”
“Exactly,” Art agreed. “Once we know that the body is still in the restroom, we’ll hide and watch the building. Maybe we’ll catch a bad guy tonight.”
“We women might as well go ahead and eat in Old Main. Then we’ll pick up take-out for you men,” Barb said. “You can eat whenever you want.”
Annie said, “I called the V’s. They’ll meet us at Old Main. Von wants to go with you fellows. Verna can stay with Barb and me.”
“What about the Davises?”
“DeeDee’s still hurting. Doc plans to carry her dinner home to her when he finishes in the kitchen,” Annie said.
 

* * *
 

The men parked their golf carts behind some shrubbery on the fourth hole and walked silently toward the restroom. It was dusk, but before they got to the new building they were alarmed. The door to the stall on the right was wide open. Art played his flashlight all around inside; the little room was empty. All he said was, “Move Number Six.”
Von closed the door. “This is to keep out any night creatures,” he said as he shoved a cement block in front of the door.
Brad motioned them to follow him, saying, “Guess we may as well go eat our dinner. The women are going to be very disappointed.”
Annie knew something was wrong as soon as she saw the three men enter Old Main. From the look on Art’s face she guessed what he was going to tell her. “It’s gone, isn’t it?” she whispered in desperation. He nodded. She put his dinner in front of him and just sat there while he opened the styrofoam lid of the container, then tore open the packaging to get the plastic knife and fork that came with a take-out dinner.
That’s where Sgt. Menendez found the three couples, sitting silently and despondently at a table in Old Main. She looked at them and suspected trouble. She asked, “Gone? Again?”
The six seniors slowly nodded, “Yes.”
The exhausted sergeant dropped down in an empty chair beside them. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner. That was a messy scene at the accident; I had to stay until all the victims were taken away by ambulances. When Joe Juarez got some relief help, I came here as fast as I could.”
The seniors looked at each other, feeling like second-class citizens yet understanding the sergeant’s dilemma. It was Verna who adjusted her glasses on her nose and asked the officer, “Have you had anything to eat?”
“I’ll be all right. But thanks, anyway.”
“Look, the body’s gone. A few more minutes won’t mattah. You’ll think bettah if you eat and rest a little. I’ll be right back. Sit tight.” She disappeared into the kitchen, found Doc and asked him to fix a plate of food for the officer.
Sgt. Menendez was questioning the seniors, asking them to tell her all the details, when Doc came in carrying an appetizing plate of food. He apologized, “The scalloped potatoes are almost all gone. I scraped out the pan and got a little for you, but there’s plenty of meat, vegetable and salad. Verna’s coming with your pie and coffee.”
She reached for her wallet, “What do I owe you?”
“Not a thing. It’s on the house.” Doc said. “I’m almost finished in the kitchen. I’ll be back in a minute.”
“Thanks, I really am hungry, and this all looks wonderful. I’ll eat while you all keeping talking—bring me up to date on the chain of events.”
Barb warned, “Everyone keep you voices low, and when a server brings more coffee, just change the subject.” Pointing ahead to the left, she added, “Don’t all look now, but Karl and Kitty just sat down at Table Two.”
Art took a quick look then told the sergeant, “We’re worried for Annie’s safety. We haven’t told anybody but our four couples about her finding the body.”
“Yes, I was quite amazed when I heard that this morning, that you were all keeping this mystery under your hats,” Menendez complimented them.
Carrying a cup of coffee for himself, Doc returned and said, “I slipped home an hour ago to check on DeeDee. She’s sound asleep, thankfully. I’m finished in the kitchen; I don’t have to do any of the cleaning up so, I can join you guys.” His friends pushed their chairs over to make room for him.
Brad asked the sergeant, “Before we get into today’s details, I’d like to know if a missing person alert has been filed?”
“It sure would be nice,” Von said, “to know the name of the body that keeps disappearing on us.”
“Can’t help you,” the officer shook her head. “No one reported anyone missing before I left this afternoon to cover that accident. It certainly does seem strange that you keep seeing a body, but no one seems to be missing.” She shifted her weight on her chair and turned to Annie. “Now, you were telling me that you smelled something in the new restroom.”
The two women related their experience, and the three men told what little they knew, that the door to the restroom was open and empty.
Menendez finished her dinner and said to Doc. “My compliments to the chef.”
He protested, “I didn’t cook it all; I had lots of helpers. Thanks, I’ll pass along your praise.”
She added, “Now I’d like you to show me that restroom after I use your restroom here.”
The three other women rose from the table. Barb said, “We’ll join you. Never let a woman go alone to the restroom!”
When the women returned to the table, Doc invited the officer to ride with him in his golf cart. “It’ll be easier than walking or trying to drive a car out there in the dark.” The four golf carts formed a procession, their headlights playing on the golf cart path.
When Doc started to open the doors to the restroom, Barb stopped him and spoke to the sergeant, “While it’s still closed, look at the nail holes in that right door. That’s why Annie couldn’t get it open; it was nailed shut—two nails. We thought that was strange.”
Menendez examined the outside of the doors. Then she looked in each of the restrooms, moving her flashlight slowly around each stall, looking carefully at floors, walls, ceilings, and fixtures. Barb said, “I’d rather not demonstrate how I stood on that cement block so I could peer into the other stall, but I will if you want me to.”
The officer assured her, “I don’t think that’s necessary, but I would like you to tell me again what you saw.”
“There was a woman’s body on the floor. She looked dead. She never moved. The top of her head was against the back wall, behind the toilet, and her feet were under the sink.”
“Was she on her stomach, side, or back?”
“On her stomach, but her face was turned away. I couldn’t see her face. She had auburn-colored hair, long enough to touch her collar, I think.”
“Anything else?”
“She was bare-foot. Her denim jeans were light-blue, and there was a tear in the seat of her pants. I saw a gold bracelet on her right arm, but I couldn’t see her hand because her hair was covering it.”
“Very observant,” Menendez praised her as she started to leave.
Verna stopped her, “Please, ma’am, will you turn the flashlight back there?” She pointed where the victim’s head had been. The officer complied, and with effort, Verna got down on all fours. Reaching up, she asked, “May I have the flashlight?” She spent time carefully examining the floor around the base of the toilet, then she exclaimed, “Look, look right here! Do you see them? Right where the light is shining. Do you see the red hairs? Look where that thing-a-ma-bob covahs the screws that fasten the toilet to the floor.”
She worked her chubby body back out of the narrow space and pulled herself to her feet by supporting herself on the toilet. Then the sergeant squatted down in the same spot. Sure enough there were three strands of reddish hair, each about eight inches long. “This is proof that there was a person in here!” Verna said.
Menendez pulled a small plastic bag from her pocket and dropped the strands of hair into it. “I hate to puncture your balloon, but this evidence only proves that somebody with red hair was in here. That’s all it proves. It could be from your dead person, or it could be from a workman.”
“But it’s long!” Barb jumped to Verna’s defense. “It’s a woman’s hair, isn’t it?”
“As I said,” Menendez repeated patiently, “It could be from a workman. Lots of young carpenters wear their hair long in a pony tail.”
Von pointed out, “But the work on this building was done by volunteers from here in BradLee. Old men wear short hair—that is if they are lucky enough to have any hair at all.”
Barb added, “And I haven’t seen any men in our park with long and beautiful deep red auburn hair!”
“Good points,” the officer conceded. “You can be sure that I will keep these strands of hair. I’ll put them with the other evidence you gave me. And, if it makes you feel any better, I want you to know that I do believe you—that you are not making this up. I have to admit that I was skeptical at first. I don’t have much to go on, but I will tell you that I do believe your story. Unless you all are the best actors in the world, I think you are sincere in what you tell me. But my superior is still giving me a hard time. He questions the wisdom of letting me pursue this case without a body or a missing person report.”
As Doc closed the doors and replaced the cement blocks, the officer asked Annie, “How many times has the body been moved now?”
“We think it’s six.”
“And they are?”
Annie listed them quickly: “One, killed and put into the drawer. Two, moved to second drawer and pushed out under the stage. Three, moved to behind the A/C unit. Four, moved to a car or golf cart. Five, moved to restroom on golf course. Six, moved to, we’re assuming, a golf cart.”
“That’s quite a scenario,” the officer said, surprised at the depth of study these seniors had thought through. “Do you have any idea where or why the body keeps on traveling?”
As they huddled there in the cool night air, Annie said, “I’ve given it a lot of thought. I think whoever killed her is trying to bury her body. I’ve been wondering if he wants to get her down under where the golf paths are being dug. Once they pour cement on top of her, she’d never be found—at least not in our lifetimes!”
Her husband and friends looked at her in amazement. “How did you ever come up with such a theory?” Art asked.
“I don’t know; I just tried to figure it out. But it does make sense, doesn’t it?
“Makes perfectly good sense to me,” Art agreed, and his friends showed that they thought Annie was on to something.
Even the officer agreed. “You could be right. It’s all very frustrating—not being able to make a cold corpse stay still.” As she walked to Doc’s golf cart, she said, “Be sure and let me know if or when anything else happens. And play it safe, ladies, be sure you stay together in pairs. Barb, you could be in danger, too, if the murderer saw you and Annie here at the restroom this afternoon. That could very well be why he moved the body—didn’t even wait for it to get dark.”
They all climbed into their golf carts. As Von pulled the knob to turn on his headlights, a fox crossed in front of them. Without hurrying, the small animal trotted calmly on into the safety of the night. Von started to have some fun saying that maybe Verna had only found a fox’s hair. She glared at him; she wasn’t in any humor for teasing after a stressful evening. “And just how do you suppose a fox got into a toilet room with the doo-wah nailed shut!” she said through clenched teeth.
Von didn’t bother to point out that the ‘bad guy’ left the door open. His wife was in no mood for a joke. They drove home in silence.
 

 

 




Chapter 3
Thursday Morning, 7 A.M.
 

Seven o’clock was early for the phone to ring, but Annie was already up and dressed and listening to the TODAY SHOW, her favorite morning TV program. She was wearing corduroy slacks and a warm woolen sweater, ready to head to the golf course for the Thursday Scramble. The temperature was only in the high forties, and Annie hoped the phone call was from someone on the Women’s Golf League saying the tee-off times would be delayed an hour because of the cold. It was. She turned to Art; “I don’t have to leave for over an hour. Do you want me to make waffles for breakfast?” She knew the answer would be ‘Yes;’ he loved waffles. Art could eat and eat, and he never put on weight, while Annie could gain a pound by just pouring maple syrup on her plate.
The phone rang again. This time it was Barb.
“Can you help me?”
“Of course, what do you need?” Annie never hesitated. Friends helped each other and hadn’t Barb helped her with the decorations yesterday, plus all that with finding and losing ‘their’ body?
“Will you help me in the Pro Shop this morning? It’s the first week of the new four week tournament so there’s extra to do. Got to keep everyone happy and see that all goes smoothly. Marcia’s in charge, but she broke her hip. Her husband just called me.”
Annie interrupted, “How’d she do that? Is it bad?”
“Just one of those old age things, I guess,” Barb told her. “She fell and broke her hip.”
“Or, it’s the other way around; her hip broke so she fell,” Annie countered. Then she asked, “What are you needing me to do?”
“Since Marcia can’t be there to run things, I’ll have to be in charge in her place. Will you do my job? It involves checking in the team captains. This morning they’ll have to pay the entry fee for prize money. I’ll move you from whatever team you’re assigned to now and have you play in Marcia’s place in the foursome with me. We have to be the last team to tee off. Is that a problem?” Barb asked.
Annie assured her friend that she could count on her. Then she called to Art, “I won’t have time to make those waffles for you after all. Barb needs me to help her run the league this month, so I’ll have to leave soon for the Pro Shop. Shall we just have a bowl of cereal? I promise I’ll make you waffles tomorrow.”
 

* * *
 

After the women got everything organized for the team Scramble, they fell to talking. Barb pointed to a sheet of paper thumb tacked on the bulletin board, “Did you see this, Annie?” The poster told how golf got its name when it was invented in Scotland:
Gentlemen Only, Ladies Forbidden = GOLF
“Do you think that’s how it really got it’s name, or just a joke?” She added, “I’m sure glad we women get to play now. I’m not very good, but I really like being outside whacking that little ball around.”
“You may not drive very far, but you’re deadly with a putter in your hand,” Barb declared. Annie smiled. Then they overheard someone mention the name “Twila,” and they stopped talking and listened intently.
Dolly, their friend from the kitchen, was telling her twin sister, “They haven’t heard from Twila; they don’t know where she is.” Molly asked what Twila’s last name was. Dolly told her it was Thompson. Dolly went on, “Her car’s gone. They thought she was coming home on Tuesday, that she’d be back here for Bingo to help Karl. She’s his new assistant, you know.”
Molly asked who ‘They’ were. “Oh,” Dolly explained. “Twila moved to BradLee because she has family here. Tony Tuckman’s her brother.” There was some discussion among the twin sisters; Molly seemed to be surprised by this relationship. Annie wondered why anyone would find that unusual. So many people moved to BradLee because they had relations living here. She chuckled, thinking it wasn’t safe to make a disparaging remark about anyone to anyone as they might very well be related! She’d heard there were at least twenty-one sets of sisters in the park, and that didn’t include sisters-in-law.
Barb looked at Annie and nodded towards the twins. They wanted to learn all they could, so the two friends moved over next to Dolly.
It was easy to get Dolly talking. She told them that she’d heard that Twila drove to Sanibel Island to visit friends over the weekend. She planned to leave early Tuesday to get back in time for Bingo. Annie and Barb already knew that from Brad, but they kept still. Dolly then told them something they hadn’t heard—that a neighbor thought she’d seen Twila’s car on Tuesday. It was in her carport; then it was gone. Her brother didn’t know whom she visited in Sanibel; she hadn’t said and hadn’t left a phone number. They, the brother and his wife, were beginning to get worried. Annie rubbed her left temple.
There wasn’t time to question Dolly any longer. The golfers began coming into the Pro Shop to sign in and to buy 50-50-raffle tickets, and the team captains came to pay the entry fee—money they had collected from each member of her team.
Verna, dressed in warm woolen slacks and sweater topped with a windbreaker jacket hurried inside the Pro Shop and told them, “DeeDee had to cancel this morning. Her sciatic pain just won’t go away. She’s going to have to have a doctor for it.”
“That’s too bad,” Barb said. “Is she going to an M.D. or Chiropractor?”
“An Osteopath, I think,” Verna answered, “that way she’ll get the best of both!”
Annie leaned across the counter and whispered to Verna, “We’ve got some news for you. Can you wait here after your round? Wait until we finish? We just heard something more about Twila Thompson.”
“And maybe I’ll have some news for you,” Verna countered. “Guess who is subbing on my team? Kitty Kreegah! I’ll see you later; I’ll wait for you here.”
 

* * *
 

It was nearly 10:00 a.m. when Barb and Annie teed off on the Blue course. Because of sickness and the cold weather, Barb and Annie’s foursome ended up being a twosome. Barb said, “Hopefully, we’ll have a full team next week. Since there are only two of us, we’ll each have to hit two balls every time—to make up for the two missing players.”
It was a Best Ball event. They could choose the best ball driven from the tee. Then they would both hit twice from that spot, and so on. “This is going to be like playing 18 holes instead of 9!” complained Annie. “We’ll be exhausted when this round is over.”
“Well, at least we won’t be over-heated on this brisk morning,” joked Barb. “C’mon, drive. Let’s get started so we can get finished.”
 

* * *
 

Since the golf course was open only to the women on Thursday mornings, the men who volunteered on the work crew often worked on improvements to the course that day. Their present project was making cement golf cart paths. The women were self-conscious having to hit with an audience, and the men good-naturally kidded them. While they were waiting to tee-off on Number 3, Annie said to Barb, “I thought Art said they were going to pour cement today around the fifth hole. I wonder what happened; why are they digging on Number 3 instead?”
One of the men overheard her and explained, “It probably wasn’t too cold to pour cement, but it was too cold for us old men; we didn’t get enough helpers to come out on a cold morning. There wasn’t any cloud cover last night, and that clear sky let the cold air pour in.”
Where’s Art?” Annie asked; she had expected to see him with the work crew. They told her that he drove the tractor back to the shop to have the blade sharpened. After he dug out the next section for the cart path, he was going to have to go back to Number Five to re-do part of that. One man said he thought those Sand Hill Cranes had torn it up, but another man wondered if it wasn’t the work of a fox because a crane just digs straight down with its long bill while this looked more like someone or something had dug into the soft ground. Annie unconsciously rubbed her left temple.
As they walked to the next tee, Barb said, “We’re getting a lot of wildlife around here besides all the birds. There’s a den of foxes on the Gold and that alligator living in Crescent Pond.”
Annie mentioned, “Von and Verna got to see that American Crocodile in Memorial Pond. That’s a rare sight in central Florida.”
Barb answered, “When Verna said crocodile, I thought she mis-spoke and meant to say alligator.”
“The two animals are similar. I was talking to Doc about them. He gave me a bit of trivia: In case you are ever on a quiz show, you should know that a crocodile cannot stick its tongue out.”
Barb asked, “What about the ‘gator’s tongue?”
“He didn’t say. You’ll have to ask Doc. He did tell me that the croc has a big tooth showing on each side of its head even when its mouth is closed. You don’t see any of an alligator’s teeth when its mouth is shut. Another difference is the shape of its face. The crocs have a longer, slimmer face, and there’s a snout on the end just like a pig’s. They move down through the little streams and waterways; so the croc probably won’t be here long.”
“You learn something new every day!” Barb shook her head. “Look, there’s a pair of Sand Hill Cranes. Those big birds are so majestic.”
Annie commented, “They’ve multiplied in the last few years. I remember when it was a treat to see just one pair of them. They are almost always together in pairs or families. I feel sorry for that one-legged one; he must have lost his mate, and none of the others seem to accept him.”
“Talk about animals in the park—there goes a squirrel.”
“There’s almost as many rabbits as squirrels around. When I ride my bicycle after supper, I see a pair of them in every other yard, it seems. We had to put screening in to keep them from nesting under our air-conditioner,” said Barb.
Annie shivered and said, “One good thing about winter, there aren’t any love bugs flying around. Two months out of the year is bad enough—spring and fall! You have to brush them away when you open the door, or they’ll fly inside the house, and they sure do mess up the front of the car!”
“I could do without those little pale green tree frogs pooping all around my front door,” Barb complained. “Some women like to collect frog paraphernalia, but after putting up with them leaving their ‘calling cards’ all around my front door, I don’t think they’re cute at all.”
“My favorites are the emus and ostriches. We talked about them yesterday,” Annie said. “Interesting as they are, I sure don’t want to get too close. I hope that fence is good and stout. Those big birds can be nasty. Did you hear DeeDee say that Doc says they can kill you with just one kick? Their legs are really powerful.”
“The emus are quite sociable. Sometimes they hang around the fence watching the golfers, but the ostriches mostly ignore us, never seem to pay any attention to the golfers as far as I can see,” stated Barb. She had a poor second shot, and it rolled near the new bathroom. Barb got a mischievous twinkle in her eye, pointed toward the new building and asked Annie, “Are you going to use it this morning?”
“I am not,” Annie declared. “I’ll suffer before I go back in there today after what happened yesterday.”
Barb laughed and walked over to pick up the ball. Then, for no reason that Annie could figure out, Barb jerked her head. Annie moved closer to her. In almost a whisper, Barb said, “Look straight ahead. Then casually look over in the field where the emus and ostriches are. There’s a little shed over there. I think there’s a golf cart almost hidden behind it.”
Annie pretended to be looking at the big birds. Then as she looked down into her golf bag to pull out her #3 wood, she said to Barb, “You’re right. There is a golf cart parked behind that shed, and did you notice that the rain curtains on it are gray? Who do we know in the park that has gray curtains?”
Barb looked at her friend and said with a question in her voice, “Karl Kreeger?”
“Um-hum,” Annie said through pursed lips.
“But that isn’t in BradLee! That’s some farmer’s field,” protested Barb.
“Exactly,” retorted Annie. “And just why would Karl Kreeger be trying to hide his golf cart there? That is strange. C’mon, tee-off just like we didn’t notice it.”
They turned their backs to the big birds and hit their balls; hitting twice to make up for the two missing players on their team. The sixth hole paralleled Number 5. As they walked, heading back toward the big birds, the women tried to see the golf cart. It was gone. Annie wanted a better look; so she said to Barb, “Gosh, you know what? I think I have to use that bathroom after all!”
Barb looked at her with surprise, then realized why her friend had changed her mind. They both went into the toilets. When they came out, they casually walked over to the fence, again pretending to look at the birds. Annie walked along part of it. “Barb, come here!” she ordered in a low voice. Barb saw that Annie had turned her back to the fence and was trying to get Barb to take a quick look at the fence. It was cut. Clearly, this was no accident. “Now, how did that happen, do you suppose?”
Barb was afraid to examine it closely in case they were being watched. “I’m afraid to bend over and take a good look at it, but I think you’re right. I think it has been cut. Who do you suppose would do that? Do you think it was …?” She hesitated to say Karl’s name. “Why would he do that? You don’t suppose he was going to …”
Annie finished the thought, “To bury the body under the cement path? Like I said before—that would be a great way to hide the body permanently.”
“I just hope he’s not watching us. Let’s get out of here.” She tugged on Annie’s sweater.
“You know what this implies, don’t you?” Annie asked.
“Yes,” her friend said with dismay, “we’re assuming that Karl Kreeger has a body and that he is trying to hide it, probably under that golf cart path so it will be covered with cement.”
“We’ve got to stop him. If he can do that, we can never prove that there ever was a body,” Annie lamented. They had been talking as they walked to the seventh tee. “I don’t much feel like finishing this round, but I suppose we should. Didn’t Verna say she was playing with Kitty Kreeger?”
“Yes. You know we’re all alone out here. Right now, I wish some of the work crews were here or even a foursome of men pushing us to play faster. But the men aren’t allowed to tee-off for half an hour after the Women’s League plays because the women playing on the last team to tee-off kept complaining that the men were crowding them—almost hitting them with their long drives.”
“And since it’s so cold out, some of those avid golfers probably won’t be out this morning. Do you suppose Karl was waiting out there? He’d know there would be that space of time when no one would be on the course. The ground’s so sandy; it’s easy to dig down in it. It wouldn’t take long to dig a shallow grave in this sandy soil; not like some of the clay soil we had back home.” The women hustled to Number Seven. “I think we scared him off.” Annie’s mind was on Karl Kreeger; she dubbed her drive.
 

* * *
 

Verna was waiting for them in the Pro Shop. She had a big smile on her wrinkled face; her blue eyes were dancing, and she waved a wad of dollar bills at them, “I won! I won the fifty-fifty raffle,” she almost squealed in delight. “I don’t think I’ve evah won anything before in my life!”
“That’s great!” Barb congratulated her. “How much was in the pot?”
“Eighty dollars; so I got $40! The othah half goes to the golf league. Isn’t that fun? Bathing suits are on sale now, and I’m going to use this to buy a new one,” Verna stated.
The women moved into the lounge. The heat was switched on, and the room was comfortable after the chill outside. They pulled three upholstered chairs close and began sharing their morning experiences. Annie and Barb told Verna about seeing what they thought was Karl Kreeger’s golf cart in the field with the ostriches. They could only speculate why the fence was cut.
Verna was shocked, “You don’t think he was… ?” her voice trailed off. She couldn’t say the words that expressed the idea that was forming. They were all thinking the same thing: Karl Kreeger is a nice man. We’ve known him for several years. Men like Karl don’t murder someone, do they? And then try to get away with murder?
Verna shook her head. “This is too much. Do you really think that was Karl’s golf cart in that field?”
“We don’t know what else to think,” Barb said. “It’s the only one we know of around here that has gray rain curtains. And it looked new, didn’t it, Annie?”
Annie nodded in agreement. Verna said, “I have some news for you, too. I told you that Kitty Kreegah was subbing on our team? I got an ear full! She is so put out about her husband! She was really on his case! Seems she’d told him earliah that she needed the golf cart this morning for golf, but he, at the verah last minute, had some cock-and-bull story about why he needed it and just took off in it. So, she had to drive their car ovah to the course. Anothah thing: She doesn’t want to move to Ohio; she loves living in BradLee, but she says Karl just told her they were moving out; that he didn’t want to live here anymore! She doesn’t know what to make of him. Wondahs if he’s going through change of life or something?”
Barb and Annie were stunned.
“There’s more,” Verna continued. “Wednesday morning, a friend, Olivia, I think it was, picked Kitty up to go play Scrabble. Olivia forgot something, so she had to swing back to her home. Kitty says on the way she was surprised to see her golf cart parked in the carport of an empty house. She knows the people who live there; they’re Canadians. The man isn’t well, and they had to go back to Canada because of his health insurance. Kitty said she was so upset, but she didn’t say anything to Olivia. Kitty told me she just knew it was their golf cart because it was blue and had the gray rain curtains, and they were down and all zipped up tight around the sides. Since they were on the late side, she didn’t have time to stop and look at it.
“She also said that she asked Olivia to drive her past that house after the Scrabble game was over, but the cart was gone by then. She doesn’t know what Karl’s up to. She wondahs if he’s getting Alzheimer’s or something? He’s acting so strange!”
As she stood up to leave, Barb put into words what Annie was thinking, “Or maybe he’s gotten himself in big trouble and is trying awfully hard to cover it up.”
Verna struggled to get up from the low chair, “Oh, dear, it’s getting hardah and hardah to get out of a comfortable chair. This getting old isn’t for sissies!”
The other two laughed and agreed that ‘Golden Age’ was a misnomer. Annie suggested that they all stop at DeeDee’s on the way home to see how she was feeling.
“I’d like to, but I’m hungry. It’s past noon, and Brad will wonder where I am,” Barb said. “Let’s go after lunch.”
“I almost forgot,” Verna countered, “I have Book Club at one o’clock. I’ll have to skedaddle. Von’s out delivering Meals On Wheels so I don’t have to get lunch for him. Book Club’s ovah about 2:30. How about if I just meet you girls at DeeDee’s about then?”
They agreed. Annie offered to call DeeDee to tell her they’d be coming to see her that afternoon.
 

* * *
 

Thursday Afternoon, 2:30 P.M.
 

Barb and Annie saw Verna pedaling her red bicycle towards them. She was wearing a red cardigan sweater. “How she does love the color red,” Annie commented. “Verna likes red more than I like blue, and that’s saying something!” They waited for her to pull into DeeDee’s carport, put her kickstand down and angle the front wheel to steady the bike. Then they knocked on the door.
The little old mobile home was set down on a street in the older part of the park twenty-four years ago when it was brand new and state of the art. It was a long, narrow single-wide, 14’ x 60’, and still had its trailer hitch attached to the front.
The Davises had worked hard remodeling the manufactured house themselves. They painted the dark wood paneling an off-white color. You could still see the grooves in the paneling; they didn’t fill those in. It added texture to the rooms, and the off-white paint brightened them, especially the narrow hallway that led down one side of the unit to the two bedrooms and bath. Vertical blinds replaced the heavy avocado-colored drapes and sheers that the original owner had hung there in the 1970’s when that kind and color of window treatment was the height of fashion. Now it was cozy and comfortable. “It would be more comfy, though,” DeeDee had once said, “if it had a second bathroom.”
The other thing DeeDee missed was her grand piano. There certainly was no room for a musical instrument as big as that in the small area which served as their dining and living room.
Yes, Annie thought to herself, it’s old and small, but very attractive, and I love being in DeeDee’s home. Perhaps she loved it because it was here that the four women cemented, or at least started cementing, their unusually strong friendships.
Doc welcomed them, “Come on in; she’s sitting on a heating pad. I took her to the osteopath this morning. She got a shot; so she’s getting relief from the pain.”
DeeDee greeted her friends without standing up. “He gave me an adjustment too, before tha cortisone shot. That helped. It jest doesn’t seem fair; I’m younger than tha rest of y’all, an’ I’m tha one that’s laid up!”
“You’ll be up and at ‘em in a couple of days and leading the pack,” Barb predicted.
Doc excused himself, “If you ladies don’t mind, Connie is calling me.”
“What did he mean by that?” Barb questioned as he left the room. “Who is Connie?”
“Oh, that? That’s his name fer his computer. He’s named it ‘Connie.’ He’s gotten all involved with his computer. He can do something he calls ‘email’—writes to our kids in Ohio, an’ it doesn’t cost a penny! I don’t understand it, but he spends a lotta time with Connie!”
The telephone rang and a few minutes later Doc came back into the living room with a sweater and his car keys in his hand. “If you’re okay, DeeDee,” Doc said, “I’ve got to go to the animal shelter. They just called. The regular veterinarian’s got the flu and needs to go home. I’ll go and relieve him for the rest of the afternoon. Do you want me to pick up anything for supper or do you want to go out?” Doc asked.
DeeDee bit her lower lip as she thought a moment before saying, “I think I’d rather jest stay in for supper. Would ya mind pickin’ up two plates of spaghetti with meat sauce for us? Oh! an’ two Greek side salads. Thanks, darlin’.”
“Girls, take good care of her. ‘Bye.” Doc left for the animal shelter where he could put his years of experience as a veterinarian to good use.
After he left, DeeDee asked Verna, “Did ya enjoy Book Club?”
“Oh, yes! It’s usually stimulating; puts your mind to working.” Then Verna said, “I’ve got good news and bad news. Which do you want to hear first?”
DeeDee hurried to answer, “I certainly wan’ ta hear the good news first!”
“Here it is then,” Verna said. “You know, Nanette is our leader of Book Club. I think the woman reads everything! Well, this afternoon, she started off our meeting by telling this story. It shows the value of reading, she says. She got it in an e-mail:
“It seems there was a couple who decided to go on vacation. The husband loved to fish, and he wanted to go to northern Minnesota. His wife didn’t fish; she loved to read, but she agreed to go so he could fish, and she’d read.
“One morning, her husband went out fishing at the crack of dawn. Aftah several hours of fishing, he came in and decided to take a nap. By this time, the sun was up and it was a pretty day. Although she wasn’t familiar with the lake, the wife decided to take the boat out. She motored out a ways, cut the engine, threw out the anchor, picked up her book, and began to read.
“A game warden came along in his boat. He pulled up beside her and said, ‘Good morning, m’am. What are you doing?’
“‘Reading a book,’ she replied, thinking to herself that it was obvious what she was doing.
“He informed her, ‘You’re in a restricted fishing area.’
“And she replied, ‘I’m sorry officer, but I’m not fishing; I’m reading.’
“‘Yes, but you have all the equipment. I’ll have to take you in and write you up.’
“‘If you do that, I’ll have to charge you with sexual assault,’ the woman said.
“Shocked, the game warden said, ‘But, I haven’t even touched you!’
“‘That’s true, but you have all the equipment.’
“MORAL,” Verna finished, “nevah argue with a woman who reads. It’s likely she can also think!”
After the women stopped laughing, Annie asked Verna what her bad news was.
“It’s about Twila. Twila Thompson, that new woman in BradLee. Her sister-in-law, Tilley, comes to Book Club. She’s says they are very worried about Twila because she hasn’t come home. It’s been two days now. They didn’t worry too much at first because they thought she was just staying longer with her friends on Sanibel Island. They didn’t know the name of those friends to call them; so last night they finally called the Sheriff’s office to report her missing!”
With a heavy heart, Annie said, “It’s finally happened! Someone is officially missing. I didn’t want it to happen, but I knew it had to come to this. Oh, dear! This is so sad, but at last someone is officially reported missing. We’ll get more help now from the law.”
“And we’re pretty sure the worst has happened to her,” Barb added.
“It must have been Twila’s hand I felt in that drawer. Girls, we need to talk. We need to get right down to business.” Annie turned to DeeDee, “First, you need to hear what happened this morning. Are you feeling up to it?” When DeeDee nodded, Annie continued, “Verna, why don’t you tell her what you learned from Kitty Kreeger? Then Barb and I can tell you what we saw on the golf course.”
DeeDee listened with interest, making comments and asking questions as the story unfolded. When they finished, she said, “Y’all did so good, an’ ya won’t believe this, but I learned something strange at the doctor’s office!” They looked at her expectantly, “I was sittin’ in the doctor’s waitin’ room when Jiggs comes in. His granddaughter dropped him off; she lives in town, ya know. Anyway, he comes over an’ sits down beside me, an’ we started visitin’. Well, I got him talkin’ about Bingo, an’ after awhile I asked him how Karl Kreeger felt about havin’ an assistant to help him with Bingo. Jiggs sortta stiffened an’ he told me that Karl never spoke ta him about it—never even mentioned it ta him atall! Not one little word! Don’t y’all think that’s very strange? I don’t believe he was tellin’ me tha truth.
“Then tha nurse calls Jiggs in; so I started readin’ a magazine. I’m waitin’ fer Doc ta pick me up; he went up to K-Mart ta buy some stones ta edge our landscaping. Anyway, I’m still sittin’ thar when Jiggs comes out, an’ he sits down beside me again. He’s waitin’ fer his granddaughter ta pick him up; she didn’t want him drivin’ after gettin’ a shot. She’s good ta watch out fer her gramps since he lost his wife.
“I don’t know what was in that shot he got, but it sure loosened his tongue! He was on a talkin’ jag. That shot may have gone inta his bottom, but it sure did loosen his tongue at his top end! I think he told me more than he meant ta about Karl! I know we sometimes call him ‘Jolly Jiggs’; well, he certainly was jolly—like a happy drunk, he was!
“You know that Jiggs has a little business on the side, don’t cha? He drives people back an’ forth ta tha airport. Well, this is the part he told me that I don’t think he wouldda told me before gettin’ that shot: Jiggs said Karl asked him ta pick him up at tha Tampa Airport an’ bring him home on Wednesday. He didn’t say what time it was. Don’t y’all think that’s strange? Why would he be needin’ a ride only back from tha airport?”
Barb questioned, “He just wanted a one-way ride? Karl only wanted a ride back from the airport? Yes, DeeDee, I do think that is strange. Very strange!”
“I don’t think he could have flown anyplace in that short of a time,” Verna reasoned. “We saw him at Bingo on Tuesday night. He’s retired. It’s not like he would be making a short business trip.”
“I think I saw him about 5:30 Tuesday morning. That’s when I think he carried away that body from behind tha A/C units,” DeeDee added.
Annie was quick to sum up the situation: “Twila’s car is missing, and Karl needs a ride back from the airport. And just how did Karl get to the airport?” She answered her own question, “I think he drove Twila’s car down there and left it in the parking garage. Nobody would bother to look for it in there for a long time.”
“That’s right. It could very well be Twila’s car because a neighbor said she thought she’d seen it in Twila’s drive for just a little while on Tuesday afternoon. Do ya know what I think? I think Twila drove home from Sanibel an’ stopped at her house for a few minutes. Then she drove on over ta tha clubhouse. She doesn’t have a golf cart, I don’t think; so she’d have ta use her car or walk.” Her friends let DeeDee go on with her reasoning, “What if Twila met with Karl in Old Main? She tells him that she’s been looking at what records there are an’ the figures don’t add up—that money seems ta be missing from tha Bingo funds. She couldn’t be certain because Karl would need money for expenses for equipment, an’ he didn’t keep any books on what he spent fer supplies. Now bein’ questioned by a woman would surely upset Karl. If he lost his temper an’ hit her, an’ if she accidentally died, he couldda panicked an’ hid her body in that drawer with all tha decorations in it.”
Annie picked up the thread, “And when he saw me looking in that drawer, he knew he needed to move the body; so when the lights went out he quick-like pulled the body from the one drawer and stuffed it into the other.”
“And that’s how her shoe ended up in one drawer,” Barb surmised. “The other shoe fell off when he pushed her body along with the trolley under the stage.”
Verna was getting excited, and it warmed her up. She pulled off her red sweater as she picked up the reasoning, “Then aftah every one had cleaned up the hall aftah Bingo, he took her out of that drawer and carried her outside. The tissue must have dropped out of her pocket then. He didn’t know what to do with her body; so he stuffed her behind one of the A/C things, and then he came back very early Wednesday morning. That’s when her jeans tore, and I found that scrap of material caught on the sheet metal.”
Barb wondered, “Do you suppose we could get Deputy Menendez to have somebody check the long-term parking garage at the airport for her car? I don’t even know what kind or color car she drove, but the police could get that information if they want to. Annie, why don’t you call Menendez? I think you should do it right now.”
Annie looked at her friends; they looked at her, and she could read their minds. She reached for the telephone on the end table. “I don’t want to call 911; I’d rather call the sheriff’s office directly. Where’s your phone book?” DeeDee pointed to a shelf. As she thumbed through the directory, Annie said, “Before I dial, will you bow your heads with me? I feel a sentence prayer coming on: God, it’s Annie down here and my dear friends too. We are really involved in ‘Our Mystery.’ Guide us, protect us, and help us make good decisions. Thanks, God. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
Her friends were encouraged by the length of Annie’s phone conversation with Sgt. Menendez. If the sergeant thought Annie was being frivolous, she would have cut her off in short fashion, but she didn’t; she listened, and she asked questions. Annie was smiling when she hung up. “I think she’s going to do it. She’s going to ask Tampa police to check out the airport after she determines Twila’s license plate, car make and color. Now that her brother and sister-in-law have filed a formal complaint of a missing person, we’re getting cooperation. Isn’t that wonderful?”
They all agreed it was great to be working with the law instead of just trying to convince them that a crime had been committed.
Annie brought out a legal pad and pen from the tote she had brought with her. “I think we need to make notes of what has happened so far—to make a time chart of of what we know and of what we’ve found.”
The Golfin’ Gals worked hard setting down the facts and details that they knew. They stayed focused on the matter; not one of them began to gossip. They were committed to proving there was a body, and they thought that body was Twila Thompson’s. They also believed that Karl Kreeger was trying to hide her body.
Verna speculated, “Do you suppose DeeDee’s right—that Karl lost his tempah and pushed her? Knocked her over?”
“An’ jest like in tha movies, she hit her head an’ it killed her!”
“If they were meeting on the stage, and he shoved her, she could have fallen off the stage. If she hit her head just right, that could have killed her,” Barb reasoned. “Maybe broke her neck?”
Annie didn’t think their ideas were far-fetched. She rubbed her left temple as she said, “And like we reasoned before, if no one finds a body, it’s hard to prove there’s a crime. So, maybe, just maybe, Karl’s been trying to hide Twila’s body. He’s had to move it around a lot. This cold weather put a damper in his plans.”
“That’s right!” Verna said enthusiastically, “He couldn’t bury the body until just before they would pour the cement or a fox or something might dig it up.”
“If he didn’t bury it deep enough,” DeeDee added, “those Sand Hill Cranes could expose it with their long bills.”
“And that’s why he’s had to keep moving it. He had to keep the body out of sight until he could bury it in the cart path. Once cement was poured over the body, he was scot-free,” Annie concluded.
 

* * *
 

After the four women finished jotting down what they knew about the traveling corpse, they began to make a second list about what they suspected of Karl Kreeger. Annie jotted them down in the order her friends recalled the incidents:
Told his wife they were moving out of the park; she doesn’t want to leave BradLee.
He put his house up for sale; this seemed to be a sudden decision.
Karl saw Annie open the drawer on Monday night.
They knew he called the first half of Bingo on Monday night, as usual. But they didn’t see him when they went back to Old Main with the deputies.
Karl never speaks about having an assistant appointed by the Board of Trustees to Jiggs, who is his close friend and Bingo worker. Maybe Jiggs is lying.
DeeDee saw a man the size of Karl lift something up from behind the A/C units and head off through the shuffleboard courts early Wednesday morning.
Told his wife he needed their golf cart on Wednesday, a.m. and drove off even though Kitty had told him earlier that she needed it that day.
His wife saw their cart parked in a driveway of friends that were out of town. Could he have left the body in the cart? The side curtains were down; so it wouldn’t be easy for anyone to see it unless they walked up to the cart.
Annie and Barb wonder if Karl saw them go into the new bathroom on the golf course; that could be why the body was moved from the restroom.
Annie and Barb saw a golf cart that looked like Karl’s parked half hidden behind a shed in a field with ostriches and emus.
Wire fence was partially cut.
Jiggs drives Karl home from the Tampa airport on Wednesday. They think Karl drove Twila’s car to the airport.
 

After they finished their list, Verna asked, “You know what we haven’t considered? What about this? Maybe Karl left the car in the airport parking lot, and maybe, just maybe, he left her body in it!”
DeeDee gasped, “What a horrible thing ta do, but it would be a smart way ta get rid of that body fer a few days.”
I’ll add it to our list:
Body may be in her car at Tampa airport.
 

Annie rubbed her temple with her left hand, “But I don’t feel comfortable about the track we’re on, something isn’t right. We’re not sure what time Jiggs picked Karl up at the airport on Wednesday. It would have had to be late on Wednesday because Barb saw the body in the restroom that afternoon, and I caught a glimpse of him at the BradLee dinner.”
“They could have driven to Tampa after the dinner,” Verna said.
“I suppose they could,” Annie agreed, “but I don’t have good vibes about that scenario. In fact, I have an idea tickling my brain.”
“Oh, oh!” Barb exclaimed. “We’re in for more adventure! What is it?”
“I don’t know about adventure. Actually, it may be boring.”
“Things aren’t usually boring when you’re involved, Annie,” DeeDee laughed.
“Tell us what you have up your sleeve,” Verna urged.
Annie hesitated then blurted out, “I want to go on a stake-out.”
“When?”
“Tonight.”
“In this cool weather?”
“I can’t control the weather. It has to be tonight. I think tomorrow will be too late,” Annie answered.
“Too late for what?” Barb asked.
“To see if Karl buries the body.”
“Where?”
“In that new golf cart path the men are working on near Blue Number Five. I think the men are planning to pour the cement tomorrow.” Annie went on to explain, “That’s why we need to go tonight. We should drive our golf carts over there and park them where we can’t be easily seen, but where we can see the path near the tee and the field with the ostriches and emus. We need to get there just after dark. You’ll have to be very quiet. You can’t even cough or sneeze!”
Her friends sat there stunned into silence.
Annie added, “There’s a space shuttle launch tonight. If anybody asks you where you’re going, you can tell them you’re going to watch it from the golf course. If you can get your husbands to go with you, call me to let me know. I’ll have to talk Art into it.”
DeeDee, always the cautious one, asked, “Are ya goin’ ta tell your sergeant?”
“I suppose I should let them know at the Sheriff’s Department what we plan to do, but I don’t know if we’ll get any support or not. I’ll call Maria right now. Fortunately, the sergeant’s a lot friendlier than she was at first. I don’t get the feeling that she thinks we are meddlesome old biddies anymore. I think she respects us and our problem with The Traveling Corpse!”
Barb blew out some air, “That’s a lot to think about, but we did accomplish a lot this afternoon; now let’s go home and talk it through with our husbands. See if they have any good suggestions and if they’ll go with us. I’ll let you know, Annie, if Brad agrees to go.”
Verna nodded her agreement, and DeeDee said, “My sciatica isn’t going to keep me away!”
Annie bowed her head; the others did too, “Lord, It’s Annie down here with my friends. Thank you for listening to us and helping us to reason things out. We still need your guidance, and our husband’s support. And please keep us all safe. Amen.”
 

* * *
 

Sgt. Menendez hung up the telephone and sat there thinking, drumming her fingers on her thighs. Finally, she made up her mind. It was time to take this little old woman seriously. Annie and her friends had hung in there—persevered. Also, they had gathered some impressive evidence. Now they were going to go out in the dark of night on a stake-out! Probably a waste of time. Yet … and yet, in retrospect she thought that those seniors had been right on target all along.
The best theory, Menendez thought, was the one about the body being locked in a car at the Tampa airport. She’d have that report in the morning. Still, she hesitated, thinking that Annie was convinced that the body may be buried tonight right in their park. The pretty sergeant drummed her fingers some more, thinking what to do.
 

* * *
 

Late Thursday Afternoon, 5 P.M.
 

The house smelled good to Annie when she opened her side door. Before leaving for DeeDee’s house, she had filled her slow cooker with cubes of beef and raw vegetables. She’d added seasonings, a few glugs of red wine, and turned it on the high setting. After washing her hands, Annie mixed up some cheese biscuits and popped them in her toaster oven. Art came in and set the table as she dipped the hearty vegetable-beef stew out of her crockpot and ladled it into her soup bowls which were trimmed in a blue Delft pattern. They bowed their heads as Art offered the same prayer he said every evening: “Thank you, Lord, for this food that we are about to receive. Make us worthy of it, and make us worthy to follow in Your footsteps. We ask your blessing upon us and our extended family and friends. And, bless our country and its leaders. Amen.”
As they ate their supper, Annie told her husband about the Golfin’ Gals productive afternoon. She showed him the yellow legal-size paper with the list she had made of all their happenings—anything they could think of connected with “Our Mystery’. Then she showed Art the second list. This one consisted of what they knew about Karl Kreeger. After they discussed the implications, she rubbed her left temple and said, “I know you’ll think I’m crazy to ask this.” Art paused in his eating and looked at her. She continued, “Art, would you go with me to the golf course?”
“Honey, I’ll go with you anywhere, but it’s a little too dark to go golfing and a little cool for necking.”
“No, be serious. Barb and I talked about this on our way home. We want to look around that fifth hole on the Blue. The fence was definitely cut. I need you to go with me to check it out, and Barb’s going to try to get Brad to go too. If anybody sees us and asks us why we are going out there, we’ve got a great excuse. There’s going to be a shuttle lift-off tonight. We can always say we’re just going out there to watch it. Without any streetlights around, you get a great view.”
“That will be a plus. And how can I say ‘No’ to my darling Annie with the beautiful violet eyes? But, I do have one question: Why not wait until morning?”
“Well,” she rubbed her left temple, “It’s not over.” Before he could ask what wasn’t over, she hurried on, “The body. I don’t think Karl has buried it yet. I have this feeling that he’ll try to do it tonight.”
Art sat quietly for a moment, “Have you thought that he might have put her body in her car, driven it to the airport, parked it, and left it there. If he wiped off all his finger prints, it would be hard to tie him to it.”
“Yes, we thought of that; Verna brought it up.” Annie pointed to the line on her yellow pad. “We’ve already talked about that possibility. They’d eventually find the body though. And we don’t think it was very smart of him to ask Jiggs to pick him up at the airport.”
“They say bad guys always make a mistake,” Art said, then added his congratulations. “Annie, you and your friends are first-rate detectives!”
Annie smiled and thanked him, but said, “I’m not at all sure we’ve solved it. I’m not sure of it at all. What if Karl didn’t put her body in the car? And, I don’t think he did because I think we saw the body in that restroom after he went to the airport—not before. I don’t think he wants that body to ever be found. And that’s why I want you to go with me to the golf course. If he can hide her body and you guys pour cement over her, then he’ll get away with murder!”
“So you want me to go on a stake-out?”
“Something like that. Barb and Brad too, and, hopefully, the D and V’s too.
“Don’t you think we’re a little too old to be doing this?”
“We won’t be chasing him; we’ll just sit quietly in our golf cart and watch.”
“Promise me you won’t try to tackle him or anything,” Art said with a twinkle in his faded blue eyes.
Annie was finishing her stew as she explained, “We girls talked about this a lot this afternoon, and we don’t think Karl meant to murder the woman. We think it was an accident. We can’t believe that he’s some horrible murderer who planned it. It wasn’t pre-meditated; it was just an unfortunate accident. At least, that’s what we think.
“If he had reported it right away, called 9-1-1, he wouldn’t be trying to hide a body now, would he? No. He’d be looking at manslaughter, I think is the right term, instead of murder. What is also wrong is his skimming money. That’s stealing. We think Karl has been skimming money from Bingo. If she, Twila, that is, died from a fall, and he admits to pushing her; then it would surely come out that they were arguing. Then the deputies would keep probing until they learned that the argument was about skimming money from Bingo. Karl probably excused his sticky fingers problem by telling himself that he was giving so much time and effort into Bingo that he deserved some reward. It’s just a guess, of course. So, if he was stealing a little of the Bingo money each week, he wasn’t going to be happy having the Board appoint an assistant for him. Once she started keeping records and making sure the money they took in balanced with what they paid out and what was profit, that would be the end of Karl’s reign. He might even have to go to jail.”
She continued, “Karl had lots of helpers. They’d total the amount at the end of the games, but no one seemed to know exactly how much was paid out in expenses. He doesn’t have much of a check or balance system in place. He could do just about anything he wanted to with the money. We don’t think his wife knew about his stealing. Verna found out that Kitty didn’t pay any of their bills; she hasn’t a clue about their finances. When he got those new things, like the new golf cart, and the new van, he probably just told her their investments were paying off better than ever—that they had the money to pay for the new things.
“So, we’re guessing that Twila came back from her weekend at Sanibel Island, stopped home for a few minutes, and then drove over to Old Main. We know she was at her house because a neighbor saw her car. We suppose that Twila and Karl were alone in the clubhouse. If she questioned him about not keeping good records, he might have lost his temper. She probably didn’t back down to him like Kitty always does. If he lost his temper, he might have hit her; we don’t think he meant to kill her. If she fell and hit her head on, say, the corner of a table or maybe she fell down the steps to the stage and hit her head on the metal railing, it could have killed her. We think he panicked then stuffed her in that decoration drawer before Bingo began. You know the rest.”
Art sat quietly for a moment, “You girls certainly have been doing a lot of thinking. You’ve made up a good story—a story that makes sense to me, but it would be a lot easier for him to just put her body in her car, drive it to the airport, park it, and leave it there. Like I said, if he wiped off all his finger prints, it would be hard to tie him to it.”
“You’re right about that being the easiest way, but I think he just wanted to hide her car for a while, and the airport was a clever idea. I don’t think the body is in it.”
“But,” Art said, “let’s don’t rule that theory completely out until they find Twila’s car.”
“Sgt. Menendez promised me she’d track it down. Meanwhile, I don’t want Karl to get away with hiding the body. That’s why I’m asking you to come with me to the golf course,” Annie implored. We’ve got to find the body. No one has seen the body except Barb and me, and maybe DeeDee. For heaven’s sake! The body keeps disappearing. That’s why I need you to go out on the golf course with me. Please?”
“Do you still think he’d do that; still try to hide the body?”
“Yes, I do. He’s clever. Look how he’s managed to move the body around for two days now,” Annie asserted. “Please, will you go with me?”
“You want to go check out Number Five, Blue?”
“Please.”
“Why tonight?”
Because it’s getting warmer out. The temperature’s been rising slowly all day. So, if it’s warm enough tomorrow morning, the men will pour the cement. That’s why he needs to bury the body tonight.”
Art thought about it awhile, then said, “Okay, I’ll go with you if the B’s will go too. It’s too dangerous for us to be out there alone. You say you talked this over with DeeDee and Verna? Also, we should tell your sergeant what we’re doing. ”
 

* * *
 

Thursday, Early Evening, 6 P.M.
 

Annie gathered up two blankets and a bottle of Zephryhills spring water. Her husband wanted to know why in the world she was unwrapping two granola bars. “Honey, when you try to take off the cellophane or whatever these are wrapped in, they make noise, a loud, crinkling noise. If we are going on a stake-out, we don’t want to give ourselves away, for heaven’s sake! A stitch in time saves nine, you know.”
Art shook his head good-naturedly. “My cute little detective!” Then he called, “The B’s are here.”
It wasn’t as cold as the night before, but still there was a nip in the air. They were glad to put their plastic side curtains down to keep out any wind. It was a lovely evening; the stars were coming out but the moon was not yet up.
The Davises and Vigeauxs, who lived closer to the golf courses, were waiting for them in the golf parking lot. Speaking very quietly, Annie warned them again about being quiet. “Stiffle a sneeze or a cough. If Karl hears any human noise, you’ll scare him off.”
Art had another suggestion, “Don’t back up your golf cart because if you put it in reverse, it’ll beep. Park it so you can drive straight ahead in case you have to move during the stake-out.”
Annie asked Brad, “Do you know who owns the field with the ostriches? What’s the farmer’s name?”
Brad nodded, “His name is Gerald Gilbert, likes to be called Gilly. He’s a nice man; he’ll co-operate with you. I told my dad about Barb’s seeing what she thought was Karl Kreeger’s golf cart on Gilly’s land. I asked dad how he got in there. Was he trespassing? Dad knows a lot more about all this surrounding property than I do. He told me that there is a narrow strip of land that the county owns. Anyone can use it, but it just looks like it’s part of Gilly’s property. Karl might have found out about it when he was on the committee looking to buy additional land for the new golf course.”
“Do you know where the entrance is?”
“I think I can find it from what my dad told me,” Brad answered. “Do you want us to stake it out?”
“It would be a good idea, don’t you think?”
Art answered, “I think it’s a great idea to watch that entrance.”
Von took part in the discussion, “If he’s got a golf cart in there, and he probably does, he’ll leave as soon as he buries that … that body. It would be smart if some of us watch from over there. We can cover more territory that way.” To his wife, Von spoke, “Okay with you if we go with Brad and Barb?”
“One place is probably just as dangerous as the othah,” she answered.
Annie commented, “In for a penny; in for a pound.” Art shook his head, but Verna agreed to go.
Von said to Brad, “Lead the way.” Without thinking, Von automatically reached his right hand below the seat to put the lever into reverse.
Verna quickly dropped her hand down to stop him and whispered, “It’ll beep. It probably doesn’t mattah since we’re not too close to Numbah Five, but it’s bettah if you don’t. Sounds carry at night. I think you can get out if you squeeze through there. Careful, now.”
After the B and V’s left to find the entrance to the farmer’s field on the opposite side, the Andersens and Davises cut off their headlights and drove slowly across the Blue course. They didn’t want to alert Karl if he were around. Silently, they pulled up near the new bathroom building and parked so they could stay in their cart and still see the farmer’s field and the future path which Art had helped prepare earlier. It was dug four inches deep, and the wooden forms were in place in the ground. All was ready for the cement to be poured the next morning. The bathroom building shielded them from view of anyone coming from the south.
Doc Davis pulled his cart up beside Annie. He unzipped part of the top section and leaned over and whispered to her, “We’ve got great seats for the space shuttle lift-off.”
“When?” she pointed to her watch.
He held up ten fingers.
They settled down to wait. Soon a white light rose from beyond the far line of trees almost due east. Up, up the powerful Discovery space ship climbed into the night sky. They watched, transfixed by the spectacular sight, until the initial thruster peeled away and fell back to Earth. The craft curved slightly to the north as it kept climbing. They leaned forward to be able to see it through the windshield. Finally, all they could see was a tiny speck of light, and then the heavens swallowed up this scientific wonder.
Annie bowed her head and prayed, “Lord, it’s Annie and Art down here, and the rest of our gang are with us. Thank you for letting us witness the miracle of space travel. Please be with our astronauts and keep them safe. And Lord, please keep us safe. We’re kindda old to be on a stake-out. We really need you to watch over us. In Jesus name, Amen, and thanks for listening.”
The seniors wrapped blankets around themselves and settled down in their carts to wait. The moon came up and stars filled the cloudless sky. They sat and waited, not daring to talk. Art reached over and squeezed Annie’s hand. She remembered once when Art came home on furlough. He borrowed his dad’s car, and they parked on Blueberry Hill. That was over fifty years ago. World War II was raging, yet somehow it was a gentler time—no drugs. Their only worry that night was having the local cop knock on the car window and wave them off. Art looked fondly at Annie; she wondered if he too was remembering ‘necking’ in a 1942 Studebaker.
Annie’s body tensed; she leaned over to Art and whispered in his ear, “Did you hear anything?” She thought she heard a twig break, her heart leaped, but she felt safe with Art beside her, and the Davises nearby.
Art shook his head. Annie wasn’t surprised that he didn’t hear the little sound. His hearing wasn’t nearly as good as it used to be. She wanted him to have his hearing tested, but he just told her to speak up, to stop mumbling, that he could hear just fine, thank you. That made Annie remember the joke Mr. B told about a man who was telling his neighbor, “I just bought a new hearing aid. It cost me four thousand dollars, but it’s state of the art.”
“Really,” answered the neighbor. “What kind is it?”
“Twelve-thirty.”
Annie chuckled to herself. All was quiet again. To pass the time she let herself think about another of Mr. B’s stories: Two elderly women, Marguerite and Eliza went to a local restaurant for lunch. Marguerite noticed something funny about Eliza’a ear, and she said, “Eliza, did you know that you have a suppository in your left ear?”
Eliza answered, “I have? A suppository?” She pulled it out and stared at it. Then she said, “Marguerite, I’m glad you saw this thing. Now I think I know where my hearing aid is!”
Suddenly, Annie sat up straight; her body rigid. Art looked where she pointed. There was movement in the field. The ostriches and emus were awake and moving. Something had disturbed them. From the sliver of moon now in the sky, they could see the birds running faster back and forth, but they couldn’t hear them. Doc told them once that ostriches and emus rarely make any kind of vocal noise.
A moment later, Art pointed toward the fence. A big man wearing jeans, a turtleneck sweater and a stocking cap—a toboggan, was trying to get through the fence. Annie realized that this was the same place where she and Barb had noticed that afternoon that the fence was partially cut. He pushed at it, then pulled a tool from his back pocket and cut the fence in two. Annie gestured. Art moved his head to let her know that he saw, but he signaled her to remain silent. The big man pushed through the fence and stepped onto the golf course. They watched him move directly toward the forms for the new cart path. It was obvious that he knew exactly where he was going and what he was going to do with the shovel he was carrying.
The D’s signaled from their cart. Doc raised his hand and drew a question mark in the air. Annie put a finger to her lips then made fists with her hands and moved them to her eyes, looking through them like they were binoculars. The D’s understood and sat back. They, too, kept their eyes glued on the big man as he began digging in between the wooden forms. The sandy soil moved easily. The ground was much easier to dig in here in Florida than some of the clay soil up North. There you sometimes needed a pick axe to loosen that hard dirt.
The man dug for ten minutes or more. Then he put the shovel down and pushed his way back through the torn fence. Annie supposed that he was going to take a rest; even digging in sandy soil is tiring work. Perhaps, she thought, he went to sit in his golf cart for a few minutes. But as soon as he was out of sight, he returned and started digging again. After another ten minutes he dropped the shovel and climbed back through the fence only to come right back. This happened several more times. Puzzled, the two senior couples kept watch. After nearly forty-five minutes, the man straightened up and surveyed his work. He seemed satisfied that he had dug deep enough. He pushed the shovel into the pile of dirt he’d dug out; then he put his hands on his hips and rotated his upper body to loosen the kinks. Then he walked back to the fence, crawled back through it, and was out of sight again.
Shrubbery blocked part of their view, but they could see the long necks and scrawny heads of the ostriches and their smaller cousins from Australia, the emus. The birds were running back and forth, obviously greatly distressed. Agitated wings were beating. Then they heard a long, low intimidating warning sound: wullf, wullf, woohoo.
Suddenly, the man was scrambling back through the fence, hurrying to get away from the 300 pound male ostrich who was charging with its black and white wings extended. The ostrich kicked at the fence, a powerful kick. The fence collapsed where it had been cut. The bird was free from his pen.
The man ran for his shovel. Using it as a weapon, it looked like he was trying to chase the bird back into the pen, but the bird was not distracted. The nine foot ostrich charged. The man tried to defend himself with the shovel, and he was yelling and screaming at the top of his lungs. The huge bird, without moving a muscle in his upper body or moving his leg backward for more momentum, whipped his powerful leg forward. Its kick was deadly accurate. With just that one kick, the big man was knocked backward. The shovel flew out of his hand and the man fell into the newly dug grave. They heard a scream and a groan; then all was silent.
Seemingly satisfied, the giant bird turned away. With his short attention span and tiny brain, the African bird apparently forgot the man and returned to the field with his females.
Art and Annie winced and shuddered as they watched helplessly. The Davises did too. It was hard to just sit and see a man kicked, possibly to his death, by a bird. They had nothing to use as a weapon, not even a golf club, as they’d taken their bags off the back of their carts so the clubs wouldn’t make any noise.
Once, Art started to unzip the side curtain to go the man’s aid, but Annie came to her senses and grabbed his jacket sleeve, “Please don’t go out there, Art. Before we left home I promised you that I wouldn’t do anything foolish. Don’t you! You don’t have anything to defend yourself with, not even a golf club. That fellow had a shovel, for heaven’s sake, and it didn’t do him any good!”
Similarly, DeeDee had to convince Doc that it was a helpless situation.
Suddenly, a powerful flashlight played on their carts. Annie cowered on her seat, scared, then surprised and greatly relieved to see Deputy Joe Juarez come running up, “Stay put,” he ordered them. “You can’t help him; you’d only be killed yourself.”
They hadn’t heard Juarez coming. They had no idea that he was there, that he had followed them. How glad they were to see him! How glad they were to let him be in charge, to take over. With admiration, they watched the deputy move forward with confidence. Then the bright lights of an automobile illuminated the area. Sgt. Menendez was behind the wheel of the green and white sheriff department’s car. She pulled up beside the two golf carts.
The A’s and the D’s threw off their blankets and unzipped the side curtains. Before they could get out of their carts, Sgt. Menendez ordered them, “Stay where you are until my deputy can patch that fence some. We brought baling wire along after you told us it had been cut. Don’t need those birds out here. When it’s safe, I’ll let you know.”
The two couples sat in their carts stunned by the horror that had played out in front of them. Annie bowed her head and kept saying her sentence prayers, talking to her Lord. When the sergeant waved them over, the seniors hurried to the fallen man.
“Sure you want to see this?” Juarez asked. “It’s bad.”
Art looked at Annie; she nodded ‘Yes’. The young deputy shone his flashlight down into the hole. Although Annie had seen many dead persons and many accident victims during her years as a nurse, she was not prepared for the sight of the results of the bird’s vicious attack. The deeply torn flesh was slashed down the length of the man’s trunk, exposing his chest cavity. His heart was ripped in two. His jacket had not begun to protect him from the ostrich’s one long razor-sharp toenail. Stiff with a little arthritis, Annie slowly got down on one knee and reached down into the hole to find the man’s wrist. It was still warm. She looked up at Doc and said, “I can’t find a pulse. You try.”
Art helped her up. Then Doc took her place on the ground. After a moment, he looked up to the others and mouthed, “Dead.”
DeeDee cried. The other seniors’ eyes were moist.
Sgt. Menendez asked quietly, “Can you identify this man? Is this Karl Kreeger? Is this the man you’ve been telling me about?”
Dumbfounded, the four friends shook their heads. The man who lay crumpled on the ground near the Fifth tee was not Karl Kreeger. His stocking cap had been knocked off; there was no bushy hair. The big, bald and now dead man was Jolly Jiggs Jolley. He wasn’t Jolly anymore!
Almost as one, Art, Annie, Doc, and DeeDee exclaimed, “Jiggs!” They never suspected that Jiggs was the big man they’d been watching, for they assumed he was Karl. Annie rubbed her left temple. Something wasn’t right.
Menendez said, “I need to radio for an ambulance, but it certainly doesn’t look like there’s any rush. That poor man is already dead. Before I make the call, can any of you tell me the name of the person who owns that farm field?”
Art said, “Brad told us it is a Gerald Gilbert.”
The seniors heard the sergeant on the radio in her car telling the dispatcher, “No need for sirens. This is not an emergency. I have a nurse here and a veterinarian; they both say the victim is dead.” Next, the officer asked the dispatcher to call Gerald Gilbert and request him to come immediately to meet with them, that they needed to inspect his field with the big birds. She also asked for back-up personnel. After she finished the radio call, she turned to the seniors and ordered, “Now tell me who this Jiggs is; tell me all you know about him.”
Doc began, “We know, of course, that Jiggs lived in BradLee. After his wife died a few years ago, he became very depressed. The story I heard was that one day he forced himself to get out of his house and go play golf which he used to do every day. As luck would have it, he teamed up with another single man who turned out to be Karl Kreeger. Karl liked Jiggs and invited him to come to Bingo on Tuesday nights to work as a volunteer. Jiggs agreed to try it, and it appears that he enjoyed himself. After that he seemed to have begun to shake the blues; life started to have more color. He began joking and smiling again and was one of the most loyal Bingo volunteers Karl had. He was indebted to Karl, and they became fast friends. If he had bouts of the blues after that, none of us knew about it. Everyone started calling him ‘Jolly Jiggs Jolley.’”
DeeDee added. “Also, because Karl and Jiggs were about tha same size, all of us here in tha park used ta call them tha ‘Bingo Twins.’”
Annie stressed, “This is a complete surprise to all of us. None of us ever suspected that Jiggs was involved in ‘Our Mystery’.”
The officers were anxious to search the field to see what was there besides big birds, but neither of them wanted to tangle with that fierce ostrich. They thought it wise to wait until someone who knew about ostriches was there to help them. They desperately wanted to get into that field, and they also wanted an answer to the question: Why was Jiggs cutting the fence from the farm side? How did he get there?
The medics arrived. They said what Annie and Doc already knew—Jiggs was dead. They loaded Jigg’s sorry body into the ambulance and drove off. The friends felt terrible; they were upset and saddened, for they all liked Jiggs—at least the Jiggs they thought they knew. He had always been so happy and made others feel happy when they were around him. He was like sunshine.
DeeDee voiced the question they were all asking themselves, “How could this possibly have happened? How could Jiggs have gotten himself involved in such a horrible tragedy? Was he tha one who was skimmin’ tha bingo money? Do ya suppose it was Jiggs an’ not Karl who was stealin’?”
The seniors shook their old heads in disbelief.
Annie rubbed her left temple and bowed her head. “Lord, it’s Annie down here. Jiggs is on his way up to you. Forgive his sins, and help us to forgive him too. That’s all for now. ‘Bye and Amen.”
Doc said, “Thanks, Annie, we needed that.” Then he added, “I’m not surprised that Jigg’s died after being kicked by an ostrich. Those ostriches have a karate-like kick; I’ve heard that they have the force of two hundred fifty pounds; that’s a lot of kicking power!”
Officer Menendez walked over to Annie, “Your hunch was right. It paid off.”
“But it’s not over yet,” Annie responded.
“We got the killer,” Art said. “Aren’t you pleased with yourself?”
“We may have a body, but we still don’t have the body! It isn’t over until we find the body,” Annie declared.
“Who do you think it is? Twila?”
“Probably. It’s probably Twila,” Annie agreed.
Joe Juarez asked, “Where did those two other couples go? We saw them leave you in the golf parking lot.”
“Ya saw us in tha parkin’ lot?” DeeDee exclaimed. “We never saw y’all!”
Juarez answered, “We didn’t want you to see us.”
“I would have felt safer if I’d have known you were here,” Doc said and added, “Thanks for coming.”
“We all thank you,” Art added.
Menendez repeated the question, “The other two couples?”
“Oh,” Annie answered, “We asked them to go around to the street entrance to this field. They went to see if there was a car or golf cart in there. I asked them to go check it out because we figured that the man digging the grave would have to drive off that way when he got through burying the body.”
Juarez cut in, “I hope they’re safe. For old people, excuse me, but you can sure get into the darnedest situations!”
“I thought they’d come back here by now,” Annie said. “I hope they’re all right. I don’t want anything to happen to them. We’re too old for this kind of thing.”
Art and her friends agreed wholeheartedly.
“But it’s not over yet,” Annie continued. “We’re in this thing, whole hog, whether we like it or not.”
Art groaned, then said, “The killer is dead. Aren’t you pleased with yourself?”
“No, oh, no! I didn’t want Jiggs dead; I didn’t want him kicked by an ostrich.”
“But you found that he was the killer. You are the one who said we needed to come on this stake-out. Aren’t you happy about that?”
“Yes, and no. Of course I’m glad about finding the killer, but something doesn’t seem right to me.” She rubbed her left temple.
“Listen!” DeeDee said. “I hear something.”
“It’s a motor,” Juarez said. “I sure hope it’s that farmer.” He waved his flashlight to direct the driver.
The farmer pulled up beside them on the golf course in a battered blue pick-up truck. When he eased out of the cab, they saw a middle-aged man with tight abs and muscles that rippled under his denim jacket. He wore a red baseball cap with ‘Buccaneers’ stitched in pewter on the front. Art and Doc unconsciously responded to his trim physique by pulling in their stomachs.
The two officers approached him, introduced themselves, and shook hands. He told them his name was Gerald Gilbert and added, “But everybody jest calls me ‘Gilly’—been known as Gilly since I played high school football right here in this same town.”
“Okay, It’s Gilly.” With a sweep of her hand, Menendez pointed to the seniors. “This is Mr. and Mrs. Andersen and Mr. and Mrs. Davis.”
Gilly said, “Glad ta meet ya. Kindda late for you all to be out on the golf course, isn’t it? Kindda late.”
The sergeant explained, “They’re helping us with a case. Juarez and I wouldn’t be here ourselves if it wasn’t for them.”
The seniors were pleased to hear her praise.
Menendez asked, “Gilly, we need to check out that field. Do you think it’s safe for us to go in there?” She looked back at the seniors and said, “Not you guys!” She turned back to the farmer, “Is it safe for Joe and me to go into your field now? Do you think those birds will allow us in there? Seems like they’ve settled down.”
Gilly shook his head, “Wouldn’t do it tonight. Too dangerous even fer me to go in there now. Them birds can be mighty mean. Mighty mean. Guess you noticed I didn’t come through that field. Don’t know what upset the birds. Could be that fellow made some motion toward one of the females—got too near to one of ‘em is all it would take durin’ matin’ season. That male is awful jealous. Males are ‘specially mean durin’ breedin’ time. They know me, but even I wouldn’t take a chance of goin’ in there with them jest yet. We’ll have ta wait until they’re all calmed down. When they sleep they jest sit down on the ground—usually hold their head up straight. They don’t remember much, ner fer long neither—their brain’s smaller than their eyeball. Yep, smaller than their eyeball.” Gilly shook his head. “You’d be takin’ your life in your hands if you try to go in there now. You saw the power of jest one kick from that big ole male. That center toe of his is six or seven inches long an’ then he’s got that razor-sharp toenail on it that’s prob’ly two an’ a half inches long. Quite a weapon. No, you’ll have ta wait fer daylight. I’ll move the birds to another pen; then you can go in there. It’ll be safer for you to go in that field when it’s empty.”
“Before you leave,” Maria Menendez asked, “Would you mind pulling your truck over here beside my squad car? If we put our headlights on, maybe we can see something that could be helpful.”
“Be glad too.”
Standing near the fence, the seniors could see patches of sandy soil where the birds had worn the grass away. There were some weeds that grew taller than the pasture grass, a scrubby bush, and a plant growing up on the fence. The crescent pond was on their left; its water still and dark, but in front of the pond two eyes glinted from the headlights. “Whoa!” exclaimed Doc. “There’s more than big birds in that field; the alligator’s back, and he’s a big fellow, too.”
They stared at this prehistoric-looking creature. Then DeeDee, whose vision was better than the others, pointed toward a scrubby bush, “Look over there; I wonder if maybe a vehicle of some kind hasn’t turned ‘round there. Tha grass looks like it’s matted down.” The officers looked, too, but from a distance and with only dim light, they could prove nothing.
Gilly drove off after promising to move the birds first thing in the morning.
Disappointed not to be able to search the field, Menendez and Juarez flashed their lights all around, but they could see little from the fence line.
Joe radioed again for more backup personnel to stand guard the rest of the night. He looked at his watch. “I wish we’d get some back-up out here soon. I’d like to tape off this scene before it starts to rain.”
Menendez agreed. “I’ve had a long day. I hope I don’t have to stand guard all night. But we can’t leave here until we get some relief.” She spoke to the seniors, “Looks like all that’s happened is all that is going to happen tonight. Thanks for warning us about this situation. Why don’t you all head for home before the rain starts? We can’t look for that other dead body tonight.”
Juarez said, “If it’s dead, it’s dead. It’s not going anyplace.”
“That’s what we thought before,” Annie reminded him. “Remember how many times that body has moved? We know of at least six times,”
Menendez nodded in agreement.
Juarez said, “Yes, ma’m. I’m ashamed to admit we didn’t quite know what to think when you first contacted us. By now, me and my sergeant are well aware how much you four smart and very alert senior couples have helped the Department. You kept plugging away at the mystery—in spite of us. You showed real tenacity as well as reasoning powers.”
Menendez added, “Again, I want to tell you how glad I am that you phoned the department and didn’t come out here by yourselves unprotected. You used good judgment in that. Now, go home and get a good night’s sleep. We’ll watch this field. Somebody will be here on duty until we can get in there to search that field.”
“I hope it doesn’t rain on you,” Doc said.
“I do, too. I don’t mind getting wet so much as I don’t want it to rain because it might wash away some evidence,” the deputy said.
“You know this isn’t the end of the mystery,” Annie said. “You will still keep working on it, won’t you? It certainly isn’t solved yet.”
“It’s in good hands now, Honey,” Art tried to convince her.
“But we still haven’t found the body,” she insisted. “It’s still missing, for heaven’s sake!”
“At least you’ve got the full attention of the Sheriff’s Department, Annie. They believe you now. Let’s let them take it from here. I’m ready to go home and get warm. In fact, I want Florida to warm up; I’m tired of winter.”
“You’re spoiled,” Annie retorted impishly. “We only get three or four cold days a year down here. In fact, it’s supposed to be in the 70s tomorrow; it will be lovely again.”
“Good-night,” Joe Juarez said to the seniors, expecting them to leave.
“We can’t go yet.”
“Why not?”
“We can’t go until the Bradkowski’s and Vigeaux’s come back.” Annie explained, “We either wait here or some of us go and look for them.”
“They could be in trouble. Seems like they should have come back here by now,” Doc said.
“Speak of the devil!” DeeDee yelled, “I think I see them. Ya, they are comin’, fer sure. They must see our lights and know it’s okay to use theirs.”
A collective sigh of relief went up from the friends and officers.
“We’ve been worried about you,” Doc said as the B and Vs drove up.
Art added, “Where have you been so long?”
“Annie’s hunch paid off,” Barb said. “Brad knew what side street outside of BradLee to take to get to this field.”
“I found the gate,” Brad added, “and we waited there, off to one side, kindda out of sight in behind some shrubbery. We got to see the shuttle go off. Then we waited and waited.”
Verna jumped in, “We didn’t know how long we should stay there. We were about to give up and come back here when Von saw Karl in his golf cart coming towards the gate.”
“Yes,” Von said, taking up the story. “A golf cart was coming fast. A big man, I thought it was Karl, but I couldn’t be sure at first, was driving it. Anyway, he sure was in a hurry. He yanked open that gate and drove through. At first, I didn’t think he was going to stop to shut it. That wouldda been bad with those big birds in there, to leave the gate open.”
“Fortunately, he did back up, get out, and latch the gate,” Barb said. “He really slammed it shut.”
Brad said, “There was a night light on a pole by the gate; so we got a good look. It was Karl all right. He had on jeans, a BradLee golf windbreaker over a turtleneck sweater and a stocking cap on his head. It was his golf cart—the new one, blue with gray rain curtains.”
“He took off as fast as he could go,” Verna finished.
Doc asked, “Did you see the body?”
“No,” Barb answered. “There wasn’t anything—not on the passenger seat and not strapped on the back.”
“Oh, no!” cried Annie. “It’s disappeared again. Is this Number Seven?”
The others groaned.
Brad said, “The reason we are so late getting back here is an interesting story.”
“Y’all know how curious I am,” DeeDee chimed in. “Keep on with tha story. Don’t make us wait.”
“We followed Karl. We were pretty sure he’d drive straight to his house; so we could hang way back. He never saw us.”
“No, he never turned around to look behind him,” Barb added. “I suppose he never suspected that he was being followed. We didn’t turn our headlights on. His cart is newer and goes a little faster than ours. We couldn’t have kept up if we’d wanted too.”
Brad picked up, “I wanted to see what he did when he got home; so I took a short cut through a couple of back yards—Von and Verna were right behind us—and got to his cul-de-sac before he pulled in his driveway. We watched him park in the grass. He turned on his hose full force and sprayed his cart—gave it a good going over. Then he drove it under his carport. He kicked his shoes off before unlocking his side door and went inside. We noticed that he didn’t turn on any lights. Guess he was trying to sneak in—not wake up Kitty.”
Juarez shook his head in amazement. “Congratulations. You guys are amazing. You do see the problem you’ve solved, don’t you?”
Von said, “I guess you mean that we now know who was digging that grave.”
“Wait!” DeeDee interjected. “There’s lots for y’all ta catch up on. Ya won’t believe what happened after ya left: Jiggs was killed.”
“Jiggs was killed?” the Bs and Vs shrieked simultaneously.
Art looked at his wife, “You tell them, Honey; it’s your story.”
So Annie recounted the horror of seeing Jiggs digging the grave and of his being kicked to death with only one powerful kick from the ostrich. Then she rubbed her left temple.
“Something has bothered me the whole time we watched the digging going on. I knew something was peculiar, but I couldn’t figure it out until you told us that Karl was in that field—that Jiggs wasn’t alone. You saw Karl leave that field in his golf cart. Do you know what I think? I think Karl helped dig that grave—that the two men took turns with the shovel. It wasn’t Jiggs doing all the work. I kept thinking something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t put my finger on the problem. Now I know what it was. They look a lot alike in dim light and from a distance. They’re about the same height. And they were both dressed alike. Don’t you think it odd for them to both be dressed the same?”
“I don’t know if it’s so odd,” Doc said. “I’ve been wearing my blue jeans for three days now during this cold spell.”
“Everybody wears blue jeans,” Art agreed, “but with all the bushy hair Karl has, I wouldn’t expect him to wear a knitted cap—a toboggan—tonight. It’s not so cold as it’s been, and you get hot shoveling dirt. That’s hard work even in sandy soil.”
DeeDee cut in, “From how Brad described Karl’s clothes, they sound like they had planned to dress the same. Doesn’t it? Do ya suppose Karl wanted ta look like Jiggs?”
Annie continued, “But they didn’t move exactly alike. One kindda rolled when he walked. The other one had more of a spring in his step, now that I think about it.”
“You’re right! They did move differently,” DeeDee exclaimed. “Good detective work, Annie.”
Sgt. Menendez took notes as she listened to the seniors. And she asked questions. The night wind began to pick up. A few large drops of rain fell. She looked up at the sky and grimaced. “Wish that rain would hold off until morning. I’d like to get in there to look around before rain comes and washes any evidence away. But I don’t think my wish will be granted. It is going to rain for sure.”
“Before you leave,” Menendez said to them, “this will break as a big news story; Ostrich Attacks and Kills Man. Reporters will want to dig up all they can about it. I’m sure they’d like to interview all of you.”
Annie gasped, “Do they have to know my name or any of our names?”
“I can restrict certain information if you want me to while we continue our investigation, and of course we won’t be sharing that aspect of the story with the reporters. Not yet, anyways.”
“Please do,” Art said. I don’t want Karl to know any more than he already does. I’d feel a whole lot safer for Annie and Barb if none of our names are mentioned.” He turned to the others, “Is that okay with you? Maybe when it’s all over, but not now.”
DeeDee, who was always quick to defend her friends, said, “I hope I speak fer all of us. We need ta protect ya. We don’t want any nosy reporters ta come prying ‘round any of us. Right, gang?”
“I’ll do my best,” the officer said, “but Mrs. Andersen, your name is on record, so you may get calls from the news media. ‘No comment’ works, but it doesn’t satisfy them,” the sergeant advised.
Annie sighed as she shook hands with Menendez and Juarez and thanked them again for coming to their aid.
The four couples were glad to give the problem of guarding the area to the deputies. They felt sorry to leave them in the rain, but this was the Sheriff’s concern now, not theirs, they told themselves as they drove back to their manufactured homes in their now peaceful retirement community.
 

* * *
 

It had been a long evening; but it was only a little after 11 o’clock as Annie was getting ready for bed. For all that had happened, it seemed like it should be long after midnight. Annie thought about what an exciting evening this had turned out to be—more excitement than she cared for. In fact, the past three days had been stimulating. She was exhausted and was glad it was over. But as she pulled her long sleeved nightgown over her white hair, she stopped to think. There was a nagging at the back of her mind; something was bothering her.
Art was already asleep on his side of the bed. He could drop off to sleep the minute his head hit the pillow. She envied him for that. She wanted to talk, but she didn’t know exactly what it was she wanted to talk about—except she knew it had to do with ‘Our Mystery’. She thought that if she talked about it maybe then she could put her finger on what it was that was bothering her so much—what it was that just wasn’t quite right. Art had been such a good sport about going with her on the stake-out; she guessed she wouldn’t torment him anymore tonight with an aimless rehashing of all the events.
Usually, she read herself to sleep. The light from her bedside lamp didn’t bother Art. He just turned over, shut his eyes, and went to sleep. She opened her book. She was re-reading Gone with the Wind, but Scarlett’s war-time troubles were too much for her tonight. She was too tired to read about the siege of Atlanta. She was besieged by her own worries. It was late, and she needed to put those worries aside and try to turn off her brain and go to sleep. After all, the Sheriff’s Department had taken over the case, even complimented them. They shouldn’t have to worry about it anymore. Like Scarlett O’Hara, ‘She’d think about that tomorrow’. Annie pulled up the covers, snuggled against her husband, and said her prayers.
 

 

 




Chapter 4
Friday Morning, 8 A.M.
 

Art was ready to leave for the Men’s Golf League well before eight o’clock. It had been a short night for them. With his usual good humor, he made the best of it by quoting his own father, “Sometimes you have to sleep fast.”
After breakfast, Annie poured coffee into a plastic travel mug, added a little one percent milk, and snapped on the lid. She carried it to Art, who was out in their metal shed unplugging the electric golf cart from its charger. As he climbed behind the wheel, Annie handed him the mug of hot coffee. He asked her, “Sure you don’t want to check out Blue Number Five this morning?”
She shook her head, “No. I saw enough of it last night.”
He waved to her as he drove away, and she pulled down the overhead door on the shed.
When she went back inside, she climbed on a high stool in her comfy blue and white kitchen and spread the Tampa Tribune open on the counter. There was nothing on the front page about last night’s fatal accident. That had happened too late to make this edition, but the story was on the radio and television.
Zephyrhill’s radio announcer began, “A man was kicked and killed by an ostrich last night on the BradLee golf course!”
A Tampa TV station carried a similar story. However, Annie had been very surprised to hear the new man, Matt Lauer, who was reading the news on NBC’s TODAY SHOW, report the unusual story. He promised a follow-up on it when more details were available, while the weatherman quipped about the whirlwind terror of an ostrich, comparing the attack with bad weather out West. His remarks were clever, but Annie was concerned about the commotion this would make in their peaceful community; all this attention might interfere with their solving ‘Our Mystery’. She bent her head and prayed, “Good morning, Lord. It’s Annie down here. ‘Our Mystery’ is getting national attention. Please don’t let that interfere with our work of helping find the missing body. Somebody has to keep up with that traveling corpse, and You, Lord, seem to be pushing me and my friends to persevere like in the Bible verse you gave Barb, James 1: 2-3. In Jesus name, Amen for now.”
Annie scanned through the paper and then turned to the word puzzles. Crossword puzzles were fun, but her favorites were the cryptograms, a code game in which a letter substitutes for the correct one. Her doctor told her to keep working the puzzles, that the mental stimulation was a healthy challenge for seniors. To herself she thought, I really don’t need any more stimulation; I’ve got plenty challenges now with ‘Our Mystery’.
A little before nine o’clock, she hiked up the long skirt of her navy blue corduroy jumper and got on her bicycle. She loved riding it through the park. When she was nine-years old, her parents gave her a blue Schwinn bicycle with balloon tires and coaster brakes, her very favorite childhood gift. During the years she was raising her family up North, she seldom rode. Several times she had tried riding one of her children’s bikes, but she never felt comfortable with a hand brake, gears, and ten speeds. However, after moving to Florida where the land is flat, she decided to try it again as lots of seniors were riding bicycles. She asked Art, “Please find me a plain, old-fashioned blue bicycle with balloon tires and coaster brakes just like I had when I was a kid.” He did, and she was delighted. She was pleased that she could still ride a two-wheeler; those big three-wheeled tricycles that many seniors rode steered differently from a two-wheeler. She’d tried riding one and quickly rejected it. As long as she could keep her balance, she’d ride a regular two-wheeler. She asked her husband, “Art, when I don’t feel safe—when my balance isn’t as good—would you put training wheels on my bike?”
“Training wheels?” he’d asked in surprise.
“Yes, training wheels. I’ve been thinking about it. They work for little kids; why wouldn’t they work for seniors?”
“When you need them, let me know, and I’ll rig some up for your bike,” Art promised.
 

* * *
 

Before leaving the golf course for home after their stake-out last night, Verna had said, “Girls, the fellows will be on the golf course in the morning; so, if you can get up early aftah being up late, why don’t you come ovah to my house for coffee? Let’s try to make sense of what happened last night.” She turned to DeeDee, “Do you think you’ll be feeling up to it?”
“I’ll be there if I possibly can. I don’t wantta miss it.”
Now, as Annie pedaled to Verna’s under the gnarled old oaks, she looked at those majestic trees and thought they were like some of her older friends—bodies and hands twisted and bent, but still strong enough to face each day and bend with the winds of change. What a different world it is today than when I grew up, she thought to herself. Her mother used to let her run and play—be gone away from home for several hours unsupervised. Today her grandkids were under adult supervision almost constantly. It wasn’t safe for them not to be, she knew, but she felt sorry for them to be so restricted. Times do change, she thought, and so does my body. She looked at the two big calcium deposits that rose under the skin of her knuckles. They didn’t hurt and didn’t restrict the movement of her joints, but they were ugly. She was thankful that they didn’t pain her, but she was still vain enough not to like having her hands distorted.
Then her mind replayed the horror of last night, of seeing that ostrich kick Jiggs to death right in front of her! She pedaled faster, eager now to get to Verna’s and go over last night’s horrible and surprising events again with her friends. Hopefully, they could put a finger on the problem of what was still bothering her. She rode into Verna’s carport. Barb pulled in behind her. DeeDee was parking her golf cart on the grass. Annie asked, “How’s the sciatica this morning?”
“Oh, it’s so much better. That shot and adjustment has given me real relief. Praise tha Lord an’ a big thank-you ta my darlin’ Dr. Gardner Blackstone!”
They went inside Verna’s cheerful mobile home where the Vigeauxs spent the winter months. When May came, they packed up and left for the three day drive to northern Maine. They still kept their big house up there, the one in which they had raised their six children. They also enjoyed their camp on an inlet from the ocean. “We need to get rid of one of them,” Verna often said of the two homes in Maine, “but we can’t agree on which one. Von loves to fish and dig for clams so he likes our camp, but my choice is being in town with family and the friends I’ve had for ovah fifty years. I grew up in that town. So, we compromise and keep both of them!” She said with a laugh.
Bright red valences, which Verna had made, hung above the windows. Those in the kitchen had a pattern with strawberries and ivy. She was a lovely homemaker; she could sew anything and was a fantastic cook. When DeeDee first met Verna, she asked her if she had been a Home Ec teacher. Verna laughed, “No, but thank you for the compliment. I wanted to go to college, but I didn’t get to go. My folks thought it a waste of money for girls to go on for higher education. Maybe that’s why I enjoy going to Book Club now; I always learn something new. Anyway, Von and I were childhood sweethearts. We married when I was eighteen, and had six children, so I had lots of practice cooking for eight every day and sewing for our four girls.”
The inviting aroma of fresh coffee brewing welcomed the friends. Verna had her electric coffeepot perking away cheerily. She had found it at a yard sale shortly after coming to BradLee and it was one of her prized possessions, for she was proud of the coffee she served. When complimented, she’d say, “You can keep your fast ‘Senor Coffee’ machines; give me my trusty, old electric percolatah anytime. I’ve got three of them—this one, one at our home up North and one at our camp.”
She had laid out four cloth placemats with a tiny strawberry pattern printed on them. Her table was set with small plates edged in red, and her coffee mugs were decorated with strawberries. A, B, and D joined Verna at her round table. In the center was a plate piled high with warm doughnuts. “Von was a dear; he got up early and slipped out to the store to get these for us before going to the golf course,” she said, pointing to the fresh doughnuts. “I didn’t feel like baking a coffee cake this morning.”
Before leaving home, Annie had eaten only a banana and drank a glass of fresh orange juice. She squeezed the oranges which had just ripened that month from their own back yard tree. She didn’t eat more breakfast, suspecting that Verna would have a treat for them. Hopefully, it would be one of Verna’s homemade blueberry coffee cakes still warm from the oven. Annie was disappointed, no homemade coffee cake, but fresh doughnuts were a treat too.
Verna reported that Von said that people in the doughnut shop were buzzing, full of talk about Jiggs’ death and also about the missing person report on Twila Thompson.
“Were they putting the two events together?” the ever-practical Barb asked.
“He nevah mentioned anything about that.”
“This place will be in a turmoil when they do! Ya can jest count on that, fer sure,” DeeDee said with emphasis.
“Something’s bothering me,” Annie told her friends, “and I can’t figure out what it is.”
‘What’s botherin’ ya?”
“Don’t you think the Sheriff’s deputies will tie up the loose ends now?” Barb questioned.
“I’m not sure. Maybe they wouldn’t even know to question this.”
“What? Question what?’
“Well,” Annie continued, “Why was Jiggs helping Karl? Or, do you suppose it was the other way around?”
“That’s a good question. A $64,000 question,” DeeDee said.
“Remember when we made out this list?” Annie pulled the folded yellow-lined sheet out of the pocket of her jumper. “DeeDee saw a man pull a body from behind the air-conditioning unit early last Wednesday morning. She said he was big and had bushy hair. We all thought it was Karl. But, it could have been Jiggs wearing a toboggan to cover his baldhead.”
“That’s right!” DeeDee exclaimed. “It could have been either Jiggs or Karl. If ya put me on a witness stand, I could not swear which one it was.”
Annie continued, “And here’s another thing, we figured that Twila must have gone to Old Main to meet with Karl. Let’s review what we know and what we can surmise: If Twila drove all the way back here that day from Sanibel Island, it would have had to be noon or early afternoon before she arrived in BradLee. That’s over a three hour drive—maybe four. The early Bingo session starts at five p.m., but some of the players come long before that. They feel lucky if they can sit in the exact seat each week; so some of them come an hour early and play cards to pass the time. Barb and I always get there by 3:30 to make the sandwiches. Some of the other volunteers start at least by 3 p.m. So, if she were killed in Old Main, it had to be when no one else was in the building. Let’s say that Twila got there to meet with Karl around two o’clock and that she and Karl were the only ones there. That’s when he may have accidentally killed her.”
“So how does Jiggs fit in this puzzle?” Verna asked, “He had to be involved in it from the first, don’t you think? Otherwise, why would he have been out there digging last night?”
“The way things have turned out, I think Verna’s right. It looks like Jiggs had to have been there,” Barb said. “Let’s try this idea; say he and Karl were both there, meeting with Twila. Suppose Jiggs is the one who accidentally pushed her.”
“Oh! That makes sense,” Annie jumped in, “Then it was Karl who had to help Jiggs, not the other way around. If he didn’t, then there’d be an investigation into her death that might lead to the whole money skimming bit coming out, and he, Karl, would have to go to jail!”
“I’d rather go to jail for skimming Bingo money than for murder,” Barb asserted with finality.
“You’re right, but they must have panicked, and one of them got the idea of hiding her body in the decoration drawer.”
“It makes sense ta me,” DeeDee said.
“So the two men were in this mess together. Who knows which one did which?”
“They only had one golf cart,” Verna pointed out. “Jiggs lives real close to the golf course; he just pulls his clubs ovah with him when he plays, and he walks the course.”
“That’s good to know. Since Karl’s golf cart is so distinctive, we always thought he was driving it. Maybe it was Karl’s cart, but Jiggs was driving it.”
Barb raised her eyebrows and said, “Possibly. But we know Karl was driving it last night. We saw him and followed him home, remember? We don’t know if he even knew Jiggs was killed; he might have gotten scared and driven away, just leaving Jiggs there with the body.”
“Some friend!” snorted DeeDee.
“Or,” Annie said thoughtfully, “he could have seen the ostrich kick Jiggs. Once that happened, he knew there was nothing he could do so he took off.”
DeeDee posed a new question, “Do ya suppose he saw the light from Juarez’s flashlight an’ that spooked him?” She looked at Barb and Verna, “Could ya see any light comin’ from the deputy’s flashlight from where ya were watchin?”
“I didn’t see any light until the car headlights came on. Did you, Verna?”
“No, but to hide the golf carts from view and still be able to watch the gate, we couldn’t see where Jiggs was digging.”
Where was Twila’s body during all of this?” Barb wondered.
“Now, that’s anotha $64,000 question!” DeeDee exclaimed.
“We didn’t see her body or anything on that golf cart last night beside Karl,” Barb stated. “And we got a pretty good look when he backed up to shut the gate. That night light on the pole was bright enough for us to see the passenger seat. It was empty and nothing was strapped on the back where the clubs go.”
“Suppose the body had been on the cart, but it fell off, maybe when he was hurrying to get out of there. He might have started up with a jerk and the body fell off, or he could have made a sharp turn and the lurch threw it off,” Annie theorized. “Art and I were so busy watching that ostrich charge that we never looked over in the field. He could have been in plain sight for a few seconds, and we wouldn’t have seen him. Of course, it was pretty dark. I don’t think the deputy looked over there either. We couldn’t take our eyes off that spectacle of the ostrich kicking Jiggs,” Annie shuddered. “It’s a sight I never want to see again as long as I live!”
“Well,” DeeDee said with disgust, “We’re learnin’ that Karl is basically not a very nice man. He’s scary”
Barb added her thoughts, “DeeDee’s right about Karl; he’s not the nice man we once thought he was. I think he was more interested in trying to save his own skin than in helping his friend. What about this idea? When he saw Jiggs fall down from the ostrich kick, Karl knew he had to get rid of Twila; so he just pushed the body out, and took off.”
Her friends looked at her, stunned.
Verna jumped up from the table and said determinedly, “Barb, you could be right. We need to get ovah there and look in that field instead of sitting here drinking coffee. I think we should go ovah there right now. Maybe we can find something.” She started putting the left-over doughnuts in a plastic bag.
As DeeDee carried her plate to the sink, she said, “I think that’s a grand idea. I jest hope those deputies will still appreciate us tryin’ ta help some more.” She turned to Annie and Barb, “One of ya girls can ride with me if ya want ta leave your bikes here.”
“The othah can go with me,” Verna offered. “I’ll leave a note for Von to let him know where we are.”
“I’d like to leave a note for Art on his golf cart. It’ll be in the parking lot by the Pro Shop.”
“Ask him to call Brad, please,” Barb said to Annie.
 

* * *
 

Yellow tape blocked the area around the scene of last night’s accident. The tee for Number Five was off limits. An enterprising Golf Ranger, eager to keep the course open in this very busy winter season, asked the deputy to pull up the men’s and women’s ball markers. He planned to push them in the ground further away to make a new tee. However, Joe Juarez refused, saying, “I’m sorry, sir, but nothing can be moved until the site is cleared by the Sheriff’s Department.” So, the Golf Ranger drove to the Pro Shop, found a new set of markers, went back, and pushed them into the ground. This kept the fifth hole open for play.
The yellow tape also ran along the fence where the ostriches and emus were usually penned. When the four senior women pulled up, Deputy Juarez and Sgt. Menendez were both there. The two officers walked over to the senior women. Menendez asked in a kind voice, “And why am I not surprised to see you ladies here this fine morning?”
“We, ah, we wanted ta see it in daylight,” DeeDee offered as explanation.
“And this afternoon,” the sergeant said with authority. “I’d like you all to come down to the Department. We need a deposition from each of you and your husbands. You’ve been an important part of solving this crime. We need to get it all down on paper.”
“But,” Annie hesitated, “it isn’t solved, you know. You don’t have the missing body. And there had to be a body or else why was Jiggs digging that … that grave?”
“You’re right, Mrs. Andersen. I know there are some big gaps before this case is closed. Since you’ve been right on target all along, got any ideas? We can use all the help we can get.”
DeeDee looked at Annie. When Annie smiled back, her friend began explaining, “Well, we been talkin’, an’ Annie told ya last night that she thinks both Karl and Jiggs were takin’ turns diggin’. Only one at a time came over here ta dig. Tha other one stayed in tha field. We think he rested and stayed with tha body while tha other one was digging.”
Annie took over the story, “We mentioned last night that Jiggs and Karl Kreeger were built very much alike. They almost look like twin brothers, not their faces or hair, but their height and bodies. And last night, they were dressed so much alike that in the dark we didn’t notice the difference between them, especially since they both wore knit stocking caps. But, I think I told you that they didn’t move exactly alike. Remember how one man would dig for awhile, then he’d go through the fence? But he didn’t stay there long enough to rest. It looked like he just came right on back and started digging. You know these guys are in their late sixties. Digging is hard work, even in this sandy soil. I don’t think one man could keep it up for half an hour or more without resting. No, it had to be that both of them were digging, taking turns and resting while the other one used the shovel.”
“Sounds reasonable to me,” Sgt. Menendez nodded and Juarez did too.
“Can I go in the field?” Verna asked. “The big birds are gone. It’s safe now, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” Deputy Juarez answered, “Gilly moved them out early this morning. We’ve walked over the land once, quite thoroughly.” He turned to his superior officer and asked, “Do you want to add anything, Sarge?”
Menendez hesitated a moment then revealed an interesting fact, “I don’t normally share information, but you seniors are so involved that I’ll tell you, in fact, I’ll show you what we found.” She reached in her pocket and pulled out a plastic bag containing a small blue comb.
Annie’s violet eyes lit up as she said, “That’s just the kind of comb that Karl always carries in his back pocket.”
“Ya are so right,” DeeDee exclaimed. “That man is so vain ‘bout his wavy hair; he combs it a lot, ‘specially in front of any man who is bald or nearly bald.”
“I’ll bet it fell out of his pocket during his mad dash out of that field last night,” Barb reasoned. “We know he was in there since we saw him drive out, but if you can prove it’s his comb, then that’s another link tying him to this mystery. Will you be testing it?”
The officer replied, “We’ll turn it in to the lab. There are no hairs in it, but they may find fingerprints on it,”
Verna asked again, “May I please search the field?”
The Sarge answered, “Again, I normally would say, ‘No.’ However, you have contributed evidence before; so if you want to conduct your own search, go ahead. But that big ‘gator just came back. He’s sunning himself in the field. Don’t think you’ll want to go near him.”
“Oh, but I do,” Verna exclaimed. “That alligatah isn’t going to eat an adult. He won’t bothah anything as big as me.” They all were surprised at the bravery of this plump little woman. “I want to walk in there,” she said pointing to the field. “I need to look around with my own two eyes!”
Joe Juarez summoned up his courage and asked, “Do you want me to go in with her?”
“Yes, she should be accompanied.”
Annie swallowed down her fears and asked Verna, “Do you want us to help you too?”
“Thanks, but the fewah people trampling down the grass, the bettah. Having Joe go with me will be fine.”
“Those big birds moving around and being herded out of there probably already trampled the grass,” Annie observed.
Verna patted Annie’s arm. “You all stay here on this side of the fence. I’ll be fine with Joe’s help.”
Annie nodded, relieved and filled with admiration for her friend.
Juarez undid the temporary wires twisted around the cut fence, pushed it apart, and he and Verna climbed through it into the field. Verna took her mission seriously. Looking at the ground, she walked slowly away from the fence and across the field. At the other side, she moved over five feet and very slowly walked back. She continued pacing up and back, up and back. Deputy Juarez stayed close to her, keeping one eye on her, one eye on the big alligator, and one hand on his revolver. He figured they were safer if the two of them were very close together—the larger the mass hopefully would be more intimidating to the beast. Near the pond—and too near the alligator for Juarez’s comfort—Verna squatted down by the fence and studied a large Bouganvillea bush; its trailing vines spread along the wires of the fence. Juarez watched her try to break off some of the thorny plant. Reaching in his pocket, he found his jack knife and offered it to her. She cut off a piece of the bush, held it up and called, “Look! Look!”
Bending down, Joe saw a few threads of light blue denim material. Verna told him, “These match the scrap of cloth that I found on the air-conditioning unit; I’m sure they do. And, if they do, then we’ll know that that body was here. Right here in this field. It had to be. But,” she hesitated, “where is that body now? It has disappeared again! That body will not stay in one place!”
After they crossed back to the golf course side of the fence, Joe handed the branch with the denim threads on it to his sergeant. It was evidence to add to that which the four seniors had already collected. Menendez and Juarez thanked the four women for their help and watched them drive away, amazed at the courage and vitality of those older women.
 

* * *
 

“You do have sharp eyes!” Barb complimented Verna. “It was such a little bit of material; I don’t know how you ever saw it tucked behind those vines! Those deputies had both been over that field before you, and they didn’t find it, and they’re young enough to be your kids if not your grandkids!”
Her other friends praised her, too.
Verna answered, “Because they were so afraid of that ‘gator,’ I doubt that they evah got close enough to look at that bush.”
DeeDee said, “Ya certainly are a lot braver than I am. That ‘gator opened one of his eyes. He was a watchin’ ya.”
“He certainly was.” Annie agreed. “My teeth were on edge when you were so close to that big animal. Thank you, Verna, for finding another piece of the puzzle, but it still isn’t solved.”
“You might as well come on back to my place,” Verna offered. “We’ve got more to add to ‘Our Mystery’, and we can finish the doughnuts.”
“I’ll come,” Annie said, “but, please, don’t tempt me with more food.” As she got into DeeDee’s cart, she asked, “Will you stop and let me change the note I left on Art’s golf cart? The men play 18 holes; so they won’t be finished for a while. I’ll tell him I’m still at your house, Verna.”
 

* * *
 

As DeeDee sipped her coffee, she said to her three friends, “Do we dare tell anyone else ‘bout all this? It’s about killin’ me ta have ta keep quiet ‘bout it all. It’s so excitin’, an’ I can’t say a word ta anybody except ‘Our Gang’.”
Barb took charge, “We don’t know if Annie is safe or not, and maybe I’m in danger too. So, for our sake, I think we should all just keep this among ourselves for a little longer. The world outside may buzz about it, but they don’t know the details like we do.”
The others agreed, even DeeDee, “Oh, I knew I’d have ta keep it quiet. I was jest blowin’ off a little steam. Ya know that I can keep a secret as good as any of y’all.”
Annie thanked them, then said, “You know what I think? We should go talk to Twila’s brother and sister-in-law. Is it okay to call them, Verna? To see if they’re home?”
“Fine with me.” Verna pointed to the phone. Then she added, “It’s probably a good idea for us to go visit them, but let’s practice first how we are going to not let on about Karl’s being in that field. His connection with all this mess is part of our secret.They don’t need to know that stuff yet; so let’s not mention anything about it.”
Barb praised her, “You are so right, Verna. None of us is to mention Karl Kreeger to the Tuckman’s. Okay?”
 

* * *
 

Tony and Tilley Tuckman, a couple in their late 70’s, welcomed the four women and invited them inside their double-wide. He was balding and showing the beginning of a paunch above his sagging belt, but his wife, Tilley, was a little woman. Annie marveled that the older woman didn’t seem to be carrying one ounce of extra weight. “How does she do that?” Annie, who struggled with her weight, asked herself. “How can you get to be old and still be thin?”
At first they talked about the weather and how glad they all were that the temperature was back in the 70’s where Florida residents thought it belonged in the winter months. Finally, the conversation drifted to the missing Twila. “It breaks my heart to think something happened to her right after she moved to BradLee. We thought she’d be safer here than alone in a big Northern city. And, and … she didn’t get to enjoy her retirement at all!” Tilley Tuckman said, biting her lower lip to keep it from quivering. “She’s Tony’s sister; but I felt very close to her. She was more like a sister than a sister-in-law. That’s why we were so looking forward to her moving to our park. Twila didn’t have any children, and we only have one daughter, and she’s way out in Missouri. We thought it was going to be wonderful to have some family living close by. And now… and now,” she covered her eyes with her hands, and Tony put his arm around his tiny wife to support her.
He picked up the story, “We didn’t get alarmed at first when she didn’t come home on Monday. We figured that she was having a good time with her friends and decided to stay longer. She didn’t leave us a phone number. We don’t even know the name of her friends. You see, she wasn’t used to checking in with us.”
“Plus,” Tilley continued, “we didn’t know she had a meeting planned for Tuesday afternoon. If we had known she was supposed to be back in BradLee on Tuesday, we would have gone to the Sheriff sooner and filled out a Missing Persons report. Then that woman officer and her deputy came to see us. They wouldn’t tell us much of anything, but we did find out that they were trying to identify a woman’s body. But now they can’t find it. Now isn’t that something for the books? Can’t find a body!”
Annie thought, Tell me about it! She’s talking about the body that travels.
Tony said, “As long as they can’t find her body, then I can hope.”
Annie grimaced inwardly; she hated to see his agony drag on.
The Tuckmans next told the women that the officers had asked for DNA material; so they took them over to Twila’s house where they found some hair in her brush.
DeeDee asked Tilley, “What color was Twila’s hair?”
“She had the most glorious deep auburn hair when she was younger. She’s been dying it the past few years, though, trying to keep it the same color.”
Tony said, “Please, if you know anything… anything at all … The police said a body had been found and then lost. Do you know anything about any of it?”
The girls exchanged glances. DeeDee nodded.
Annie said, “It was me, actually, that first found … something amiss.”
The Tuckmans were distraught, but they were anxious to hear Annie’s story. So she began the tale with her going to the drawer to look for Valentine decorations and feeling a dead arm in there. She mentioned seeing a gold bracelet.
“Was it a heavy gold link bracelet?” Tilley Tuckman asked.
Annie nodded.
“Twila’s husband gave that to her on their 35th wedding anniversary, not long before he died. It meant so much to her; she wore it every day. That’s not good news for us, though. It sounds like that body was … was our Twila, doesn’t it?” she asked helplessly.
“Was there a charm hanging on it?” Tony asked.
Tilley exclaimed, “That’s right. Did you see a heart-shaped charm on it? It was yellow gold, like the bracelet. The charm wasn’t quite an inch long, and it was puffy—pillow-like with etchings all over it. It wasn’t a locket; it didn’t open.”
“That describes what I saw, but I couldn’t say if the heart opened or not. I didn’t dare take time to examine it that closely.”
“And you say the bracelet had just the one charm on it?
“I only saw one; there could have been more tucked up under her arm. Come to think of it, I don’t think I told the officers about that charm when I first reported the crime,” Annie stated. “I guess I was almost in shock. I didn’t remember the charm until you mentioned it now.”
“It sounds like Twila’s. Oh, dear, that arm you felt in that drawer must have been our Twila’s.” She leaned into her husband’s chest and began to cry.
He held his sobbing wife and asked, “But why would she be in that drawer? She was such a kind and giving person. Who would want to kill her? Who in BradLee would kill her? Who would ever think there is a killer living in BradLee?” He bent his head down into his wife’s and cried too.
 

* * *
 

After they said good-byes to the Tuckmans, the four friends parted. Each headed to her own home to make lunch. On a whim, Annie decided to pedal a few blocks out of her way and ride past Kreeger’s house. As luck had it, Kitty was in her front yard, weeding furiously. Annie braked, then stood with her feet straddling her bike and called a greeting. Kitty looked up. There were tears in her eyes. Annie drew her left leg over the bicycle frame, hurriedly laid the bike down on the grass, and went to Kitty, asking, “What’s wrong?”
“What isn’t? Nothing’s right anymore. Karl’s doing the strangest things. And the Sheriff’s deputies were here. When they left, they took our golf cart with them. I think they said they were ‘impounding’ it. Had a court order. We couldn’t do anything to stop them, and it is practically brand-new.”
“Why’d they do that?” Annie asked, although she had a good idea why.
“They didn’t give us a good reason. Something about checking it over. I don’t know why.”
“What did Karl say?”
“Not much. But he was fuming. We just had to stand here and watch them drive it up on a trailer and take off.”
“Where did they take it?”
“I think they said to a lab someplace in Tampa.”
“Where’s Karl now?”
“Oh, he’s inside reading the paper. He’s acting like nothing has happened. I don’t know how he can be so calm. When I’m upset, it helps me to come out here and weed. Working with my flowers helps me when I’m upset.”
“Kitty, has something happened?”
“So much has happened these last few days that I don’t know what to tell first.”
“Let me ask this question. Was Karl home last night?”
“That’s funny; those officers asked me that same thing.”
“What did you tell them?”
“I said that last night was Thursday. So, right after supper Karl took off in the golf cart. He and Jiggs usually play poker on Thursday nights at seven o’clock with some other men over in the Little Clubhouse.”
Annie sensed that Kitty had not yet heard about Jiggs’ death. She decided not to be the one to tell her; so instead she asked, “When did Karl come home last night?”
“What time? I don’t know. He wasn’t home by ten o’clock because I turned to FOX to hear the news broadcast. I usually listen to that while I get ready for bed. Then I read for awhile before turning off the light.”
“What time was that?”
“Probably a little before 11 p.m.”
“And Karl wasn’t home yet?”
“No.”
“Didn’t you hear him come in?”
“I take my hearing aid out at night; it’s the one for my right ear. I like to sleep on my left side, and, of course, that’s my best ear. So, when that good ear’s buried in my pillow, I don’t hear much of anything. On top of that, I’m a sound sleeper. So, no, I didn’t hear him come in. I don’t know when he came home.”
“Did he sleep in this morning?”
“No. He’s usually up by 6 o’clock. He didn’t want any breakfast, just went right out and started washing the golf cart. Vacuumed it, too. He’s done that a couple of times recently. I guess it’s because he’s so proud of our new cart. Have you seen it?”
“Yes, I couldn’t help noticing it. I love that color of blue, and the gray curtains set it off.”
“I can’t believe the deputies just came and took it off.” Kitty stopped, looked at Annie and asked, “Why did you ask when Karl got up?”
Annie mumbled something about, “Oh, just wondering if I could help you figure out what’s wrong with Karl these days.”
Kitty seemed to accept that answer without question, much to Annie’s relief. Then she asked Kitty, “Are you really going to sell your home here and leave BradLee?”
Kitty sighed, “Karl says he wants to move back to Ohio, that he’s tired of Florida. He’s adamant. I guess I’ll have to go too. I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He’s like a different person.”
“When did he start acting differently?”
Kitty bit her lower lip. “I shouldn’t say anything bad about my husband… .” Her voice trailed off. Annie stood quietly waiting for her to continue. “But I’ve just got to talk to somebody. I can’t keep this all inside me any longer.”
“Would you like to take a little walk?” Annie asked, sensing that it might be easier for Kitty to tell something difficult if she weren’t standing in her own front yard. They started out, and Annie gently directed them towards Memorial Pond. There were benches there, and they could sit and watch the ducks—white domesticated one, plus some Mallards, and Muscovies.
Once Kitty opened up, she couldn’t seem to stop talking. “Oh, Annie, Karl’s always had to make sure that I knew that he was the head of our house. He has to have the last word on everything—not so much the first years of our marriage—but he grew more demanding. We have four children. I wanted to make a happy home for them; so I’d just give in to him to keep the peace. After a while it was just easier that way. We have a good life—a lovely home. He was always a good provider. But he has to be in control. He doesn’t like me to have girl friends; so it’s kindda lonely now that the children are grown and gone. As long as I do what Karl says, life’s okay. He lets me go to Hobby Club and play golf in the Women’s League; so I do get out some, but I don’t have close friends like you do. I envy that.”
Annie was so shocked that she blurted out, “Kitty, we’re not living in the 18th century! For heaven’s sake! A woman can think for herself! I don’t always agree with my husband. Most of the time I do, but I’m not afraid to tell Art if I think he’s wrong. It’s a give-and-take relationship. I’m so sorry your marriage isn’t like that.”
Kitty pulled a tissue out of her jeans pocket and wiped away a tear. Annie waited for her to calm down, then went on, “You say Karl is acting differently lately?”
Kitty nodded, “I don’t know if he’s so different, but—well—he’s so belligerent.”
“When did that start? Can you tell me a day or week?”
She anguished, “It was just a little over a week ago. Something must have happened to him, but he won’t talk to me about it. I don’t know what’s bugging him.” Kitty started rambling on about Karl’s short-comings, like taking the golf cart after she’d told him she needed it. Annie listened with one ear, but to herself she thought: A week ago. That’s probably when the Board told Karl that they had appointed an assistant to work with him on Bingo. That’s when Karl’s troubles began, and he’s taking it out on Kitty.
As the two women walked back to Kitty’s house, Annie asked her, “Can you get him to see a doctor? Perhaps there’s a medical reason for his personality change.”
“I asked him to go. I asked him and asked him and asked him. I even made an appointment. He wouldn’t go. What else can I do? He’s not much on having someone tell him what to do, especially a woman.”
Annie shook her head. She did not believe that his problem was medical, but she was not about to say anything to Kitty about her suspicions. Instead, she changed the subject. “You always have something pretty blooming in your yard; it’s the prize of the neighborhood. That poinsettia bush at the corner of your house is huge; it must be five feet tall! It’s a treat to see so many red leaves still on it. And now your jasmine vine is blooming; it smells wonderful.” Annie stepped closer to another bush and said, “Spring is coming to Florida; look, your azalea bushes are almost ready to burst out.”
“And the dogwood will be blooming in a week or two.” Kitty proudly pointed to a small tree in her yard.
After hugging Kitty good-bye, Annie said sincerely, “Things aren’t going very well for you now; will you join me in prayer?”
“Thanks. I need it.”
“Good morning, Lord. It’s Annie down here with my friend, Kitty Kreeger. She needs You to walk with her and hold her hand as she struggles with a family problem.” She motioned for Kitty to join her in saying the 23rd Psalm:
“The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.
“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me, Thou prepares a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou annointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.
“Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”
Annie hugged Kitty again, then climbed on her bicycle, still thinking of the power and beauty of the 23rd Psalm as she rode home.
 

* * *
 

Art came in the house smiling; he’d had low score in his golf foursome. Annie said, “Well, that is something to celebrate with a waffle.” She pulled her waffle iron out of a low cupboard and plugged it in to heat as she whipped up the batter. Art kept on smiling in anticipation of one of his favorite meals—homemade waffles with real maple syrup from Wisconsin.
As they ate, Annie said, “While you were playing, we women had a very productive morning.” She told him of Verna’s finding light blue denim threads caught on the Bouganvillea bush in Gilly’s field and then about visiting Tony and Tilley Tuckman. Finally, she told him of her talk with Kitty Kreegrer. “Oh, Art, I feel so sorry for Kitty. He abuses her mentally. I hope he never hits her, but with the pressure he’s under, he could snap. Also I’m sure she has no idea what Karl is up to. She told me that the Sheriff’s Department came and took their golf cart away, impounded it. She also told me that Karl got up early and washed and vacuumed the golf cart. In fact, that he’d cleaned it every day for the last three days now. Isn’t that interesting?
“When I was there, he was inside reading the newspaper just like he didn’t have a trouble in the world! He certainly is a cool one. I didn’t really learn anything much that was new or different from what Verna told us the other day, except that bit about the cart being impounded and Karl’s washing it first. Wonder what they’ll find? Will they find another piece of the puzzle in ‘Our Mystery’? Or did he manage to wash and vacuum away anything of importance?
 

* * *
 

Friday Afternoon
 

That afternoon the four couples all had appointments at the Sheriff’s office to take their depositions. When the gang went out of the park, the Andersens and Bradkowskis usually rode together because they lived close to one another. Likewise, Vigeauxs and Davises came in another car as they lived on the other side of BradLee. When Brad pulled into Art and Annie’s drive, he was behind the wheel of a brand-new silvery blue Buick Roadmaster. After the Andersens, “Oohed,” and “Ahhed,” over the butter-soft tan leather seats, Brad pointed out the built-in memory system that remembered what seat position was comfortable not only for him, but also for Barb. With just a press of a button, the seat automatically adjusted to fit whichever one of them was driving.
“Oh, Art, Honey, this is what we need. You’re taller than I am. I always have to fiddle and fiddle and try to adjust the seat when I get behind the wheel. This is wonderful. Let’s do get this feature in our next car.” Annie could wish, but she knew it would be several more years before they would even think of turning in their 1990 model. By that time, Brad assured her that she wouldn’t even have to push a button to re-position the driver’s seat; in the near future, each key would be coded, and the seat would adjust to that particular driver. For one who had learned to drive with a stick shift when that was the only kind of shifting available on a car, Annie was always impressed with new inventions that made life easier and easier. However, with the ease came the frequent warnings to exercise. Sometimes life seemed counter-productive to Annie.
They drove in style and comfort in the new Roadmaster to the Sheriff’s office where they joined the Vigeauxs and Davises. Sergeant Menendez and Deputy Juarez met with them and arranged to have each of them, singularly, make a deposition. This time, Annie remembered to tell of seeing the heart-shaped charm hanging on the gold link bracelet. Taking the depositions was a lengthy process. While they waited to take their turn with the stenographer, the friends discussed the case, endlessly going over the events, compiling all the data, but they could not answer the primary question: Where is the body now?
“We know he, or maybe they,” Annie corrected herself, “did not bury the corpse. At least, he didn’t bury it in that unpaved golf path. We know because we were there watching. We saw the hole being dug, but the only body that ended up in there turned out to be Jiggs’s. So, we come back around in a complete circle: Where is Twila Thompson?”
“Well, I feel fer certain sure that her body was in Karl’s golf cart, at least for awhile,” DeeDee asserted.
“I think so too, but how are we going to prove it?”
Collectively they shrugged their shoulders and waited. At last, each of their stories relating to the mystery was on paper and signed and notarized. Barb felt better after all was neatly ordered. She asked Sgt. Menendez, “Will you let us know when you find anything?”
The sergeant looked at her with raised eyebrows, “Find anything?”
“On Karl Kreeger’s golf cart?”
The sergeant was sympathetic to the request, but she explained that she had to follow Department procedure before releasing any data; so no information was forthcoming at this time. Barb felt deflated. She shrugged and accepted the regulation.
When all the paper work was finished, it was after 4:00 p.m., and Verna suggested, “Why don’t we go straight to The Shack for our ‘all you can eat’ fish suppah? It’s not a bit too soon; all the restaurants fill up early during these busy wintah months.” The others were ready to go with her as they usually all ate out together on Friday nights. The Vigeauxs had grown up eating fish on Fridays, and although their church no longer required it, old habits are hard to break. Since they all liked fish, their friends adopted the ‘Friday Fish’ habit, too.
“Well, we’ve done our duty, giving those depositions,” Barb declared after they were seated at a long narrow table in the restaurant, “but we didn’t get any reward for all our trouble.”
Brad asked his wife, “Reward? What reward?”
“Oh, there isn’t any money reward, not that I know of. I just meant I thought Menendez could have rewarded us with some information.”
“Yes,” Verna said. “I’d like to know if they found anymore red hair or some of that blue cloth or, or, anything.”
Von mused, “They must have been looking for something like that or else they wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of impounding Karl’s golf cart.”
“They probably dusted fer fingerprints,” DeeDee said. Then another idea popped into her head, “Can a dead person leave fingerprints?”
None of them knew for sure, but the general consensus of the group was, “Sure, why not?”
Verna was looking at a menu. She lowered it and said lightly to her friends, “I don’t know why I bothah to look at this; I always ordah the ‘All You Can Eat’ special on Fridays.” Her seat faced the front of the restaurant. Recognizing the couple who just entered, she said, “Oh, look who’s coming!” They turned to see Tony and Tilley Tuckman waiting to be seated. Tony had on black pants and a gold Polo shirt with the logo ‘College of Wooster. Fighting Scots’ embroidered on the left breast pocket. Tilley wore purple slacks and a lavender T-shirt; on the front was a cutesy alligator surrounded by the words ‘St. Augustine Alligator Farm’.
Art pushed back his chair and strode over to them. “Are you two alone?” he asked. “Why don’t you join us? We can pull a table up here on the end.”
“Oh, thank you,” Tilley said. “It’ll be good for us to be with others who have some idea of what we’re going through these days.”
Art and Von easily lifted a small square table and pushed it up beside theirs. As Doc was shaking Tony’s hand, he commented about the logo on Tony’s Polo shirt and commented, “I didn’t know you were from Ohio. We are too.”
“I’m not, but I went to college in Wooster.”
“Really? Our youngest daughter went there too. Great school; it’s not far from where I had my veterinarian practice.”
“Goodness knows!” DeeDee added. “I tried ta get our daughter ta go ta school in the South, but she had a boyfriend in Ohio, and she was not about ta go very far from home. Later, I was so glad ta have her nearby, and I got so that I jest loved ta go ta Wooster’s football games in tha fall. That huge marchin’ band all dressed out in black an’ yellow plaid kilts was a sight ta behold when they’d come a-marchin’ down that long slopin’ walk from tha stadium gates an’ down onto tha field with all those bagpipes a-playin’. Must have had a dozen or more of them jest a-blowin’ their hearts out. Makes ya tingle all over!”
Tony replied, “I’ve never been sorry I went to Wooster for my undergraduate work. Got a first-rate education, and that’s where I met Tilley. We were back up there last June for our 50th class reunion. Tilley bought me this shirt.”
DeeDee admired it and then looking at Tilley, said, “I jest love those shades of purple an’ lavender together that ya’re wearin’.”
“Thank-you. I thought they were pretty colors too, but I never thought I’d ever wear an alligator on my chest! But, isn’t he adorable? This is my souvenir from a little trip we took up to St. Augustine a couple of months ago to celebrate my birthday. We were really impressed by the Alligator Farm there; so I bought this T-shirt.”
Annie swallowed hard; she didn’t think she could ever use the word ‘adorable’ to describe an alligator.
DeeDee was saying, “When our youngest was here visitin’—she’s tha one that went ta Wooster—when she was here with her family, Doc took us all ta tha alligator farm down below Miami in the Everglades. He jest loves ta go anyplace where there’s animals.” DeeDee continued, “There was a good long airboat ride nearby. That was fun; we enjoyed every minute of it.”
Wanda, their favorite waitress, came to the table carrying a tray full of tall plastic water glasses. She wore very short denim shorts and a blue T-shirt with the logo ‘The Shack’ emblazoned on it. She was a very pretty young woman who filled out her short shorts to perfection. Her long blond hair was caught at the back of her neck in a ponytail. She waited tables here in her parents’ restaurant, was raising her three-year old alone, and also was going to college. Each term she took a course or two at the University of Tampa. The school was headquartered in the elaborate historic old hotel which was built along the Hillsborough River at the turn of the last century. It was complete with minaret towers in its Victorian/Islamic architecture. This unforgettable building was constructed under the guise of railroad magnet, Henry B. Plant, in competition with Henry Flagler, who was the railroad genius of the East Coast of Florida.
Wanda’s goal was to someday teach in an elementary school. Her ‘Seniors,’ as she called them, always encouraged her to keep on with her studies; not to drop out of college. They visited with her a few minutes, and Doc asked how her love life was going. She bantered back, “Probably as well as yours!” They all chuckled; then she took their orders.
After Wanda left, Annie asked the Tuckmans, “I’ve been meaning to ask you, did Twila wear any other jewelry besides the heart charm bracelet?”
Tony answered quickly, “She liked jewelry; she wore a lot of it.”
He turned to his wife, who continued, “Oh, she would have had her rings on—her wedding and engagement rings, I’m sure. She had a gorgeous one-and-a-half carat diamond with baguettes on each side. It’s quite distinctive. ”
“How about earrings or necklaces?” Barb asked.
Tilley paused and set down her glass of water with ice and a sliver of lemon, “You know, I looked in her jewelry case. There were some lovely pieces in there, but I didn’t think about what might be missing. Did you, Tony?”
He shook his head, “You know I don’t keep track of stuff like that, but she always wore a lot of jewelry.”
Smiling, Tilley said, “You’re right about your not keeping track of jewelry. I used to wish and wish that he’d buy me some for Christmas or my birthday. He just doesn’t think like that. So, I finally learned that if I want a piece of jewelry I have to say, ‘C’mon Tony, it’s time to go to the jewelry store!’ and he’ll say, ‘Okay.’ Then he gets me something really nice. Look what he got me for our anniversary.” She flashed an emerald ring for their approval.
“That is one lovely ring,” DeeDee said with admiration. “I’ll have ta try that routine.” She turned to Doc, “My birthday’s comin’ up. I think we should make a trip ta tha jewelry store!”
Doc rolled his eyes. He looked at Tilley Tuckman and joked, “You’re teaching my wife bad tricks! And, besides that, she is pulling my leg. I know good and well that she just had her 60th birthday last month. We made a big too-do about it.”
Tilley laughed, “Twila’s husband loved to shop; she didn’t have to use that ruse. He often brought her surprises when he came back from a business trip, plus remembering all the usual holidays. They didn’t have kids; so he spent his money on jewelry for Twila.”
“She had a beautiful ruby ring surrounded by tiny diamonds on her right index finger when I saw her body. Do you think she was wearing earrings and a necklace when she … ,” Annie couldn’t speak any more of the question.
“Most probably,” Tilley hesitated before she could continue, “Come to think of it, I don’t remember seeing her heart-shaped earrings. It’s almost February, so I’ll bet she wore them since it’s near Valentine’s Day. I think she had a gold necklace with a heart pendant on it too.”
“Will you check on that?” Annie asked. “It could be helpful to make an identification.” “How about a watch?” Barb asked.
This time it was Tony who answered by asking a question, “I wonder if she was wearing Mom’s watch?”
“Oh, I bet she was,” Tilley said. “It is so special, and she almost always wore it when she was going out. Since she’d just come back from being with friends at Sanibel, it’s a sure bet that she’d have had it on.”
Tony went on to explain that the bracelet watch band had alternating diamond-cut links and satin-finished links of gold which made it sparkle. Their father had given it to their mother on their 50th wedding anniversary back in the 1970s. “It is a very special piece of jewelry. Now that it seems that Twila’s … .” He couldn’t say the word. “It would be nice if I could have it to give to Tilley and then pass it on down to our daughter.” He wiped his lips with a paper napkin and said, “It’s horrible not knowing where she is. She was my baby sister, fifteen years younger than me. I always watched out for her when we were growing up. Now that she was widowed, I just expected to take care of her again. We were so happy when she decided to move to BradLee. But … not knowing where she is or what’s happened to her. It’s, it’s … .” He couldn’t finish the thought.
Everyone at the table ate in silence. Annie said a silent Sentence Prayer.
 

 

 




Chapter 5
Saturday Morning
 

By Saturday morning, BradLee Park was abuzz with rumors surrounding Jiggs’s death. This most unusual attack and death caused by an ostrich not only made front page news in Florida, it was still making national news. Yesterday, the media only had sketchy news to report, but there was more today. Reporters called the Andersens from their local weekly, plus the Tampa and St. Petersburg newspapers, wanting to speak to Art or Annie. Both of them declined. Annie answered the phone when someone from NBC’s TODAY SHOW called wanting to interview them by remote from New York City. Regretfully, Annie said, “No thank you.” After putting the phone down, she said to Art, “That was a hard thing to do.”
“What was hard to do?” Art asked, looking up from his newspaper.
“To say ‘No’ to being interviewed by someone from the TODAY SHOW. What if Matt Lauer would have been the one to ask me questions? If I knew for sure he would be the one to interview me, I’m not sure I could have refused.”
“You’re old enough to be his mother,” Art teased.
“Maybe even his grandmother!” Annie replied. “But I can still look.”
“Anyway,” Art added. “If you made the show, it would be most likely that Bryant Gumbel would be the one who would do the interviewing.”
“But sometimes Matt Lauer subs for Bryant. I can only hope!” She continued, “Well, neither one of them was on the phone. Someone—a P. A. I think she called herself. Of course, I had to ask what a P. A. is, and she said ‘Production Assistant.’ I think she was just fishing to see if we’d be good to interview.” Annie put her coffee down, “I wonder if any of the others of our gang were called? I hope not; this story isn’t ready to be giving out any of the details yet. We don’t need to be blabbing on TV.” She reached for the telephone, “I’ll call and check with the others.”
None of the other three couples had been contacted by the media. This let the Andersens breathe easier. They assumed that Sgt. Menendez had been able to keep most of the report off limits to the press for the time being. However, the Andersens got plenty of other telephone calls. Friends and acquaintances called them—some were expensive long distance ones—all wanting to hear the story from their own lips. Art and Annie had called their grown children right away; they wanted to let them know they were fine before ‘the kids’ heard it on the news. All their friends and relatives were concerned, many were just plain curious, some were downright inquisitive. All wanted details about the fatal accident. Many asked how they happened to be out on the golf course that night. To that question the Andersens blithely said, “Oh, we love to watch the space lift-offs, and you get a grand view from out there, no street lights.” That satisfied most people except their next door neighbor; she kept prying. Art and Annie told ‘the madding crowd’ about seeing the ostrich kick Jiggs, but they kept the rest of the story to themselves.
The phone rang again. Their next-door neighbor invited them over for supper. Annie declined, explaining to Art after she hung up, “If the invitation from the TODAY SHOW was hard to turn down, this one was easy to say ‘No’ to.”
Art asked, “Why? Who was it from?”
“Our inquisitive next-door neighbor. We’ve lived on the same street with them for two years now. They’ve always been polite, but every time I’ve asked them to go out to eat or go anywhere, they turn us down. Now, all of sudden they ask us over for dinner. You know why, don’t you? They, or rather she, just wants to pump information out of us. If she invites us later, I’ll be glad to go, but I just can’t go over there and put my feet under her table until ‘Our Mystery’ is cleared up. I’m not too good at telling white lies, and I know her, she’ll keep asking me questions, just keep firing them at me until I let something slip. Why, that woman is so nosey she asks a second question before I have finished answering the first one! No, I can’t go over there yet. Not until this is all over and done with.”
 

* * *
 

Art put down his coffee mug and thanked Annie for making his favorite breakfast. Then he left to do some errands and get the van washed. Annie put their dirty dishes in the dishwasher and wiped off the table. While she was cleaning up, she thought about Karl and how he had cleaned his golf cart, several times, according to Kitty. She mused to herself that Karl must have done a very careful job of vacuuming and washing his golf cart for he didn’t seem to be worried about anything. At least, that’s the impression he gave from Kitty’s description of him just drinking his coffee and reading the morning paper.
She thought some more about Karl. She let her mind play and wondered, maybe he put Twila’s body in a big plastic trash bag to protect his cart. She’d seen on TV shows how police labs can find tiny traces of blood and hair, and she didn’t know what else, but stuff that can link the bad guys to a murder. So, if he used a plastic bag, it would have protected his golf cart. Then another idea surfaced in her mind: if the body were in a plastic bag, and if the body fell off the golf cart in that farmer’s field, then how did Verna find those threads caught in that thorny bush? She absently rubbed her left temple and sat down in her favorite recliner. She thought some more about a plastic body bag and realized that the body wasn’t in a bag when DeeDee saw it by the air-conditioning chimneys. Also, it wasn’t in a bag when Barb saw it on the restroom floor; so she chucked the plastic trash bag idea. She didn’t think there had been any bleeding; so there wouldn’t be any blood stains on Karl’s cart, and if he were really, really thorough, she guessed he could have vacuumed up any red hairs. It was frustrating to have so much knowledge, yet for all that, it was still too little information. She couldn’t solve ‘Our Mystery’ and apparently, neither could Sgt. Menendez.
Annie picked up the newspaper. There it was! The story made the front page. She read the article. Then she read it again. The Sheriff’s Department issued a general statement about the case, but she noted that it skirted the issue and did not fully answer the question of why Mr. George Jiggs was working in an area of the BradLee Blue Golf Course before midnight last Thursday evening. Cement was to be poured in this spot for a new cart path as soon as the weather warmed.
She suddenly shivered and thought, I’ve lived my whole life without ever calling the police; now here I am in my seventies, and I’m getting very chummy with a sergeant from the Sheriff’s Department! Oh, dear, I’m too old for this! But she was so involved in ‘Our Mystery’ that, no matter what, she couldn’t push it out of her mind.
She re-read the several stories that were printed in the Tampa Tribune about the accident. Her nosey next door neighbor brought over the St. Petersburg Times. Annie thanked her for it, but she did not invite that woman to come inside. Annie noted that there was only a small article in one of the papers about Twila Thompson and that was on an inside page. To Annie, the missing Twila was just as important as Jiggs’ death, but then she was trained as a nurse, not as a reporter. And, she had to admit that Jiggs’ death was more spectacular.
Finally, she put the news section down and found the Funnies, but nothing seemed funny to her today. She tried working the Cryptogram puzzle. Even though one of the correct letters was printed, she could not break the code this morning. She asked herself, Do these puzzles get harder as the week goes on? Seems like they are easy to solve on Mondays and Tuesdays, but today is Saturday, and this is too difficult for me, or maybe I just can’t concentrate on it today. Then her mind turned from the word puzzle to the puzzle of the missing Twila. Uneasy, Annie decided she needed to get outside and do something. She put the newspaper down and called Barb, “Want to get some exercise? I’ve got to do something besides think about ‘Our Mystery’.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Swimming?”
“Too cold for me.”
“It’s in the high 70’s today.”
“Yes, but with that cold snap, the water still won’t be warm enough for me.”
“It’s heated.”
“I know, but it takes longer than this to get the water back up in the 80s. I’m no polar bear; I don’t swim in cool water.”
“I’ve got to do something, Barb. My mind won’t stop re-playing Jiggs’ death.”
“Want to go shopping? Play golf?”
Annie paused to think.
“It’s so nice out today after that cold snap; let’s play golf. I think Art will go. He should be home pretty soon. How about Brad? Will he play?”
She waited while Barb spoke to her husband. “He says fine, but he needs a little more time to finish that coffee pot he’s repairing for the kitchen in Old Main. He wants to drop it off on the way to the golf course. We’ll try to be there in an hour, okay?”
“Sounds good. I’ll put my shorts on. ‘Bye.”
 

* * *
 

The A’s were waiting when the B’s drove up. Brad apologized, “Sorry, it took a little longer to finish fixing that coffee pot than I thought it would. I wanted to get it repaired and back to the kitchen because the Dance Club is having their Winter Wonderland Dance tonight, and they might need it for refreshments.”
“No problem,” Art assured him. “We just came outside to wait for you because Annie’s getting cabin fever. She’s worrying herself sick over what she keeps calling ‘Our Mystery’.” Annie wrinkled her nose and made a little mew face at her husband, but her violet eyes were smiling.
“Which course do you want to play?” Barb asked.
Without hesitating, Annie answered, “The Blue.”
The others looked at her with surprise. “You want to go back out there after the other night?” Barb said in amazement. “I’d have thought you’d have had your fill of that course for awhile.”
Annie smiled weakly, “Please? I want a fresh memory of number five that is normal and not what we saw last night.”
“I’m game if the rest of you are,” Art said. “Are we walking or riding?”
“Riding, please,” Annie said. “I need to do something physical, but not too physical. All this mystery is wearing me out.”
“I know what you mean,” Barb agreed.
The foursome always enjoyed playing together and being out in the fresh air was refreshing. The 77 degree temperature was a welcome change from the recent cold spell they had endured. The first hole was a short one, and the two men, using irons, easily drove to the green. Barb selected a five wood and her ball reached the green too, but Annie sliced to the right and her ball plopped in the water. “Oh, oh, I’m having DeeDee’s bad luck on this hole. Hope I’m not jinxed for the rest of the round.”
The two 18-hole courses were full of golfers. They were out in force enjoying the welcome warm weather. The yellow sheriff’s tape had been removed at the Blue Number Five, and the tee-off markers for men and women were pushed down into the sandy soil in their normal places. As usual, there was a tie-up at the fifth hole. There were two foursomes ahead of them waiting to tee-off; so after pulling up in the queue to wait their turn, Annie got out. Art asked, “Where are you going?”
“Just over there to see the big birds.”
Barb joined her at the fence. The two women saw the alligator’s back and the top of its head as it swam silently and effortlessly under the wire fence that divided the crescent-shaped pond. The ’gator surfaced, lumbered up the bank, and settled down in the field, warming himself in the sun. “He certainly is getting to be one big alligator,” Annie said.
“Usually an alligator trapper is called to catch them and take them away when they get to be six feet,” Barb commented. “I don’t think city folks like us feel very comfortable having one of these pre-historic creatures around when they get so big. He is one scary animal. I’ll have to ask Brad to check with the Board on what to do about it.” She looked back over her shoulder to check the queue; the men were still sitting in their golf carts waiting their turn. When she turned back towards the field again, something caught her eye. “Annie, look!” Barb pointed at what she guessed was an emu because it was smaller than some of the other big birds.
“Where?”
“Over there, more to your right.”
“What?”
“Look. That smaller bird has something in its beak.”
Just then the sun glinted off a piece of metal that was dangling from the emu’s mouth. Then Annie saw it. “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” was all she could manage to say. She wanted Art to come to the fence to see it too, but she didn’t dare shout to him because a man was teeing off just then. Annie knew she couldn’t run anymore; sometime during these last years she realized that she couldn’t run, jump, hop, or skip; her old body wouldn’t do these things anymore. So, as best as she could, she hurried over to Art and Brad and said, “Wave the others to play through. You’ve got to come see what Barb showed me.”
The men gave each other one of those ‘What have our wives gotten us into now?’ looks, then followed her to the fence. Barb whispered so the other golfers couldn’t hear her, “See! Can you see it? Over there.” She kept her hand close to her body and pointed with one finger. “That emu has something in its beak. I think it’s a piece of gold jewelry. What are we going to do? No, Brad, I’m not going in there, but I’d really like to see what she has in her mouth.”
Immediately, Brad offered to drive back to the Pro Shop to call the Sergeant. He warned before he left them, “Don’t you dare go in there; you guys stay here and watch that emu from this side of the fence. I’ll go call, what’s-her-name?”
“Menendez, Sgt. Menendez, and the deputy is Joe Juarez.” Annie supplied Brad with the phone number; she’d called it enough times by now to remember it. “See if you can get them to get the farmer to come out here too.”
Barb suggested he also call the Davises and Vigeauxs. “They’ll want to know too. They’ll want to be in the loop.”
“Will do,” Brad promised as he headed back to his golf cart and on to the Pro Shop. Art moved his cart out of the queue and away from the tee. He suspected that they wouldn’t be playing any more golf today.
 

* * *
 

Brad returned shortly and told the others that dispatch had contacted the Sergeant and she was on her way. As they waited, two other golfers came over to the fence to view the birds until it was their turn to tee off the fifth hole. Anxiously, Annie kept her eyes glued to the bird with the object in its beak. It was only a short time, but it seemed like hours to Annie before Sgt. Menendez arrived, driven out by a Ranger in a course cart after evidently leaving her car in the parking lot.
“Thanks for coming,” Barb said in greeting when the law officer exited the cart and came toward them. “We thought you ought to see this.”
“Thank you for alerting me,” Menendez replied.
Annie swallowed the temptation to say something about how the deputies certainly didn’t thank her for the first phone call she’d made to them just last Tuesday night. No, she decided, it was far better to have the Sergeant’s trust now; no need to remind her of their first pitiful encounter. Anyway, the other night Maria almost apologized. Annie figured that Menendez would never actually voice the words, ‘I’m sorry’, but her friendly words and smiles spoke volumes.
None of them knew the two other people standing by the fence; they were golfers just passing the time while waiting to tee off. As Annie listened to Barb talking to Menendez and pointing out the emu with the jewelry, she looked at the golfers and groaned; there were two more standing at the fence now. She nudged Art, “Do you see who’s here?”
Art looked at her. She tilted her head to the left. He looked along the fence, and recognized one of those men as their neighbor’s husband, the one who had asked them over to eat. Art whispered with a little laugh, “Looks like we’ll be getting another dinner invitation!”
The emu holding a bright shiny object in its beak was the star attraction. Golfers came, watched awhile, then left to tee-off; others took their place at the fence. But the Andersens and Bradkowskis as well as Menendez stayed. There was no way they would let that emu out of their sight if they could help it.
When they were alone for a few minutes with no other golfers around, Barb whispered, “I just know that’s Twila’s. I’m sure it’s a piece of her jewelry.”
Annie wanted to believe her. She knew, however, that it could very well be just a shiny bit of garbage the bird had picked up, perhaps something a golfer had thrown over the fence or a gum wrapper that the wind had blown in, although it didn’t flutter like a wrapper. But, if it were Twila’s, then they would have a valuable piece of evidence, another piece to fit in their puzzle.
Art lamented, “I wish we could get in there. We’ve got to see what that bird’s got in its mouth. We’ve got to.”
Annie laughed to herself, realizing how caught up in ‘Our Mystery’ he now was. Such a change from last Tuesday evening when she tried hard to convince him and the others that she’d touched a dead woman’s arm in a drawer.
Sgt. Menendez moved with them along the length of the fence, following the movements of the emu. They didn’t know if the bird was a he or a she, but because it was small and carrying a piece of jewelry, they collectively decided it must be a ‘she’.
Barb announced, “She needs a name, and I think we should call her ‘Carol’.”
Her husband asked. “Why did you pick that name?”
“I thought Carol fit her because she likes jewelry, and because Carol Channing likes to sing ‘Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best Friend’.”
Menendez joined in the fun and said, “Why not Marilyn then?”
“She doesn’t look like a Marilyn. She looks like a Carol,” Barb said.
Menendez shrugged, “Sounds like a perfect fit to me.”
“Carol, it is,” Barb said decisively.
When Carol turned away from them and they couldn’t see her bill, they were beside themselves. They wanted to keep close track of Carol and her piece of jewelry.
“It’s got to be Twila’s bracelet!” Barb blurted out. Then realizing what she had said out loud, she quickly looked around to see if there were any golfers to overhear her. Relieved to find that they were alone just then, she added softly, “I’m just sure it is. Isn’t there something dangling from it? It could be the heart charm. Oh, maybe I’m just imaging it.”
Annie couldn’t see a charm, but she was surprised at Barb’s intensity. Barb was the organized, efficient one of her friends, but now she was the one projecting her hopes into supposed reality.
They waited. Annie felt her stomach rumble. She and Maria Menendez were standing together at the fence when Annie quietly asked her, “Have you heard anything about Karl Kreeger’s golf cart? Have they found anything?” Since the Sergeant had been closed-mouthed before, she didn’t really expect an answer.
However, this time the officer confided, “Not yet. But it can take a week or more before the lab gets back to us, unless they put a rush on it.”
“If they can’t find anything incriminating, does he get his cart back?”
“Yes, but he has to go get it at his own expense,” Menendez explained.
“That’s a bummer, especially if you’re innocent,” Annie said. “However, we’re sure he’s not innocent, but we haven’t yet been able to prove that he’s had Twila’s body on his cart and probably more than once. I do hope we … you … can prove it.”
“These things can take time,” the sergeant replied. “We solve most cases, eventually.”
An hour passed. Art’s stomach growled. Annie heard it and looked at him, concerned about the level of his blood sugar. “I’m okay,” he assured her, pulling out a little wrapped package of cheese cracker sandwiches. “Want some?” She did, but she shook her head. Art was on the edge of being diabetic; she knew he needed some food more than she did.
The Vigeauxs drove up. “Listened to your message when we got home. Thanks, Brad, for calling us,” Von said as he joined them at the fence.
“Do you know where the Davises are today? I left them a message too.”
“I think they were going to visit somebody in Lakeland,” Verna offered, “taking his aunt out for brunch.”
“Oh, I think you’re right,” Barb confirmed. “Well, we are glad you two are here. We need your sharp eyes, Verna. Look over there.” Barb pointed at the emu. “See! There’s something in that emu’s mouth. I named her Carol. She seems so happy with whatever’s in her beak, carries it around everywhere she goes like a little kid. Hasn’t put it down for over an hour that we’ve been watching. It’s like she’s showing it off to her girl friends!”
Verna squinted, “She too far away for me to see what it is. But you’re right; it does look like jewelry. This could be important.”
Menendez agreed about its importance. She had decided that she needed to stay here and keep this emu under observation more than she needed to sit off the by-pass watching for speeders. She’d had worse duties, she thought. The weather was pleasant with the temperature in the high 70s and there was little humidity; it was a delightful late January day. There was cloud cover; so the chance of getting sun-burned was reduced, but the possibility was still there. Annie offered her a tube of sun-screen; Maria Menendez smiled her thanks and squeezed out some crème to rub on her pretty face.
 

* * *
 

Joe Juarez arrived just before the farmer. Gerald Gilbert drove into the field in his dented blue pick-up truck. Gilly was still wearing his Buccaneer ball cap when he slid out of the cab and met them on the other side of the fence. Sgt. Menendez pointed out the emu with the shiny bauble in its beak, saying, “We’d like to have a look at that thing in its mouth. Can you get it for us? While we were waiting for you, Mrs. Bradkowski named her, calls her Carol after some singer.”
The seniors all looked at each other in distress when Menendez called Carol Channing ‘some singer.’ It made them feel very old. They realized that the Sergeant was simply too young to remember this famous entertainer who was no longer in the public eye.
Gilly didn’t seem to know who Carol Channing was either. He took the toothpick out of his mouth and answered Menendez, “Shouldn’t be no problem, m’am. Brought their feed. That should do it.”
Barb interrupted, “I heard that raising these big birds was a school project of the FAA. Why aren’t the student farmers feeding them?’
“Well, m’am, it started out as a school club project, but that ended a couple of months ago. Can’t make no money selling the meat; costs too much, more than beef. Not many people willing to buy.”
Barb said, “It’s supposed to be low in cholesterol.”
“Yes, m’am; an’ it’s tasty, too, but it jest costs too much ta make any real money. Tha only ones who got rich off ostriches were them who sold tha fertile eggs, tha ones who got in tha pyramid game early.”
“What are you going to do with them?” Annie asked.
“So far I’m jest keepin’ ‘em as pets,” Gilly answered, “but with tha cost of feed, an’ all, I’ll probably take ‘em to tha county fair an’ sell ‘em at auction. Kinda hate to get rid of ‘em; I’m kinda attached to tha ugly critters, ‘cept that big ole male. After what he done tha other night, I don’t mind tellin’ ya; he’ll be tha first one I sell off. First one.”
Joe Juarez replied, “Can’t say as I blame you for that. After I saw how fast he was and how powerful, I can tell you that I’m not ashamed to say that bird worries me. And I’m not afraid of most things or else I would never have become a deputy. When that bird kicked Jiggs, he never even reared back with his leg; he just swung it forward and ripped that guy’s chest wide open.”
“I’ve heard that the power in an ostrich’s kick is 250 pounds. 250 pounds! Don’t believe I wantta find out fer myself!” Gilly chuckled. Then he explained, “I was ‘bout ta leave ta come over here ta feed ‘em when your Dispatcher called me. I’m late getting ‘round ta feedin’ ‘em this mornin’. First thing I had ta do taday was ta make a service call on a golf cart. Got me a little golf cart service business ta keep me busy along with farmin’. He pulled out some slightly bruised business cards from the back pocket of his jeans. As he passed them out, he said. “Some kids swiped a golf cart from a carport last night. Took it out fer a joy ride, then tipped it on its side. Most of tha acid ran outta tha battery.”
Art asked, “Was that in BradLee?”
“Naw. Another park. But, that’s why I’m late gettin’ here ta feed ‘em. Wish I could feed ‘em in the evening when it’s cooler—‘specially durin’ tha awful heat of summer—but that won’t work. The pellets get moist if they’re left overnight. Them birds won’t so much as eat a bite of it if it’s moist. Then it’s jest a waste of food.”
They stood at the fence and watched Gilly go to the bed of his truck and open a 50 pound bag of feed. Using an old two-pound coffee can as a scoop, he emptied the feed, which he’d told them was heavy on protein, 20%, plus soy, alfalfa, corn and a few other ingredients into one of the big, black, heavy rubber bowls that was about eighteen inches in diameter and some five inches deep. Each bird had a dish, and Gilly filled them all. The big birds, including Carol, crowded around the bowls and began to eat. Gilly bent over, using his bandana-print blue handkerchief he picked something up from the ground. He walked over to the fence and asked Menendez, “This what yer lookin’ fer?”
As she reached for it, Menendez signaled Juarez to move the gawking golfers away from the fence and out of hearing. She unwrapped it and held the contents in her open hand for the others to see. “Recognize it?”
There was no heart charm dangling from it, but it was a gold bracelet. Verna examined it carefully and exclaimed, “This is beautiful and very unusual. It’s a bracelet, but it’s also a watch. Look, there’s a tiny hinge here. May I?” she looked up at Menendez, who nodded agreement. Using just her fingernail, Verna gently lifted the cover that protected the face of the watch hidden under it. Menendez noted that the hands were stopped at 9:47.
“That’s it! That’s the 50th anniversary watch that the Tuckman’s told us about,” Annie almost yelled in her excitement. “Sergeant, Twila’s brother, Tony, told us that Twila inherited a gold bracelet watch from her mother when she died. It was their mother’s 50th anniversary gift from their father. Tony was hoping he could get it back; he wanted to give it to Tilley and then to their daughter. It is very special.”
“If we weren’t lucky enough to find that charm bracelet with the heart on it, at least, we are verah lucky to find this. Surely we can trace this right straight to Twila,” Verna predicted.
“You’re right!” Barb chimed in. “Tilley described it to us. Remember, she told us that it had some diamond-cut gold links in it? Even though it’s been outside in the rain and in that bird’s mouth, it still reflects light like there were diamonds in the wrist band.”
Menendez kept her own counsel and listened to ‘her seniors’ reasoning.
“It isn’t running; it’s stopped at 9:47,” Brad added. “That’s about the time Karl drove out of the field, right after Jiggs was kicked to death. Do you suppose he ran over her and her watch?”
“That’s a very good supposition,” his wife said. “Then, again, it might be that rain got in it.”
“But,” Brad argued, “if you remember, it didn’t start raining until a little later Thursday night.”
“You’re right about the time it began raining,” Barb conceded.
“Since the clasp is open,” Annie interjected, “I think it fell off her arm, probably when the body fell off the golf cart, or when it ran over her.”
“Then why didn’t we find the watch before? Like when Verna found the blue threads caught in that plant? Where was it all day Friday?” Barb asked.
Gilly answered that question, “Most likely inside one of tha big birds.”
Barb shuddered, “You mean …?”
“Yep. They graze all day long. One of ‘em, probably swallowed it; then passed it.”
“Wouldn’t it be hidden inside the, the poop?” Barb finally managed to say the word.
“Naw, they mostly just pass everythin’ out along with their liquid-like stuff. We never have ta clean up their manure like ya do cows. Sometimes there’s a little ball of doo-doo, but it’s no more than three-quarter of an inch ‘round; so, no, that fancy watch wouldn’t be hidden in it. Not big enough ta hide that.” He motioned to the bracelet watch. “Naw, it would jest come out an’ lay thar on tha ground. If that watch fell off on Thursday night, then it was most prob’bly in one of their stomachs all day long Friday. Then this little emu, Carol, ya call her, picked it up today an’ she’s been showin’ it off ta her buddies.”
Annie thought that what Gilly said made sense about the jewelry being swallowed and passed, but where was Twila’s body? There was no way a bird swallowed her too. She looked away, trying to puzzle through the whole problem. She saw the alligator sunning itself on the bank. “That’s it!” she exclaimed. “He could be the answer.”
“What are you talking about, Annie? The answer to what?” her husband asked. He was used to her talking about something and forgetting to tell him the subject.
Annie pointed, “That alligator; he could have eaten the corpse and that’s why we can’t find the body. I knew there had to be a reason why we couldn’t find Twila.”
Verna shuddered this time, “Oh, Annie, you don’t think that alligatah ate Twila? Do you?”
“Why not? They eat everything else.” She turned to Gilly and asked, “Will an alligator eat meat that’s been dead for a couple of days?”
“They’re not too choosy as far as I know, m’am. Meat is meat to them.” Gilly said.
“Look who’s coming,” Barb said, pointing to the cart path. Doc and DeeDee Davis pulled up to next to their friends. Then Barb, taking charge, explained what had happened so far that day. Amused by Barb’s authority, Menendez stood by, listening carefully.
Then Annie analyzed the problem. “Let’s say that the body fell off Karl’s golf cart when he was in a hurry to get out of here on Thursday night. He coulda made a fast turn, and it coulda fallen off his cart if he didn’t have it strapped on. We couldn’t get in here to check it out last night because of the mad ostrich, and it was too dark to see all of the field.”
Art added, “What about this idea? Karl knows he can’t bury the body after what happened to Jiggs; that plan’s gone. Maybe the body didn’t fall off; maybe he pushed it off close to the pond hoping the alligator would take it away. Remember, Karl was desperate at that point. If the alligator eats the body, there’s no evidence, and he’s scot-free!”
Verna added, “And that’s when Twila’s blue pants snagged on that thorny bush near the pond.”
“An’ tha clasp of her watch could’ve opened, an’ it fell off her wrist. And one of those big birds could’ve swallowed it and had it inside her all day until she pooped. Then Carol, that cute little emu, couldda picked it up this mornin’,” DeeDee continued the reasoning.
“I wish the first one had showed it off—strutted around with it—instead of swallowing it. It would have saved us a whole day,” Annie lamented.
“Since we had that fairly rare American crocodile in one of our ponds,” Doc said, “I did some research on them and while I was at it, I read up on alligators too. You realize, of course, that I didn’t have much need to know a lot about alligators and crocodiles in my veterinarian practice back in mid-Ohio.”
His friends chuckled, and he continued, “Alligators don’t eat when it’s cold, but since it warmed up Thursday, he could have been hungry. If that body was there by the pond, then he had an easy meal just waiting for him. I don’t think he ate the body on the land. But then, he could have. However, if he had it in the water, he’d have grabbed a limb and then spun in a death roll, tearing the arm from the corpse. Then he’d swallow it. Alligators don’t have chewing teeth; they swallow things whole—arms, jewelry and all.
DeeDee interjected, “Ya do paint quite a gruesome picture, Doc!”
“Well, I thought you’d want to know all the gory details.”
“Actually, we do,” Annie replied, “At least, I do. It helps to know as much as we can to put this puzzle together.”
Doc went on, “More than likely, the big ole guy dragged the body into the water. If the victim is alive, the ‘gator will drown it first in a death roll. In this case, it had a whole human body already dead, and that is way too much for it to eat at one time. Alligators may snag their extra food on a submerged tree trunk to keep it for another meal, for a snack later. But usually they just kinda hide it in some brush near the edge of the water, then stay nearby, watching their food supply.”
“Leopards save food for later too,” Von said. “I saw on a TV nature show how they’ll take their kill and climb a tree with it, and then latch what they can’t eat up there in a fork of a tree branch. Keeps it safe from jackals and hyenas.”
“Same idea,” Doc acknowledged. “It’s a kind of pantry for them.”
“I didn’t know animals were so clever,” Barb asserted.
“Survival,” Doc said.
Sgt. Menendez had been listening closely. Finally, she spoke, “So you guys are telling me that you think the alligator may have eaten your ‘Traveling Corpse’?”
Annie looked at the others, then she nodded. “We think so, and we think it has traveled for the last time.”
Doc said, “Sergeant, I’m a retired veterinarian, and I’ve always been interested in saving animals, but I think this alligator needs to be caught and killed. I think the term you use in law enforcement is ‘nuisance’. Well, nuisance doesn’t seem like a strong enough word to describe this one. We’ve seen people feed it and that makes it unafraid of humans, which makes it dangerous. And now we have reason to believe that it has eaten human flesh, and that makes it even more dangerous. Also he’s getting too big to be in this area. If you try to re-locate him, he’ll tend to return to the same place. Another thought, if he did eat Twila’s body, you will most probably find more of her jewelry inside him.”
“Oh, I remembah reading in the Reader’s Digest about their finding a dog’s collah among othah things inside a big old alligatah,” Verna informed them. “That it can stay inside them for years and years.”
“Depends on what kind of dog collar it was,” Doc explained. “A ‘gator’s stomach acid is so strong—it’s unbelievable—it even begins to break down metal after only a few weeks in his stomach.
“Wouldn’t he …” Art looked for a polite way of saying this, “Wouldn’t he pass it out? Defecate it?”
“Not usually,” Doc said. “That rough stuff stays in the stomach as gastrolith.”
“Gastro—what?” DeeDee asked.
“Gastrolith. It’s a stony concretion formed in the stomach,” Doc explained.
Gilly said, “I don’t know tha’ big word, but we sometimes put little pebbles in tha birds’ feed. Helps ‘em digest their food. Must be similar.”
Doc nodded in agreement, then continued, “The only thing that alligator might pass is hair, or toenails or finger nails. We can look around the edge of the pond for his feces. It’ll be a very light tan in color and long, like a hot dog but fatter, more like Polish sausage.”
“Oh, dear, I’ll never want ta eat Polish sausage again!” DeeDee shivered in disdain.
Annie said, “I couldda lived the rest of my life quite happily without knowing that. But now, here I am, an old woman, and I’m interested in alligator poop! For heaven’s sake!”
“You may not find any,” Gilly added. “What’s that word ya used? Defecate, was it? They defecate in the water as well as on land. In water and on land.”
Annie noted that Juarez had also been following the conversation closely. The thought of searching for alligator droppings in the field with the big birds appeared to make him nervous. Annie could imagine what he was thinking: I can only guess who is going to get this assignment! As if to prove her perception right, the tension in his face eased at his Sergeant’s next words.
“When I get back to my cruiser, I’ll radio in an order to get a trapper over here,” Sgt. Menendez told them. “Also, we may have to bring in a diver and/or have this pond drained. Meanwhile, you need to keep this as quiet as you have the rest of the happenings. I’m very pleased at your co-operation. You know, it’s because of you and your persistence that we’ve been able to stay on top of this case. And I do thank you all.” Then she spoke to Gilly, “This restriction applies to you too. Until we can tie up all the loose ends, I’d appreciate your not telling anyone about finding the jewelry. Can you do that?”
Gilly said, “Yes, m’am. Your story’s safe with me.”
“How can we keep it quiet about the jewelry?” Brad asked. “There were other golfers here; they saw it in Carol’s beak.”
“They’ll most likely think it just a trinket, costume jewelry. No one would expect to find gold out here in a field. I’ll trust you to use your best judgment,” Menendez said. “Keep the details to yourselves, okay? It doesn’t have to get out that the jewelry may be tied to Jiggs’s death.”
“We’ll try,” Brad said. “Okay, gang?” They all nodded their heads in agreement. Then he asked, “What do we do now? It’s way past lunch time. I’m hungry.”
“Did you hear my stomach growling an hour ago?” Art joked.
“It’s a wonder mine didn’t,” Brad agreed.
Sgt. Menendez spoke quietly with Juarez; then she told the others that she would have Joe stay and watch the alligator. She’d call for a trapper as soon as she got to the radio in her car and contacted the dispatcher. She asked the farmer to be available, and then she told ‘her seniors’ that they could go home. This time she promised to call Annie if or when anything new developed.
Before they left, Gilly offered, “I’ve got me a can of spray paint in my truck. I’ll try ta spray some on tha’ ole ‘gator’s back. Since people’s been feedin’ him, he’ll maybe let me get close up. If I can mark him, then we’ll know fer sure we got tha right one.” When Menendez hesitated, he added, “Oh, I’m not a-feered ta get up close ‘nough to spray it. A ‘gator won’t attack anything as big as a grown man; he’ll slip back in the water first.”
They all watched with admiration as Gilly approached the beast. Annie thought to herself that the alligator must be as long as the male ostrich was tall—two very big animals! The leathery-looking beast opened one eye and looked at Gilly. Then it opened the other one. It did not move a muscle. Gilly eased closer, carrying a can of blue spray paint in one hand and a pistol in the other. They all felt better about his actions when they saw him holding the gun as protection. As Gilly slowly lifted his arm and pressed down on the button of the spray can, the ‘gator moved swiftly, turning toward the water with amazing speed. Most of the stream of paint landed on the ground, but Gilly ran after the ‘gator and kept spraying. Deftly, the alligator slipped into the water swishing a blue tail.
They cheered.
Menendez complimented Gilly, “Great job. That will be a big help.”
Gilly smiled, “Don’t know how much of that paint will stay on. Didn’t have much time ta dry.”
Menendez continued, “Anyway, I appreciate your help. Now, may I ask you to stay a little longer? I’d like you here while my deputy goes in there to search for the fecal matter.”
Annie observed that Juarez’s previous relief upon hearing a trapper would be called in was now replaced with consternation. She laughed inwardly to herself, although she couldn’t really blame him for not wanting to go inside the fence with the birds, even if the alligator appeared to be shy for the moment.
“No problem,” Gilly said.
“And, by the way, you do have a permit for that gun, don’t you?” she asked.
“Oh, yes, m’am.”
“Glad to hear it,” is all the officer said.
Verna caught the sergeant’s attention when she said, “I’m willing to help look. How about you, Doc?”
“Well,” he said after a moment’s hesitation, “I’d rather go eat, but if Verna’s going in that field, I will too.”
“Ya can go in there if ya want ta.” DeeDee said. “Hope ya don’t mind if I jest stay on this side of tha fence.”
Von thought his wife was foolhardy, but he wasn’t going to stay behind if she were going. He followed her.
Joe Juarez said, “I’m grateful for the help. I have to admit that I’ve never looked for alligator poop before.”
Annie suspected that he was also glad that there would be people in the field with him that he could out-run. He may not be faster than the emus or the alligator, but the old joke was that with any predator, whether bear, mountain lion, alligator or whatever, it was really only necessary to be faster than the other potential meals.
They waited for Gilly to undo the bailing wire that was twisted around the cut place in the fence. He pushed the fencing aside enough for them to squeeze through. The big birds ignored them. The farmer’s pickup truck was an endless source of supplies. Gilly picked up a shovel and a bucket and joined the hunt.
After they searched all around the edge of the pond on the farm side and found no feces, Verna commented, “Alligatahs must not go on land verah often, but I’m game to look on the golf course side now.”
Juarez , Gilly, Doc, and Von walked back to the fence with her and wiggled through to the golf course, then crossed to the pond. Art and Brad decided to join them, but Barb told them she’d skip the fun of looking for alligator poop. Annie agreed, and DeeDee declared, “Ya have got Verna with ya; ya don’t need us; she’s tha one with tha sharp eyes.”
A few minutes later, Verna motioned the men to her, pointed, and announced, “There’s some Polish sausage.” Gilly scooped it up and handed the bucket to Juarez.
“Thanks, I’ll return it after we check it out,” Juarez told the farmer.
“Jest tha bucket. Jest tha bucket. That’ll be all I’ll be wantin’ back,” he laughed.
When they returned to the golf carts, Annie asked them, “Did you find anything?”
“Just some Polish sausage,” Verna laughed as she fiddled with her glasses.
“I mean; did you find anything—any red hair or pieces of nails?”
“Not so far as we could see without poking around in it,” Doc said.
“Be our guest,” Juarez joked, holding the pail out towards Annie.
“No, thanks. I’ll pass and let your guys do all that fun stuff at your lab,” she quipped.
“Well, if we’re done here, I’m ready to go,” Barb stated. “I’m famished.”
With tongue in cheek, Brad teased, “Aren’t we going to finish our round?”
Barb groaned, “I’m too hungry to play golf. Let’s go out for a sandwich. We can go to that little restaurant just outside of BradLee in our carts. I’m too hungry to even go home first. Okay with everybody?” She looked at Gilly and the officers, “Care to join us?” The three of them declined, citing other duties.
Doc turned the key and began backing up. Gilly motioned to him to stop, saying, “Sounds like ya need some work on your cart. It needs a tune-up.” He pulled a tattered business card out of a pocket in his jeans, and handed it to Doc. “Ya weren’t here when I give tha others one of my cards. Let me know when you’re ready; I make house calls.”
Doc read the business card, “‘Gilly’s Wheels. We keep your little wheels rolling.’ Thanks, Gilly. I’ll be calling you.”
With that, the A, B, D, and V’s waved good-bye and headed for the sandwich shop—the men driving the golf carts and their wives riding as passengers. Annie bowed her head and prayed, “It’s Annie down here. Thank you, Lord, for helping us find another piece of the puzzle. Amen for now.”
 

 

 




Chapter 6
Sunday
 

On Sunday mornings, the four couples each went to their own house of worship. The Andersens attended the early service at First Presbyterian. Barb Bradkowski taught the high school Sunday School class at 9:30 a.m. at First Methodist and then went to church at eleven. Sometimes Brad went with her, but he usually took his parents to the nine o’clock Mass at St. Joseph’s along with the Vigeauxs. The Davises worshiped at the second service at First Baptist, which began at 10:45 a.m. Doc and DeeDee sang in the church choir. At noon on Sundays, the four couples usually met for Chinese buffet at Fung Gardens.
The owner of the Chinese restaurant owner, who was from Vietnam, seated them. After they exchanged a few words of greeting, she left and Annie bowed her head, “Good morning, Lord. We’re here in our favorite Chinese restaurant after having the privilege of worshiping you in our various churches. Thank you for watching over us and thank you for the food we are about to receive. In Jesus’ name, Amen.”
Agnes, their favorite waitress, brought them their soup. This smiling, tiny Vietnamese woman had waited on these customers often enough for them to be special to her. She knew they ordered the same soups each Sunday. Annie and Art each took Won Ton, but Annie liked only the clear broth, so Agnes put the extra dumplings in Art’s bowl. She pulled a set of chopsticks from her apron pocket for Brad. He had traveled to Taiwan during his working career and had mastered using chopsticks. Barb admired the fact that her husband could skillfully eat with two sticks, but she wondered why anyone would bother when a fork was so much easier to use.
Verna said, “We were lucky to get a big table so quickly today. We could eat earliah and beat the crowd if you Baptists and Methodists would let out soonah. Can’t you pray any earliah on Sunday mornings?”
Barb said, “I do well to get to my Sunday School class at 9:30. Church follows.”
“We’ve got an 8:30 service,” Doc explained, “but I like singing in the choir, and that’s at the second service. You Catholics seem to have a dozen Masses. You can even go on Saturdays. You have a smorgasbord to choose from!”
“Speaking of smorgasbord,” Barb said, “let’s go to the buffet.”
When they had heaped their plates with fried rice, spring rolls, smoked spareribs, sweet and sour pork, and an assortment of other Asian dishes, Doc continued talking about singing. “I thoroughly enjoy singing in my church choir and also our BradLee Chorus. Both have terrific directors, and I’ve sung under a lot of different directors in my lifetime. These choir leaders are good. Most of us down here in these choirs are seniors—well past our prime, but I’m amazed at the quality, at the tones we old people can still produce. I thought when I retired that my singing days would be over.”
“With your marvelous basso,” Von said, “you can’t retire. You’re a star!”
Doc was embarrassed by the praise, but he enjoyed being appreciated as much as he enjoyed still being able to sing solos.
While they were waiting for their ice cream, Annie said, “I know I shouldn’t eat it, but it’s the best ice cream in town; it is so rich and creamy. I just can’t pass it up.” Laughingly, she added, “I’ll eat the ice cream and let Art have my fortune cookie.”
“That’ll save ya a lot of calories,” DeeDee teased. Annie smiled.
Brad had started a fun tradition that they followed each Sunday. Each one read his/her fortune after breaking the cookie open, and then they added two words—‘in bed.’ DeeDee and Doc got the biggest laughs. She read hers: ‘You will enjoy having a great circle of friends—in bed!’ Then Doc topped it with his: ‘You will travel to many places—in bed.’ Art was fast with a quip, and Brad added an innuendo. The women raised their eyebrows in mock displeasure. Doc quickly added, “I may be old, but I can still remember—some things!” DeeDee pulled a face.
After finishing their little ritual, Barb brought the group back to reality by saying, “Just what do you think our fortune is going to be now? What should we be doing next about this ‘problem’ we’ve gotten ourselves into?” She looked around the table. None of them offered a solution, so she suggested, “If you don’t have anything planned for this afternoon, why don’t you all come back to our house for a brain-storming session? Is that okay with you, Brad?”
“Fine,” is all he said with a smile. Brad loved having friends in their home. His first wife hadn’t enjoyed entertaining so they had seldom had company. Brad was delighted when Barb invited people over even when the invitations were casual and impromptu.
Art reminded them of the coming funeral service, “Aren’t you going to the memorial service for Jiggs? That’s at two o’clock this afternoon.”
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot,” Barb said. “Guess we’d better go, don’t you think so, Brad?”
Her husband replied, “For sure.” He turned to Art, “Glad you reminded us. As a member of the Board, I should attend since Jiggs was such a loyal volunteer.”
Von said, “I was over at Old Main at 8 o’clock this morning with Tom-Tom and the other volunteers setting up chairs for the service. Jiggs’ granddaughter decided to have it here in the park. They go to a little church in town; it wouldn’t be big enough to seat all the people who will be coming. Jiggs was well liked. There’ll be a crowd.”
“We’ll be going to the memorial too,” Doc said. “Then I have to go to Vespers at 4:30.”
“Are you singing?” Von asked.
“Yes, I promised the woman who’s in charge of Vespers this month that I would sing if she’d let me do some Welsh hymns in honor of St. David’s Day.”
“When’s that?
“March second. It’s a month early, but we’ll be away—over at my aunt’s that Sunday.”
“And just what is St. David’s Day?” Barb wanted to know.
“Well, he’s the patron saint of Wales. I was named David for him. You all know that St. Patrick is the patron saint of Ireland; well, St. David is the patron saint of Wales—only the Welsh aren’t as good at public relations as the Irish. Our saint’s day isn’t very well known.”
“And you don’t have as much fun on March second as the Irish do on the seventeenth,” DeeDee teased.
“You’re right, but I always enjoyed it. When I was growing up in a Welsh farming community, we always had a church supper on the second of March to honor the occasion. They’d have daffodils on the table, hang the Welsh flag on the wall with the big red dragon on it, sing some Welsh hymns and have a speaker who’d talk about Wales. Did I ever tell you how I came to be born in the U.S.A. instead of Wales?”
His friends shook their heads.
“Well, my great grandfather loved to sing, and he particularly liked to sing in four-part harmony. For some unknown reason to me, the English banned singing in four-part harmony—wouldn’t allow it! That was the last straw for him. He’d heard that you could own your own land in America as well as sing any way you wanted to. So he got on a boat and crossed the ocean, and here I am!”
“That is so interesting!” Verna said. “All my family are of French descent. They were not too fond of the English either. I’m sure you all read Longfellow’s Evangeline in high school. Some of my ancestors hid out when the British rounded them up and burned their houses. Since they couldn’t go back to their homes, they made their way from Newfoundland down to Maine. If they hadn’t, they’d have been put on a ship heading South like Evangeline, and I’d have a Southern accent instead of this one from Maine!”
Before they rose from the table, Annie said to Barb, “I think you’re right; we need to have a brain-storming session. How about if we all come over after Vespers?”
“Good idea,” Doc said. “The program only lasts about 45 minutes; then we have fellowship with a finger-food supper. We can be at their house by six, or six-fifteen, can’t we, DeeDee?’
“No problem except there’s a college basketball game on TV tonight that I’d really like ta watch. Tennessee’s playing. I like ta root for tha Big Orange.”
“Dear me,” Barb sighed. “We are supposed to be retired seniors, and we’re so busy that we can’t find time to have a planning session.”
“Look,” Doc suggested to the B’s, “DeeDee and I can skip the supper after Vespers; then we can be at your place by 5:30. Would that work? We can hash this out and still watch the basketball game.”
“I’ve already made my sandwiches. I’ll jest bring them with us; we can share them with y’all,” DeeDee offered. “There’s plenty.”
Annie offered, “I made some cole slaw yesterday. I’ll bring it, and we’ll make a party out of it.”
Verna added, “I’ve got most of a lemon cake left; there’ll be enough for all of us to have a piece. Is that okay with you, Barb?”
“I love it!” Barb gushed. “Come on over; it’ll be the easiest party I’ve ever thrown.”
 

* * *
 

As they left the restaurant, Art opened the car door for Annie then walked around their van and slid behind the wheel. Before he turned on the ignition, Annie asked, “Would you mind if we went by the pond to see if that trapper is there?”
“Do you know when he’s coming?”
“No, but our sergeant called him yesterday. She said she’d left a message for him. I don’t know when he’s coming. Let’s take a chance, shall we?”
“Okay by me,” Art said, “but I want to go home first and get the golf cart. The sergeant can get away with driving her cruiser across the golf course, but the rangers wouldn’t be happy with us if we tried it. Are you going to change clothes?”
Annie answered, “Well, we want to go to the memorial service; so I guess we can just leave on what we have. Maybe I’ll bring an old pair of sneakers to put on if we walk in the field.” She looked at their casual clothes and added, “We certainly don’t dress up to go to church here in Florida like we used to in Wisconsin.”
 

* * *
 

Art and Annie drove on the cart path to Blue Number Five and crossed behind the tee to the pond. They stood by the fence and looked over into the field where the ostriches and emus were quietly grazing. She picked out ‘Carol,’ but she was not ‘wearing’ jewelry today. There was no alligator to be seen and no human beings either, only a half dozen white cattle egrets were hunting for food near the pond. The Andersens shrugged off their disappointment and drove back to Old Main.
They were early for the service, but it seemed easier to wait than to drive home and soon turn around and return. As they entered the building, they heard the old familiar hymn ‘Rock Of Ages’. Four BradLee musicians were rehearsing for the coming funeral service. Without a break, the men segued into ‘Nearer My God To Thee’. For several years, the group had simply been called ‘The Trio’. There was a piano, a bass viol, and a trumpet player. But the men had recently added a fourth musician who was talented enough to play the saxophone as well as the fiddle; so now they were known as ‘The Plus One Trio’. Art whispered to Annie, “I never heard them play any religious music before except ‘When The Saints Come Marching In’! Aren’t they good?”
She answered, “They are amazing! They never use any music. How they can end up together at the same time and in the same chord beats me! They are four very talented old men who are good enough to play any lounge in New York City! It’s a treat to listen to them play, and we get to hear them free here in BradLee!”
Two couples sat down behind them. The Andersens couldn’t help but overhear them talking about Jiggs’s death. One said, “It is so sad about his untimely death.”
“Yes, and he was such a kind man; he never did any harm to anyone,” another returned.
Art leaned over and whispered in Annie’s ear, “They certainly don’t know the whole story, do they?”
She whispered back, “No, they don’t, and neither do we, if you think about it.”
Karl Kreeger and other Bingo volunteer workers served as pallbearers. There wasn’t much lifting involved, they just rolled the closed casket down the center aisle on a wheeled dolly. The pallbearers sat together on the front row of chairs on one side of the aisle while Jiggs’s son, daughter, grandchildren and their assorted mates occupied those on the other side. From her seat, Annie could see the left side of Karl’s face; it was as emotionless as a mask.
 

* * *
 

After the half-hour Protestant service, friends of the deceased served light refreshments. Tables covered with white paper for this special occasion were set up in the Annex. Dolly and Molly, the twin sisters who helped in the kitchen for Bingo, along with Herb Harris were taking care of the kitchen duties. All mourners were invited to stay, but Annie said to Art, “I’m still full from our dinner this noon. If you don’t mind, let’s skip the food and go back over to see if the trapper’s there yet.”
Art liked the idea. They met the Davises at the door. Doc said, “We’ve got a little while before Vespers. We’re going to see if the trapper’s there.”
“That’s where we’re heading too.”
Before long, the B and V’s, showed up. They were all curious, wanting to know what was happening in this next stage of ‘Our Mystery’. At Blue Number Five, they found Sgt. Menendez and Deputy Juarez talking to a man that none of them had ever seen before. When the sergeant saw ‘her seniors’, she brought the man over to introduce him. “This is Pete Peterson. He’s the trapper we’ve called in.” Pete laid a five foot long stick carefully down on the ground before shaking hands with the seniors.
There was no alligator in sight, but they could see bait hung out over the water on the golf course side of the pond. Annie decided that the trapper didn’t want to be in the field with the ostriches and emus. He chose to do his trapping on the end of the pond where the only extra danger might be getting hit in the head by some golfer with a bad slice. They settled down to wait and watch.
In a low hushed voice, Pete told them, “This here’s a cagey one. I was here last night, but Mr. Alligator kept out of sight. But, if he’s still here, I’ll git him.”
Doc asked about the bait he was using. Pete explained, “It’s a cow lung. I got me a twelve-ought hook inside my bait. Last week, I had ta trap a ‘leven-footer. Fer that big of a ‘gator I put two hooks inside tha bait. Some trappers use a dead rabbit er chicken fer bait er road-kill, but I’m partial to usin’ a cow lung. It’s a treat, an’ eventually Mr. Alligator, he’ll swallow it; he jest can’t resist it. That rebarb’s attached to a three-eight inch nylon rope.” Pete pointed to a rope that ran from the bait to a bar driven in the ground. “When he swallows that bait, he also swallows tha hook an’ rope. I jest hang it all there on tha edge of tha water ta tempt Mr. Alligator. Once he swallows it, I pull on tha rope. It kin be a struggle, but I’ll win.”
DeeDee asked, “Isn’t it hard ta pull an alligator out of water? They’re strong, aren’t they?”
“Oh, yes, m’am,” the trapper answered politely, “Usually, I kin pull ‘em out by myself. But, if it’s a really big one, I’ll use tha winch on my truck.”
Doc pointed to the pole Pete laid on the ground and asked about it. Pete said, “That’s my bang stick. It’s got a 44 magnum tip on tha end. I don’t like ta use it though lessen thar’s danger ta people. I’d rather take tha ‘gator ‘live. But, if I have ta, I jest hit that critter hard on the head with tha bang stick an’ that cartridge explodes an’ kills tha ‘gator. Tha’s all thar is ta it!”
DeeDee shivered in fear, “All there is to it? Why, I declare! Ya got ta get mighty near ta that big ole scary animal. Five feet’s closer than I’d ever want ta get ta an alligator!”
Doc asked Pete, “How did you ever learn to trap alligators? How did you happen to start?”
Pete answered easily, “Been doin’ it since I was jest a lit’le fellow. My daddy was a poacher. I’d go out with him nights, but I don’t take a chance poaching anymore. This is all legal—on the up and up. When the Sheriff’s Department calls me ta get a nuisance ‘gator, I pull a permit before I even start out.”
Doc said, “Maybe I shouldn’t ask this, but like the old Welsh woman said, ‘It’s really none of my business, but I’d really like to know!’ I’d like to know how much they pay you to trap an alligator, if you don’t mind telling me?”
DeeDee said, almost under her breath, “You couldn’t pay me enough ta make me go out ta trap a ‘gator!”
Pete laughed, “Sure I’ll tell ya. They don’t pay me nothing.” The seniors were shocked, but he went on to explain, “My pay is tha ‘gator itself. I get ta keep him; tha’s why I like ta take him ‘live. I want ta protect the meat, an’ in this Florida heat, ‘specially in summer, it doesn’t take long fer meat ta spoil. I take it home ‘cause I’ve got a state approved processing workshop there. If a trapper don’t have his own place, then he takes it ta a USDA approved shop. I put tha ‘gator in my big cooler fer 24 hours after I kill it. It may surprise ya, but a ‘gator kin still move up ta six hours after ya kill it. If it moves, then tha hide tears an’ ya lose part of its value. I skin it. The leather’s worth a lot. Then I cut the meat off and cube it. Then we vacuum seal it and freeze it. We eat the meat or sell it to restaurants. This trappin’ jest something I do on the side; I got a business rentin’ out equipment. I jest do trappin’ as a side thing ta pick up some extra cash money.”
Barb directed a question to the sergeant, “Will you be there when he cuts the animal open?”
Menendez answered, “Not normally, but since we are looking for evidence, yes, I’ll be there.” She asked Pete, “When will you process him?”
“Depends when I kill him,” Pete replied. “I’ve got a big cooler; we can process it whenever it works for you.”
A Blue Heron flew in; the dignified bird stood quietly along the shallow edge of the pond and waited for his dinner while they waited for the alligator to come take the bait. Finally, Doc looked at his watch and said to DeeDee, “Guess we’ll have to leave if I’m going to sing at Vespers.”
Barb didn’t want to leave either, but since she’d invited them over to their house, she said to Brad, “We’d better go too. We need to do a few things to get ready.”
The two couples had just driven away when Verna pointed. The alligator was swimming towards the bait. Only a small part of its back and head showed above the water line as the reptile effortlessly moved through the murky water. The action that followed was quick; yet unhurried. They watched Pete yank on the rope as soon as the alligator swallowed the cow lung. That anchored the hook in its stomach. Then he pulled the animal on shore and duct taped its mouth shut before tying it up. Gingerly, Juarez helped Pete lift it into the bed of the pickup truck. Pete and Menendez spoke a few words; then the trapper drove off with his prize.
Annie shook her head, “I have seen and learned more new things these past seven days. It has been quite a week!”
Art agreed with her and so did the Vigeauxs.
 

* * *
 

The four couples gathered at the B’s pristine triple-wide. All but Annie were wearing slacks; it was a little cool for shorts on this January evening. Annie had slipped into one of her comfortable Granny dresses and sneakers. The others all had on knit tops except for Brad. He preferred wearing woven sports shirts because they didn’t cling and were less revealing over his barrel chest. Verna was outfitted in her favorite color—red—red pants and a red and white polo shirt, in honor of St. Valentines’s Day which was coming soon. These seniors still took pride in their appearance; age had not dimmed their interest in style. They just didn’t wear ‘teeny-weeny, polka-dot bikinis’ anymore.
When the eight friends were settled in Bradkowski’s contemporary black and white dining room, Barb said, “I hate to make you think seriously while you eat, but the game starts in a little over an hour, and I’d like to know what do we do now?”
Barb looked around the table. Silence.
Finally, Annie answered. She said only one word, “Wait.”
“But,” Barb sputtered, “Brad and I saw Karl Kreeger leave that field in his golf cart on Thursday night. We followed him home. Doesn’t that count for anything?”
“Sure, it means a lot to us, but does it prove that he did anything wrong? I know it’s hard, but I don’t think we can do anything but wait. We have to wait until the Sheriff’s office let’s us know about two things.”
“And these are?” Doc asked.
“First, a report on Karl’s golf cart. If they don’t find anything linking him to Twila, then he’ll probably never be charged with a crime. He didn’t actually kill Jiggs—just got him in a very bad spot with that very big bird, but that’s not a crime. Jiggs could have said, ‘No’. And the second thing is that we have to wait to see if that big old alligator has anything in its stomach that links it to Twila. We have to wait on the trapper to process ‘Mr. Alligator’ as Pete calls it. So, we wait,” Annie concluded.
“But, it’s not fair,” Verna insisted. “It’s not fair if Karl doesn’t have to pay for what he did.”
“It may not seem fair,” Barb agreed, “but Annie’s right, you can’t send a man to prison unless you can prove he did something wrong.”
Brad commented, “You girls told me that you think both Karl and Jiggs met with Twila on Tuesday afternoon before Bingo. Is that right?”
“That is tha very best that we can figure out,” DeeDee stated. “We think they were meetin’ in Old Main, most prob’bly, they were on tha stage. That seems ta be tha closest thing Karl had ta bein’ his office. Twila must’ve asked ta see some of tha Bingo records. She prob’bly could not believe that there wasn’t some proper paper work on Bingo, what with all that money involved.”
Verna picked up, saying, “We think one of those two men may have lost his tempah and threatened her to mind her own business—that Bingo was making lots of money for BradLee; so just leave things alone and then everyone will be happy. But, Twila wasn’t about to let those men bully her! From what we’ve learned about her from the Thompson’s, we think she must have stood up to them. She’d been in lots of big business board rooms during her career; no, she didn’t let men bully her. She was a tough, experienced business woman. We think that one of them, eithah Jiggs or Karl, lost his cool. If one of them pushed her, she may have fallen from the stage and hit her temple, or broke her neck, and she died.”
Barb took over, “Twila could have started down the stairs from the stage. Maybe one of the men was so mad that he shoved her, and when she lost her balance, she hit her temple on the hand railing. Or, if she were standing on the floor, she could have hit the front edge of the stage. It could have happened either way.”
“Then they panicked, and they hid her in that drawer under the boxes—the one where I found her the first time,” Annie ended.
“So,” Brad asked, “which one of them actually shoved her—Karl or Jiggs?”
“That’s the question that we can’t answer for sure,” Barb concluded, “but we think it must have been Jiggs.” She looked at her women friends.
Almost in union, they replied, “Yes, it had to be Jiggs.”
“Why?” Brad persisted.
“Well, by deductive reasoning,” Barb answered. “We think it was Karl who was skimming the money from Bingo, not Jiggs. Oh, Jiggs could have taken a little if he wanted to, but he wasn’t in a position to take more than, say, ten or twenty dollars a night. No, Karl was the one who could easily pocket as much as a hundred dollars each Tuesday, and no one would ever know because nothing was double-checked. He just paid any expenses out of the Bingo money without recording it. I doubt that Jiggs even knew about it, even though they were best of friends. Jiggs was basically a good man; he probably had no idea that Karl was stealing money. If he did, I think he would have quit working Bingo long ago. No, Karl kept it a secret; he didn’t even tell Kitty. She has no idea how he paid for their new things; he doesn’t let her handle any of their finances. Anyway, the Bingo figures could have been recorded, and always should have been—should have been done years ago. It’s easy to criticize after the fact; don’t you know? Each person who comes to play buys a certain number of cards. So, they know how much money comes in. Then, they know how much they pay out to winners. Subtract one figure from the other and you have the gross amount, minus the expenses gives you the net. The wiggle room is the expenses—no records were kept at all!”
“Makes sense to me,” Brad agreed.
His wife continued, “If Karl pushed Twila, do you think Jiggs would get so deeply involved in covering it up? We don’t think so. He might want to help his good friend, but not to the point of perjuring himself and being an accessory to manslaughter at the least, and tampering with a corpse and evidence … . But, if Jiggs lost his temper because he is so disgusted with Twila for upsetting his friend that he shoves her—remember that both of these men dominated their own wives—and as a result of the shove, she dies; then Karl has good reason to help Jiggs cover it up. If he doesn’t, then the law is called in and there will be an investigation, and Karl’s milk cow dries up. And, if it comes out that he’s been skimming, then he’d be indicted. Karl doesn’t want to go to prison; so he wants to keep everything quiet. And he keeps it quiet by showing Jiggs how and where to hide Twila’s body.”
Annie finished, “So, Karl gets involved big time and encourages Jiggs to hide the body in that drawer. Then that evening, they see me pull out that decoration drawer and my rummaging around in it; so they have to move the body to keep me from finding it again, even though they can’t be certain that I found anything to begin with. Jiggs was a nice man, but he didn’t have the smarts that Karl has. We think Karl was the brains behind all the moves.”
“He would have been smarter ta have jest fed poor ole Twila ta tha alligator in tha first place. Then Jiggs would still be alive,” DeeDee declared.
“No, that wouldn’t have worked,” Doc explained. “It was too cold on Tuesday and Wednesday. Alligators don’t feed when it’s cold.”
“That’s right. I remember now, ya told us that before,” DeeDee said, “but would Karl know that?
Barb shrugged, “I don’t know; there’s lots of information on the television, especially on the nature shows. All I know is that he didn’t leave her body for the alligator until Thursday night. He’d been moving it around since Tuesday afternoon and Jiggs helped him. He had to have been helping because Jiggs was the one that the ostrich kicked to death, and both Brad and I and Von and Verna saw Karl leave that field.”
Annie finished the summation. “We think they planned to bury the body under the golf cart path. Once the cement was poured and the body was permanently hidden, they would have committed the perfect crime. They might have gotten away with it if I hadn’t opened that storage drawer during Bingo.”
Doc reminded them, “As of right now, Karl, at least, has gotten away with it. Have you female detectives figured out why Jiggs and Karl used Gilly’s field? Why didn’t they just drive the cart straight out to Number Five?
“We talked about that,” Verna answered. “We aren’t quite sure, but Barb has a theory.”
“I saw Karl’s cart kinda tucked behind an old shed in Gilly’s field when we played golf on Thursday. It was near the new restroom but over in Gilly’s field. They may have been there waiting to cut the fence. Whenever there were no golfers around, they’d work on the fence. Also, they knew that there would be half an hour after the end of the Women’s Scramble that no men would be around; so they could finish the job then ready for that night.”
“Also,” Annie added, “they may have thought it safer to be coming from the field because of the space lift-off. They would know that Number Five is a good place to view the lift-offs; so they wouldn’t want to be out there with a body and a shovel on the golf cart.”
They discussed ‘Our Mystery’ further, the husbands questioning places that could use more clarification. Finally, they lapsed into silence until Art said, “I guess you’re right, Annie. There’s nothing for us to do but wait.”
Annie took no pleasure in being right. But what else can be done? she wondered. What have I missed?
“And, I’d like to wait in front of the TV for the University of Tennessee basketball game,” Doc was saying. “DeeDee’s converted me into being a fan. When it’s football, I root for Auburn U. When it’s basketball, it’s Tennessee.”
The men set their dirty dishes on the counter and then settled themselves in front of Brad’s big screen television to watch the pre-show hype. The women helped Barb load the dishwasher and clean up the kitchen before joining their husbands for the game.
 

 

 




Chapter 7
Monday Afternoon
 

Monday rolled around, the last day of January, 1994, and the seventh day of ‘Our Mystery.’ Before one o’clock that afternoon, Annie and DeeDee gathered at Barb’s. Everything was picture-perfect, as usual. Her décor was comfortable modern done in black and white with accents of red and turquoise. The Bridge Buddies were waiting for Verna to arrive to begin their weekly bridge game. It wasn’t like her to be late.
When Verna burst through the door, she was talking as she speed-walked, “They are gone! Can you believe it? They loaded their van yestahday. I nevah knew anyone could pack up so quickly. I certainly couldn’t, and my place is lots smallah than theirs!”
“Who is gone?” Barb demanded.
“The Kreegahs! Kitty and Karl! They pulled out early this morning.”
“You mean ‘gone’ as ‘gone for good’ from BradLee?” asked Annie.
“That is exactly what I mean. They have moved out of BradLee lock, stock, and barrel. Well, they took everything they could fit in their van—left the rest. That’s why I’m late getting here. I wanted to find out all I could.”
“Poor Kitty,” DeeDee sighed. “I’m sure this can’t be her idea.
“Did they sell their house yet?” Barb inquired of Verna.
“The BradLee Realty sign is still in their front yard. So I guess not.”
“That is one lovely house,” DeeDee commented. It’ll be snapped up soon; houses don’t stay on tha market very long in our park. In fact, I wouldn’t mind lookin’ at it, but it would prob’bly jest be a waste of time ta drag Doc through it ‘cause it’s not in a pet section. He keeps hintin’ ‘bout getting’ another dog. Doc’s never quite gotten over tha death of our beloved Tupper, that was one extra special Golden Retriever. I miss ole Tup too, but we travel so much in tha summer that I don’t like leavin’ a dog in a kennel fer three or four weeks at a time.”
Her friends agreed with her that traveling and pets are not an easy combination. DeeDee continued, “No, Doc’s happy where we are. I doubt that I could get him ta move. He doesn’t much like change. Now me, I’d move in a minute for a newer, larger house.
The telephone rang. Barb answered it, and then with a surprised look, handed it to Annie, saying with a questioning look on her face, “It’s for you.”
As Annie reached for the cordless phone, she whispered, “I left a message with Sgt. Menendez that I’d be here this afternoon. I gave her your phone number. Hope you don’t mind.” Annie was quiet for a long time listening to the sergeant while her Bridge Buddies waited patiently. When she hung up, Annie said, “I guess this is good news.”
“What?” Barb asked impatiently. “What did Sgt. Maria have to say?”
“I’m not too sure I want ta know from tha look on yer face,” DeeDee said.
Annie slumped down at the bridge table and summed up the information the sergeant had just told her. She put her fingers to her temple and said quietly, “It’s over. ‘Our Mystery’ is officially solved.”
Her friends sat in silence, waiting for her to explain more fully. “Maria Menendez told me she was there when Pete cut the alligator open. Twila’s gold link bracelet, the one with the heart charm on it was in the beast’s stomach. They also found her wedding ring and the ruby ring I saw on her index finger. Doesn’t that just set your teeth on edge? Also, the forensics people found hair in the alligator poop you spotted, Verna. They tested it for DNA, and it was Twila’s. Definitely, Twila’s. They compared it with the hair you found in that new toilet room on the golf course and also with some they took from a hairbrush in her own bathroom. Maria says that is plenty of proof.”
The women shuddered involuntarily. Annie continued, “Menendez has asked to have a diver go in the pond to see if there are any body parts remaining under the water, but whether or not they find anything more, she claims this solves our case of ‘The Traveling Corpse.’
“Oh, dear me!” exclaimed DeeDee, half closing her eyes in imagined pain.
“It’s nice to know we were right all along,” Annie said, “but, as I’ve said before, I’d rather we were wrong and still have Twila and Jiggs alive.”
Barb asked, “What about Karl? Actually, I have two questions. First: Did they find any fingerprints on that blue comb the sergeant found?”
“No luck there. Maria said the rain and dew destroyed any prints it might have had. It’s probably Karl’s, but they can’t prove it.”
“Too bad,” Barb sighed. “Here’s my next question: Did they find anything on his golf cart to tie him to Twila’s disappearance?”
“Yes, the lab put a priority on the cart and finished their examination of it this morning. Are you ready for this?” Annie asked her friends. Without waiting for them to answer, she continued, “They found one auburn hair. Only one, but that’s enough. The DNA matches the hair from her hair brush and those in the restroom. That one hair was caught up underneath his golf cart. Karl had vacuumed and cleaned the seat cushions, but he didn’t check underneath thoroughly. He must have driven over the body—maybe when it fell out that night in the farmer’s field. This doesn’t prove that he killed her, but it certainly makes him an accessory to the murder. His cart is definitely linked to the corpse.”
“But he’s gone!” Verna wailed.
“Menendez knows,” Annie calmed her. “Evidently, the Sheriff’s Department has been keeping closer tabs on Karl than we realized. They’ll find him.”
“Poor Kitty!” DeeDee lamented. “She’s innocent, but she’ll be dragged through all of this. An’ he’s makin’ her move away from her home. I don’t feel a bit sorry fer him, but I do pity, Kitty. Poor thing.”
“I just hope he doesn’t start drinking again,” Annie added. “Kitty told me he’s been sober since they moved to Florida.”
Barb added, “I know he goes to AA meetings faithfully. Brad has a friend who sees him there.”
“But, if all this pressure on him gets to be too much, he could cave in and reach for a bottle,” Annie said wearily. “If that happens, that’s when I start to pity Kitty. I’ve heard that he was a mean drunk, and I didn’t like the way he treated his wife when he was sober.”
“It’s enough to make your heart break for her, “Verna sighed.
“It makes me sad too,” Annie agreed, “but I do have some good news to cheer you up. Sgt. Maria says she’s giving out all of our names to the press. She’s so proud of us, and she thinks we should all get credit for solving ‘Our Mystery’.”
“Do I really want to become a celebrity this way?” questioned Barb.
“I believe we are in for it whethah we want to be or not,” Verna stated. “Our telephones will be ringing constantly once this makes the headlines!”
“Anyone fer bridge?” DeeDee asked, picking up a deck of cards.
“If you don’t mind,” Annie said, “I don’t feel up to playing cards now. I couldn’t possibly concentrate on Bridge. I’d like to go home and tell Art before he hears it from somebody else.” Before she got up, she bowed her head in prayer. “Lord, it’s Annie and her friends down here. We praise You for helping us through this week, and for letting us solve ‘Our Mystery’. We give You the glory. Amen for now.”
As she started to rise from her chair, Barb stopped her, saying, “Annie, Art’s not home. He and Brad left this morning for Sarasota. Remember? They’re at a Shuffleboard tournament. Won’t be home until after dark.”
Annie crumpled back into her chair. There were tears in her eyes. As she wiped them away with the back of her hand, she apologized to her friends. “I’m sorry. I guess I lost it. I really could use his support right now.”
DeeDee moved behind Annie’s chair and wrapped her arms around her friend, reassuring her, “Honey, we’re all here fer ya. Ya jest lean on us. What can I do ta hep?”
Annie squeezed DeeDee’s hand and said, “Thanks. Thanks to all of you. You’ve been wonderful. Solving this mystery was a real team effort. I could never have done it by myself. Sorry about the tears; guess I’m more stressed than I realized.”
“I have just the remedy to cheer you up,” Barb said. “Here’s the latest joke from Mr. B.”
Annie managed a smile in anticipation as Barb continued, “Two ladies were hanging out together, and one was depressed. Her friend asked, ‘What’s wrong?’ The depressed one replied, ‘I’ve been married four times, and every one of my husbands has passed away.’ The other lady asked, ‘What did they used to do?’ The depressed lady replied, ‘Well, my first husband was a millionaire, the second was a magician, the third was an evangelist, and the fourth was a mortician.’ And the other said, ‘Oh, I see, one for the money, two for the show, three to get ready, and four to go.’”
“Thanks, Barb, I needed that,” Annie laughed. “And with that, I think I’ll go home.”
Barb replied quickly, “Why don’t you just stay here, Annie? Spend the rest of the afternoon with me. We don’t have to play Bridge. You can rest; then we’ll go over to my parents’ house for supper like we planned.”
Both Verna and DeeDee thought that was a good idea, and Verna advised, “It’s probably safah if you aren’t alone until Karl is undah lock and key.”
Reluctantly, Annie agreed. “Art wanted to cancel out and not go to the tournament, but I promised him I’d be with Barb and her folks for supper, that he could go and not worry about me.” Shaking her head, she continued, “I’ve never lived through a week like this in my whole life, and I hope I never have to again. Much more of this, and I’ll be ready for the rocking chair.”
“That’ll be the day!” Barb laughed as she said good-bye to DeeDee and Verna. None of them could imagine active Annie sitting and doing absolutely nothing. They never dreamed that that was just what Annie was going to have to do.
Annie let Barb pamper her. She relaxed in a comfortable black leather recliner. Barb tucked a colorful afghan knitted in black, white, red, and turquoise yarns around her. Then she put on a CD of Broadway tunes and handed Annie the crossword puzzle and a sharp pencil before curling up in the matching recliner. Soon the two senior women were snoring in light, rhythmic breaths.
 

* * *
 

Monday, Early Evening
 

At four-thirty, they roused themselves and got ready to leave. Annie rode her bicycle back to her house with Barb following in the golf cart. Together they headed for their supper party with Barb’s parents. After the dishes were washed and put away, they played Canasta.
As they were saying their good-byes, Annie raved again to Barb’s mother about the delicious strawberry shortcake dessert, “Your homemade biscuits were sooooo good topped with the first strawberries of the season! Those Florida berries from Plant City are so tasty.” Then, as she climbed into the golf cart beside Barb, she added her highest compliment, “Your strawberry shortcake tasted just like my mom used to make.”
At Annie’s house, Barb pulled her Club car off the driveway and parked on the grass in front of the house. Annie started to thank her and say good-bye, but Barb got out of the cart, pocketed her key and said, “Your house is dark, and Art’s car isn’t in the drive; so that means he isn’t home yet. I’ll stay with you ‘til he comes.”
Annie started to protest, “You’ve been so good to me. I’ll be okay until Art gets back.”
Barb insisted, “Look, you’re probably right. But, until they have Karl locked up, let’s not take any chances. C’mon. Have you got your house key?”
Annie held it up to show her friend, then stepped from the grass onto the cement drive. Before she reached her side door, which was inside the screened patio located at the end of the driveway, she heard a moan. Barb heard it too. Both stopped and listened. This time Annie thought she heard her name. A woman’s voice coming from the far side of the patio was calling in a weak voice, “Annie, help me. Help me.”
Annie shoved the key into Barb’s hand and hurried to find the source and put her nursing skills into use, if necessary. She found Kitty crumpled in the fetal position on the grass at the foot of a nandina bush. From the dim light of the street lamp, Annie could see blood and bruises and what looked like a broken arm. She dropped to the ground beside the battered woman to cradle her and urged Barb, “Call 911. Get a blanket from the hall closet. I’ll stay with Kitty.”
As soon as Barb unlocked the door and disappeared inside, Annie sensed, more than heard, something behind her. Before she could look around, a hand grabbed her under her left armpit, and she was being yanked up to her feet. Kitty’s head and shoulders thumped from her lap and hit the ground at her feet. When Annie opened her mouth to scream, a handkerchief was shoved into it. Then the man controlling her sneezed down the back of her neck, and she shuddered, wondering if that gag in her mouth was clean or had he used it? Before she could worry about that, he clamped his hand over the bottom of her face; so she couldn’t spit it out. Then he began dragging her towards Barb’s golf cart. Her heart sank when she finally got a glimpse of her attacker. She had felt sure it was Karl, and it was. His usually perfectly styled hair was now mussed up, a stubble of beard covered his rugged face, and his breath reeked of alcohol.
Annie closed her eyes and prayed silently, Lord, it’s Annie, and I really need Your help and Your strength. And, Lord, Karl needs Your help too. Amen.
He forced her to climb in the cart from the driver’s side, making her scoot awkwardly under the steering wheel. She had to do his bidding because he was bending her left arm up in the painful Half-Nelson hold. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a golf cart key. With a sinking feeling, Annie knew it would fit as all the Club brand carts used the same key. Desperately, she kicked at his leg, but he put more pressure on her arm. It throbbed. Instinctively, Annie knew: Karl won’t
care if he breaks my arm. He’s already broken Kitty’s. He’s drunk, and I’m really, really scared of him.
Silently, the cart moved forward when Karl put his foot on the pedal. He turned the wheel and drove between her house and her neighbor’s. She had no idea where he was taking her or why he was leaving his wife for strangers to care for her wounds.
A few seconds later, Barb stepped from the house down into Annie’s patio; she had a blanket over her arm. She called to tell Annie that the EMTs were on their way. There was no answer from Annie, only a moan from Kitty. Frantically, Barb began calling for Annie as she ran to where Kitty lay and covered her with the blanket. Then, Barb circled Andersen’s home, calling out all the while. No answer. When she realized that her golf cart was gone, she thought: Annie wouldn’t leave Kitty before getting her help.
No, someone must have done something to her, and that someone is most probably Karl. I’ll bet he followed Kitty here. She closed her eyes in real pain as she realized: Karl has kidnapped Annie. I’ve got to call Sgt. Menendez.
 

* * *
 

Karl kept his left hand on the steering wheel while his right hand controlled Annie with the Half-Nelson hold. She turned her head away from him, and with her free hand, she pulled the handkerchief out of her mouth and let it blow away; then she screamed. He applied more pressure. She stopped screaming; he eased his grip on her. She was his prisoner, but her mind was free, and it was racing. She realized that he was driving toward Old Main. What could she leave as a clue to where she was? She thought: I wish I’d kept that nasty handkerchief; it had my saliva on it. She found a tissue in her pocket. Desperate, she spit into it and when she had a chance, she pushed the tissue into an azealea bush when Karl turned a corner close to the curb. She thought: No one will see it in the dark. Probably won’t do any good. It seemed silly, but memories of Hansel and Gretel leaving a trail of breadcrumbs seemed like a grand idea to the kidnapped woman.
She thought to herself: Maybe I can get him to talk. Maybe I can reason with him. He’s drunk, but it’s worth a try. I don’t have anything to lose.
Trying to talk in a casual, normal voice, Annie asked, “Where are we going, Karl?”
“Shut up.”
“We need to go back and take care of Kitty. What happened to her?”
“Bitch.”
Annie swallowed. She didn’t know if he were calling her or Kitty a bitch. She ignored his slur, asking instead, “Why are you making me go with you? Art will be home soon, and he’ll be looking for me.”
“It’s all your fault.”
“My fault! What have I done?”
“If you’d kept your God-damned nose out of my business, like you should have, everything would be all right now.”
“Please, Karl, you don’t have to swear.”
“You and your goody-goody ways. Why’d ya have ta go an’ put your God-damn feminist ideas in my Kitty’s head? Keep your modern ideas ta yourself.”
“What did I do to Kitty?”
“She had the nerve to talk back to me. Said you told her she didn’t have to do everything I told her to do. Always did as I told her ‘til you came ‘round fillin’ her head full of the Devil’s wicked ways.” To make his point, Karl pulled up on her bent arm making Annie scream in pain.
When it subsided, Annie asked, “Is that why you beat her up?”
“You bet. She deserved it.”
“I didn’t mean to cause trouble between you and Kitty when I told her women have the right to think for themselves.”
“Not in my house. I may be old-fashioned, but I was raised to believe that the man is the head of the household. Just like it says in the Bible.”
That reference to the Bible really upset Annie, and she forgot she was a prisoner, arguing, “You male chauvinists only read the first part of Ephesians 5 where it says a man is to be the head of his house. If you’d read just a few verses further on, it tells a man to cherish his wife. What you did to Kitty—you beat her up, broke her arm—that’s not Biblical.”
“Shut up. You and your fancy way with words. You’re a troublemaker.”
“Is that why you’re kidnapping me?”
“You deserve it.”
“But, Karl, this will only make things worse for you.”
“It can’t get any worse. It’s all your fault, and you’re gonna pay.”
Annie squeezed her eyes shut and prayed: Lord, please put the right words in my mouth, and please soften Karl’s heart. Amen. Then she asked Karl, “What else is my fault?”
“Shut up you bitch. You talk too much.”
Involuntarily, Annie shuddered when he swore at her.
Karl pulled the golf cart to a stop beside Old Main and ordered Annie to get out. Frantically, she looked around, hoping to see the BradLee security pickup truck. No luck. She knew that every evening two couples volunteered for security duty between 9 and 11 P.M. The paid security guard came on at eleven. He’d lock up the buildings and then patrol the park until 5 A.M. Annie thought: It must be a little after nine o’clock now. The two women volunteers will in the office manning the phone
while their husbands drive up and down the streets of the
park on the
lookout for any trouble—usually teenage boys up to mischief—like swiping a golf cart for a joy
ride.
Well, Annie prayed: Lord, this isn’t mischief; I’m in a lot of trouble. I need help. I need Your help, and I need it now! Amen.
In a low, but threatening voice, Karl ordered her to get out, then he shoved her towards the double doors of Old Main. Still gripping her left arm in the Half-Nelson, he pushed her into the dark empty hall and turned to the right. Now Annie knew he was making her walk towards the Bingo closet where he kept the supplies for the weekly games under his lock and key. She had never seen the storage room open, but she knew she was about to learn more about the inside of that tiny room than she ever wanted to know.
Summoning up courage, Annie asked Karl, as he was unlocking the door in the dark, “Why are we coming here? You don’t need Bingo supplies now.”
“There are more things in here than stuff for Bingo.”
“Like?”
“Duct tape. Very handy for taping mouths shut. Mouths that talk too much to the Sheriff’s deputy. And for taping over eyes. Eyes that see too much in big drawers.”
“You wouldn’t!”
“Oh, yes I would. There you go with your talk, talk, talk. Shut up.” Karl slammed the closet door shut before flicking on the light. There was no window. The walls of the small room were lined with metal shelves which were piled high with Bingo cards, marking pens, office supplies, etc., plus all the equipment used on the stage. She saw him pick up a large roll of duct tape.
She took a step back, and asked, “Why did you do it, Karl? How did Twila die? Was it an accident?”
“Sortta, we didn’t mean to hurt her.”
“We? You and who else?”
Before answering, Karl reached in his hip pocket and pulled out a flask. Tipping his head back, he took a drink. While he was concentrating on drinking, Annie tried to open the door, but before she could, he slapped her so hard that she fell against a metal shelf then slowly slid down to the floor at his feet. He swore at her, “Bitch, try that again, and I’ll hit you harder.”
Annie rubbed her temple. Her hand came away with blood on it. She pressed her fingers down to stench the flow.
“That Twila was one of those high-faluttin’ feminist females—thought she was as good as a man. Karl slurred his words when he answered, “Ya wanna know who was with me? It was my best friend, Jiggs. He stood up for me ‘gainst her. Never questioned me. It made him mad, too, when that new woman accountant with the fancy title ‘CPA’ began talkin’ down to us. She just made me so mad comin’ in and makin’ fun of the way I took care of Bingo. Jiggs got mad when she started accusing me of skimming money. That Jiggs was a real friend. He stood up for me.”
Karl chuckled. “I gave her a shove. She backed up into Jiggs. He pushed her towards me, then I knocked her back to Jiggs. It got to be a game. We were playing ‘Pickle’ with her bein’ the pickle. Served her right.”
“Who actually killed her?”
Ignoring Annie’s question and still thinking about the pic-kle game, Karl smiled, “It was fun to see her bouncing back and forth between us. She sure didn’t look like any big exec giving big orders. Nah, we took her down a peg.”
Annie was frustrated, “But how did she die?”
“Got too close to the edge of the stage and fell off. Hit her head on the edge, I guess it was.”
“Why didn’t you just call 9-1-1? Nobody would have imagined you’d been bullying her.”
Karl dropped his head, and to Annie’s surprise, the big man began to sob, “I’ve asked myself that a million times.” He took another drink. “If we had, Jiggs would still be alive. I lost my best friend.”
“No,” Annie countered. “Jiggs was a good friend, but your best friend was your own wife, Kitty, and you’re going to lose her, too, if we don’t go to her now.”
Something in the tone of Annie’s voice triggered Karl, “Oh, no you don’t, you bitch! There you go again tryin’ ta get away. It’s all your fault. I would have gotten away with the perfect crime if you hadn’t gone and opened that drawer. Then you wouldn’t let it go—had to keep diggin’ and diggin’ inta my business. No, Bitch, you’re goin’ pay.”
Annie closed her eyes and sent up a sentence prayer: Lord, I can’t reason with Karl. He’s blaming me for his troubles. Please help me, Lord, and help Karl, too. Amen. When she opened her eyes, Karl was drinking again.
Without her asking, he rambled on, “After all the money I made for this park. After all the hours I spent working Bingo, I deserved a little treat. I didn’t help myself to near what I should have taken. I made thousands of dollars for this two-bit retirement park.”
Annie let his confession pass without commenting. Instead, she asked, “Who thought of hiding her body in the drawer?”
“I couldn’t think at first. I was so surprised at her dying. Then we heard people talkin’ outside; we didn’t want anyone ta see her sprawled on the floor. We didn’t do any plannin’. Jiggs pulled the drawer out, and I lifted her in. Tried ta cover her with those boxes. Then you had ta come snopin’ ‘round.”
“Karl, it was an accident, let’s call Sgt. Menendez. She’ll help you. Don’t make it any worse.”
Karl began working to loosen the cut end on the roll of duct tape. Annie pleaded, “Don’t, Karl. Please don’t put that on me. Don’t hurt me. You need to take care of Kitty. Let’s go to Kitty—take her to the hospital.”
He slapped Annie across the mouth; she fought back, but she was no match for his strength. He pushed her down onto the one wooden office chair in the room. Then he taped her hands together behind the chair before taping her ankles to the front legs of the straight chair.
She tried again, “Karl, where will you go? You can’t hide forever. Don’t leave me here. Let’s go to Kitty. I’m a nurse. I can help her.”
“You won’t be helping anybody for a long time.” He smirked, then pulled his flask out and took another swig. After he stuffed it back in his hip pocket, he stuck the duct tape to her forehead. Working quickly, Karl unwound the tape from the roll and re-wound it around Annie’s head. He began at her forehead, then criss-crossed it behind her ears and wrapped it over her eyes. Around and around from a different angles until she was completely blinded.
Annie worried: Is he going to go over my nose? Is he going to smother me with duct tape? Oh, Lord, please don’t let him kill me. I’ll be dead, but he’ll have pre-meditated murder charges to face. For Kitty’s sake and mine please control his hands.
How much air will I have? How long before I die? Lord, if you want me, I’m ready to go with You, but if You aren’t in a hurry, I’d really like to see my Art again. It’s in Your hands, Lord. Amen.
As she finished her sentence prayer she realized that she could breathe normally; he hadn’t covered her nostrils, but her mouth was taped shut. I can’t call for help, but thank-you, Lord, I can still talk to You, and I can breathe. Thank You for keeping Karl from smothering me. Don’t let me give up. Art will find me. I’ll keep saying that verse from James. I will persevere. I will persevere. Amen.
She sensed when he stepped away from her. Then she jerked involuntarily when she felt liquid thrown on her hair, face, and blouse. Liquor. I’ll reek of it. If anyone ever finds me—no, make that—when they find me, they’ll think I’m drunk. She heard a click. That must have been the light switch. But it doesn’t make any difference to me. He’s got the tape on so well; it doesn’t let in any light.
He’s locking the door now. He’s gone now. Didn’t say good-bye. At least, he won’t hurt me anymore. He’s not all bad; he didn’t kill me. I’m safe, but I’m scared. How long will I have to be locked in here before somebody finds me?
She began to feel disorientated. She couldn’t remember what day it was. She shook her head to clear it. They play Bingo on Tuesday nights. They’ll have to open this closet to get the supplies sometime Tuesday afternoon. What day is today? I can’t remember.
He hit me so hard. I guess he knocked my brain loose. Come on, Annie, think. What did you do today? Did I play Bridge? I don’t think so. Wait! I went to Barb’s house. Yes, I went there to play Bridge, but for some reason we didn’t play. We always play Bridge on Monday afternoons; so today must be Monday. Then, this is Monday night. I’ll probably have to stay tied up like this overnight. I can do that. Then maybe another six hours and I’ll be rescued. Persevere. I may be old, but I can persevere. Thank-you, Lord, for helping me think this out. Now, please let me just go to sleep. That will pass the time the fastest and easiest.
Exhausted, Annie made herself relax. She began saying the names of meds over and over; it was her way of trying to go to sleep. Instead of counting sheep, she named meds. A is for Aspirin. B is for Benedryl. C is for Calamine. D is for Diuretics. E is for Ephedrine. F is for Folic Acid…. Finally, her headed nodded and fell forward in blessed sleep until a leg cramp snapped her awake to suffer through a muscle spasm.
 

* * *
 

Art dropped off two other men shufflers before stopping at Brad’s. The house was dark. “Looks like Barb must be over at my house. She promised to keep an eye on Annie while
I was gone. Do you want to get out here or ride home with me?”
A few minutes later, Brad was glad he decided to go on with Art. As they approached Art’s street, they saw lights blazing from an ambulance turning out of the street, and they saw a Sheriff’s car parked in his driveway.
“Something’s happened to Annie,” Art shouted and quickly drove over the inverted “C” curb and onto his front yard. The two men opened their doors and slammed them shut behind them in unison, as they hurried toward Sgt. Menendez. “Annie?” Art pointed to the receding ambulance,
Menendez answered, “That was Kitty, Karl’s wife, not your Annie.”
Barb flung herself into Brad’s strong arms and wailed, “We don’t know where Annie is. She’s disappeared, and my golf cart has been stolen. Karl’s probably taken it and Annie.”
Two deputies stepped out of a newly arrived squad car. Before going to them, Menendez turned to Barb and suggested, “You fill them in. I’ve got to start the search for Annie.” She left Art with his mouth open.
With confidence, Maria Menendez headed the rescue operation until a detective could come and take over the investigation. She directed one of the officers to position his car so his headlights would shine between the two houses. As she suspected, the dry grass was flattened in two tracks the width of a golf cart’s tires. She interrupted Barb’s telling Art and Brad what had happened to ask, “Any ideas on where Karl—or whoever—would go with Annie?”
“His house,” suggested Art, “but that’s so obvious.”
“Maybe Jiggs’s house?” Brad offered. “He might have a key to it since he was keeping it up for the realty company.”
“I need addresses,” the sergeant said.
Art started running towards his patio door, calling back, “Come on in here. I’ll get the BradLee address book.” Menendez motioned to a deputy to follow Art inside.
Neighbors, hearing the commotion in this usually quiet neighborhood, poured outside—some wearing bathrobes. Menendez speaking through a bull horn, ordered them back. “We’ve got a crime scene here folks. I need you to stay away. If you want to help us find a missing person, you don’t want to destroy any evidence.”
There was a buzz of shocked, but subdued voices, questioning? Missing? Who? In quiet BradLee?
The pretty sergeant continued, “Stop! Do not come on the property. It would be helpful if you’d stay across the street until we have time to check out this area.”
“I can help,” Brad offered. The curious neighbors respected Brad, and they willingly congregated across the street where he promised to tell them what few details he knew. He checked with the sergeant, “Okay to tell them about Annie’s disappearance and Kitty’s going off in the ambulance?”
She nodded a yes, saying, “They’ll cooperate better if you give them some information. Don’t say anything more than you have too. And thanks.”
The competent sergeant used Art’s house phone to call for more back-up help. She smiled when her partner, Joe Juarez showed up. “Glad you’re here to take over because I need to get to the hospital to talk with Karl’s wife.” She filled Joe in on the operation so far, then took a moment to reassure Art, “We’ll find your Annie. If Karl took your wife, I don’t think he’ll kill her; probably just needs someone to blame for his dire situation. Art, I know you want to do some active looking for Annie, but we need you to stay at the house.” She turned to Barb, “Will you come to the hospital with me to see Kitty? She’s probably aching all over and scared silly about now. Having a woman she knows and trusts could be a big help for me when I interview her.”
“If you think so, I’ll gladly go with you. Just let me tell Brad.”
 

* * *
 

Kitty was in the Emergency Room lying on a cot in a curtained-off cubicle when Barb and Maria arrived. They were told, “She’s waiting to go to surgery to have her arm set, but you can talk to her.”
When Kitty saw Barb and the officer, she was so relieved that words tumbled out of her, “I’m so sorry. Is Annie all right? He took her, didn’t he?
“We think he took my golf cart—used it to take Annie someplace. Any idea where’d he go in a golf cart?” Barb asked.
“It’s all my fault,” Kitty wailed. “I should never have gone to Annie’s house. I didn’t dream Karl would find me. I’ll never forgive myself if he hurt her. It’s okay if he hurts me; I’m his wife, but he shouldn’t hurt another woman… .”
Barb bent over the battered woman to comfort her, “There, there, Kitty. Everything will be all right. You’ve been hurt; we’ve got to get you well.” She straightened up and waved toward the officer, “This is Sgt. Maria Menendez from the Sheriff’s Department. She’s been working with us on the mystery, and she’s wonderful! Will you answer some of her questions?”
“I don’t know if I know anything, but I’ll try,” Kitty answered.
Barb stepped away, and Maria took her place. “May I call you Kitty?”
Kitty nodded.
“Can you tell me what happened earlier tonight?” There was a long pause. The officer gently urged, “Anything you can tell me may be helpful. You want to help Annie, don’t you?”
Kitty cast her eyes down and finally said, “I’m so ashamed.”
“Ashamed of what?”
“Mostly myself, but I’m ashamed of Karl. He started drinking again. He’s been sober for almost ten years. I told him I’d move to Florida like he wanted to if he’d join AA. He’s nicer to me when he’s sober.”
“Why are you ashamed of yourself?”
“If I had obeyed my husband, I wouldn’t have made him mad, and then he wouldn’t have hurt me and Annie.”
Barb and Maria exchanged sorry glances over Kitty’s head. They were filled with amazement and distress at Kitty’s words, but the deputy didn’t let it show in her voice when she asked, “Why was your husband upset with you?”
Kitty swallowed, “Annie told me once that wives don’t have to do everything their husbands order—that women have the right to think for themselves.”
“And, what did you think?”
“I decided that I didn’t want to move out of BradLee like Karl said I had to. I’d packed up all our clothes like he said. Karl told me we were going to go to a safe place. I didn’t know why we needed to go to a safe place; I felt safe in our home.”
Kitty paused. Maria encouraged her to go on, “And?”
“It was real early this morning. It wasn’t light yet. Karl told me we were leaving and to get in the van; so I did. He didn’t tell me where we were going, but I could see that we were headed towards the interstate. When I told him I was hungry, he stopped at a Hardee’s and got biscuits and coffee at the drive-through.”
Barb said, “They do make good homemade biscuits. Where did you go after you ate?”
“We ate in the parking lot. When we finished, I told him I was going to use the restroom. I picked up our trash and took it with me. I wasn’t gone long, but all the time I was away I kept thinking about Annie and what she told me—about my not having to do everything Karl said. I kept thinking and thinking about it. When I got back, he started up the engine and turned the car back towards BradLee. He had a look on his face that told me to leave him alone. So I didn’t ask any questions. I did what he said.”
Barb thought to herself: Thank goodness, Brad never treats me like that. Of course, I’d never let him treat me like that—not in this day and age. Then she asked, “Where did you go?
“When we got near BradLee, he turned and got on the by-pass. I thought that was strange because we never go that way to get to our house. That’s the long way around. I just kept my mouth shut and let him drive. I was surprised when he turned right onto a dirt road. You know, we’ve got lots of them right on the edge of town. He drove real slow— lots of tree roots that made it bumpy. We passed some trashy houses, then drove across what looked like old pasture land. He stopped by a dilapidated little barn—all weathered. There were lots of big old trees with moss hanging down. He parked the van under an open shed at one end of the building so it was—” Kitty suddenly stopped talking.
The sergeant, anxious to learn where she could find Karl, asked, “Were you close to BradLee?”
Kitty grimaced in pain and shrieked, “Eee-oh-oh-ugh!” and squeezed her folded arms across her abdomen.
Barb fled from the curtained cubicle, calling, “Nurse! Nurse!”
The medical team went into action, and Maria and Barb found two uncomfortable straight chairs nearby. Maria drummed her fingers on her thigh. After a while, Barb spoke, “Maria, do you think Kitty’s having a heart attack?”
“I don’t think it’s her heart. She was grabbing her stomach. Seems more like a gall bladder attack or kidney stones to me.”
“Do you think we brought it on asking her all those questions?”
“Stress can do a lot of damage, but I got the impression that she wanted to tell somebody her sad story—that it was a relief for her.”
“You mean, like, maybe confession is good for the soul?”
“Something like that.”
Barb replied, “Kitty never had many friends. I don’t think she has a close girl friend that she could confide in. Karl didn’t seem to want her to get too involved in any of the clubs in BradLee where she’d make friends. Annie got to know her at Hobby Club. That’s about the only club Kitty joined. Oh, yes, she does play golf in the Women’s League. She also does a lot of gardening—keeps her yard beautiful. It is a showplace. But you garden by yourself.” Barb yawned. “What do we do now? It’s bedtime for me, but how can I go to bed until Annie’s found?”
The officer stood. “It’ll be a long time before I can go to bed. The first hours after an abduction are the most crucial.” She picked up her hat. “Looks like it’ll be awhile before Kitty can talk again, plus she has to have her arm set. Guess we might as well leave; I’ll come back later.” Maria spoke to the nurse at the desk before she and Barb pushed open the swinging doors and left the inner sanctum of the ER.
They were walking across the parking lot towards the squad car when they heard a voice behind them calling, “Officer! Officer! Wait, please wait.”
The two women turned and saw an aide dressed in hospital blues hurrying toward them. The tubby young man was puffing with exertion when he managed to gasp, “You need… to come… back inside. The patient says … she won’t go to surgery … ‘til she tells you something.”
“This may be our break,” Maria beamed.
Barb followed her into the ER where an LPN said, “The pain subsided quickly. She has a history of gall stones; that may be the diagnosis. When she saw you leaving, she put up one fit until we promised to bring you back. Had to tie her down to keep her from chasing after you!”
“Thank you for listening to her request, nurse. She may give us some valuable information on a kidnapping case.”
The nurse’s eyes widened in surprise.
Kitty started crying with relief when Maria and Barb pulled the curtains aside and came to her bedside. “I’m so sorry. I got one of my gall stone attacks—got to have it operated on—but need to set my arm first. That awful pain seemed to jerk my memory. Remembered what I need to tell you.”
Menendez leaned close to Kitty’s face, “What do you remember?”
“I walked on the south side of that pitiful old barn. There was maybe some 50 or 60 yards of stubby grassland and then a wire fence with a sorry-looking wooden gate.”
“Did you recognize any landmarks?”
It was a golf course on the other side of the fence. I was pretty sure it was the fifth hole of the Gold. I could see houses on the far side, and they looked like they were manufactured homes like we have in BradLee.”
Maria started to put on her hat to leave after thanking Kitty. “You’ve been a great help, Kitty. I’ll get right on it.”
Kitty stopped her. “Don’t leave; there’s more. Karl made me help him carry some of the suitcases inside. It was kindda nasty in there—all dusty and dirty. Sometimes I could hear rats running on the boards overhead. I knew I was not going to stay in that cobwebby barn any longer than I had to, but Karl was watching me real close. I had to spend the whole day in there. It was horrible. Lots of old worn out stuff piled in the corners. There was a stack of old rubber tires near the small side door. Actually, there were some antiques too. I spotted a Hoosier cupboard, one of those old oak kitchen free-standing baker’s cabinets with a porcelain working surface. I’d love to have that. It’s a collector’s prize. But that’s all I want from there!
“We had some soda and snacks with us. Nothing else to eat. Finally, Karl fell asleep just after it got dark, maybe about five-thirty or so. I waited until he started snoring, then I got up. But when I tried to open the side door, it squeaked and woke him up. I told him I was just going outside to wet. He ordered me not to be long and lay back down. I stood outside the barn until I heard him start to snore again. Then I had to walk careful-like to find the fence. It was so dark out. No moon yet. I had to feel my way. I climbed over the fence and made my way towards the lighted houses.”
Barb asked, “Weren’t you scared?”
“I was more scared of Karl than I was of the dark. I didn’t have a plan. I just wanted to get away from Karl. When I finally got to a street, I knew where I was. Annie’s house wasn’t too far away; so that seemed the best place to go for help. She’s always been kind to me.”
Barb agreed, “Annie’s a sweetheart. We’ve got to find her.”
Maria asked, “What happened when you got to Andersen’s?”
“Nobody was home. The screen door to the patio was unlocked so I went in to wait. Guess I fell asleep on her chaise lounge. I was so tired. Next thing I knew Karl was jerking me up. He reeked of liquor; so I knew I was in for a beating. He was so mad. I begged and pleaded, but he wouldn’t stop hitting me. If I dared to scream, he hit me harder. Then he started raving about what he’d do to … he didn’t call her Annie. He kept calling her a Bitch and kept blaming her for all of his troubles.”
She looked at the sergeant, “M’am, I don’t even know what trouble Karl’s in. I only know he lost his good friend, Jiggs. What have they done?”
“That’s a long story, Kitty,” the officer said. “We’ll tell you after we find Annie. Is there any more you need to tell me?”
“Karl kept saying he was going to put Annie away. He wanted her to suffer like he was.”
“Did he say where he was going to put her? Give any clues?”
“Not really. He just said it was somewhere dark. I want you to find Annie. I really do. But, please don’t be too hard on Karl. He’s really a good man. It’s just when he starts to drink that he gets so mean. Most of the time he’s been a good husband. Provided well for me and our children.” She began to cry.
Barb kissed Kitty’s bruised flat cheek and smoothed her gray hair. “Thank you for your help. You need to rest now. Do what the doctors tell you. We’ve got to go look for Annie. I promise to come back to see you soon, and I’ll get you some help. Go to sleep now.”
The two women, one young and the other old, left the hospital together and got in the green and white car. Maria slowed down on the by-pass as she drove near the area north of BradLee. She pointed to a dirt road not far from a street lamp and spoke to Barb, “That’s probably the road Karl used to get to that old barn. We’ll check it out, but first I need to drop you off. Do you want to go to your house or to Andersen’s?”
“I think Brad will stay with Art; so take me to Andersen’s. Thanks. Kitty gave you some good tips on Karl’s where-a-bouts. Hope you can find him real soon.”
“Unless he does something cagey, we should pick him up without too much trouble. I want help, though, don’t want to try to capture him by myself.”
“Good thinking. He’s drunk; so he’s probably not thinking too clearly—or, at least, not logically.” She shifted in her seat before asking, “Where do you suppose he’s got Annie?” She answered her own question by saying, “Kitty said, ‘Someplace that’s dark.’ Wherever that is! You might want to check with the head of the grounds committee to see if there’s any digging being done anyplace on the park grounds. Brad might know the answer, or he’ll know whom to ask.”
“Good idea. I’ll follow through on it. As for Karl, he’ll probably confess real quick once we arrest him. At least, I hope so, but you never know. Doesn’t sound like he’s thinking normally. That Annie is one nice lady. I don’t like even thinking about her being tied up and scared. We’ll find her.”
Barb felt reassured about Annie’s safety as she climbed out of the squad car and into Brad’s arms. He told his wife, “I called the D’s and V’s.” They’ll be here soon.”
“Good thinking,” Barb said. “They’ll want to be here to support Art.”
Wearily, Art asked, “Where have you been? Waiting here with nothing to do but worry has been awful. I wish I could trade places with Annie.”
Menendez took a moment to speak to Art, to let him know that she had a good lead on finding Karl. “Once we have Karl, we’ll find your Annie. The whole department is working on the case.”
“Thanks,” was all he could muster for an answer.
“Okay with you, Art,” Menendez asked, “if we use your dining room table and your telephone—just for local calls. We need to discuss—plan our strategy. It will save a lot of time if we do it here rather than our all driving back to headquarters.”
Art pointed inside his house, saying, “Be my guest.”
Menendez then spoke to Brad, “Your wife suggested that you might have information to help us. Will you come inside with us for a few minutes?”
One deputy stayed on the patio to protect Art Andersen and his friends. The rest of the officers and Brad moved inside to the dining room table.
Outside, Art said to Barb, “I know I’ve said it before, but this waiting is awful. I feel so useless. Brad gets to do something. I just have to sit here. He’s in there now with the planning session. Earlier, he went and opened up Jigg’s house for the deputies to search.” Art shook his head. “They didn’t have any luck at Jigg’s house. Brad told me that it didn’t look like Karl had been there, not even on the grounds. He wasn’t at his own house either. I was hoping they’d spot Karl’s van on I-75. No luck there either. It’s like he’s disappeared.”
It wasn’t long before the Vigeauxs arrived. The Davises weren’t far behind them. They had two folding lounge chairs strapped on the back of their cart. “With all this gang, and a long night ahead of us, DeeDee suggested we bring chairs we can stretch out on,” Doc told them as he set them up on the patio.
Brad came back outside shaking his head. “It’s midnight, but I telephoned Paul, head of BradLee’s board and also Manny, head of grounds, to find out if any digging was done today in the park. No luck there, but just to be sure no one’s tampered with the golf cart paths again, the sergeant is sending a deputy out with Manny to drive around and check out the new paths. They’re heading out now with a couple of heavy-duty flashlights.”
Art groaned. DeeDee got up and stood behind him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders to comfort him. She asked, “Have ya called yer kids yet?”
Art shook his head. “I was hoping we’d find her; then I’ll call them. I’ve got wonderful support from all of you. One of our daughters will go to pieces when she hears that her mother has been kidnapped. I don’t have the strength to be bolstering her up—hard enough to keep my own chin up”
Barb had been waiting for the right moment; she knew they’d want to know the details she’d learned from Kitty. When they were all settled, she recited everything that Kitty had told the sergeant and her in the hospital, ending, “Kitty says Karl beat her up right here in your patio tonight, Art. When he woke up in that barn and found her missing, even in his drunken state, he figured out that she’d try to find Annie and come here.”
Art asked her what time all this happened.
“It had to be maybe eight-thirty or so that Karl was beating on Kitty because Annie and I left my mom and dad’s around 8:45 p.m., and it takes less than ten minutes to drive the cart here. We didn’t see Kitty at first. Heard her moaning outside the screened patio when Annie went to unlock the door. Karl must have been hiding behind a tree or shrub because I never saw him. ‘Course, it was dark. When I went in the house to call 9-1-1 for an ambulance to come get Kitty, that horrible man left his own wife—battered, bruised, and bleeding; can you imagine? And then he kidnapped Annie and stole my golf cart. How many crimes is that for one night?” She threw up her arms in disgust.
“And we all thought he was sech a wonderful man ‘cause he made so much Bingo money fer tha park! I’d like ta tear his eyes out. Let him be in tha dark fer tha rest of his life!” DeeDee said through clenched teeth.
After DeeDee’s outburst, Verna gathered her wits about her, “Is it all right with you, Art, if we offah those law officers something to eat and drink? It’s been a long time since suppah. I thought you’d be needing food; so I brought the makings for sandwiches—peanut buttah, cheeses, cold cuts, bread. Have you got crackahs? I forgot crackahs.”
“That’s the first thing Annie would do,” Art said. “She’d offer them something to eat and drink.” He jumped up from his cushioned lawn chair. “You’re right. Thanks, Verna.”
They slipped inside. Art caught Menendez’s eye and pantomimed taking a drink. She nodded and formed her thumb and index finger into a circle indicating her agreement. Art, with the help of his friends, put tumblers on a tray and soda and a pitcher of iced tea on another. Barb filled bowls with chips and pretzels. Verna and DeeDee set the food in the center of the table along with small paper plates, napkins, and knives. Von took a plate of food and a drink to the officer standing guard on the patio.
Art didn’t want to interrupt the planning session; so all he said was, “It could be a long night. Please, help yourselves. Bathroom is down the hall.” Then Art and his friends took some blankets with them back to the patio and settled down to wait. Fortunately, it was a warm January evening, welcome after the recent cold spell.
When the strategy session was over, Maria Menendez spoke to Art on her way out. She squeezed his shoulder in a friendly gesture before the officers scattered to put their plan in motion. She said quietly, “We’ll find her.”
 

 

 




Chapter 8
Very Early Tuesday Morning
 

Hours passed while the friends slept in their clothes. A deputy stayed awake, watching over them. Art slept fitfully, waking up at the least sound. When he heard a car pull into his driveway, he threw off the light blanket covering him ready to jump up. However, a wave of dizziness swept over him, forcing him to remain seated until it passed. Don’t dare stand up and try to
walk—too easy to lose my balance and fall. Don’t need to break a bone, especially now. This will go away; a doctor explained it—the liquid in my inner ear just has to equalize or something, then the dizziness will pass. He looked at his watch. Five a.m.
Joe Juarez opened the screen door. “Sorry to wake you, but I was sure you’d want to hear the news.”
“You bet!” Art exclaimed. “Is it good or bad?”
“Yes and no,” the young deputy answered. “Good news is that we’ve got Karl. The bad news is that he won’t help us—won’t give us a clue to Annie’s whereabouts.”
Art moaned and sank lower into his lounge chair. His friends murmured sighs and groans.
Joe sat down at the little porch table and turned on the lamp. Then he pulled out a set of keys and held them up one by one, “This is Karl’s house key, and this is Jiggs’s. And this one’s for Karl’s van, and this little one opens the shed on his property. And here’s his Club car key. I’ve checked them all out. But this one, he held it up for them all to see, “I don’t know what it’s for. Any ideas?”
Brad answered immediately, “He always had a key to the Bingo closet in Old Main. Have you tried that?”
“I’m on my way,” Juarez said.
“Praise the Lord! We’re right behind you,”
 

* * *
 

Annie was suffering through a Charlie Horse cramp when she thought she heard a sound like a key turning in the lock. Then she felt a difference—the air began to move in the stuffy room. She heard voices, lovely, familiar voices. Then Art was telling her how much he loved her and was kissing the duct tape covering her face. Then she heard him say in a joking tone, “Whee, Annie! Smells like you’ve been partying in here! What have you been drinking?”
Hands were working to release her—to cut the duct tape that held her prisoner to a wooden chair. She wanted to beg them to stop pulling the tape from her face; it was so painful, but her mouth was still bound. She felt the cold steel of the blade of a scissors on her face. Someone was carefully cutting at the tape, trying to uncover her eyes. Finally, she saw a thin line of light. The worst of her kidnapping ordeal was over. Her left arm ached from all of Karl’s pulling and pushing on it, aggravated all the more by being tied in one position for hours and hours.
After Juarez was satisfied that Annie was going to be okay, he asked, “Is there a phone in the building?”
“I’ll show ya,” DeeDee offered and led him to the wall phone in the kitchen.
Juarez dialed the hospital and asked to speak to Sgt. Menendez in ER. The first words out of his mouth to his sergeant were, “We’ve got her! Annie’s safe!”
“Praise the Lord and the Sheriff’s Department!” Maria whooped in a most undignified manner. Then, business-like, she queried, “Where is she? Where’d you find her?” After Juarez filled her in, she told him, “I’m sending an ambulance for her. She won’t want to go to the hospital, but tell her it’s an order from me. I need to have a doctor examine her for the record. She’s a nurse; she’ll understand. I’ll wait here in the ER for her. And, by the way, great job, Joe!”
 

* * *
The EMTs worked quickly, but gently, then slid the stretcher holding Annie into the ambulance. Art headed for his car. Brad followed and asked, “Can Barb and I ride with you? We don’t have a car, and I guess Karl still has our golf cart.”
“Of course. Sorry I forgot about you. I just want to get to the hospital.”
“We’ll go with you,” Barb decided. “You need support.”
“That’s a good idea,” Doc agreed. “But, it’ll be too many for all of us to go there, and I don’t think they’ll be needing a veterinarian at the hospital. We’ll go back to your place, Art. Don’t want you to come home to an empty house.”
Art reached in his pocket for a house key. As DeeDee took it from him, she said, “We probably won’t need it; that deputy should still be there. I don’t think any of us even thought ‘bout lockin’ your house!”
“We’ll keep you guys company,” Von said to Doc and DeeDee.
His wife agreed, “We’ve got all that food to put away and stuff to clean up. Annie doesn’t need to come home to that mess aftah all she’s been through.”
“Thanks, gang,” was all Art could manage to say.
Then Juarez spoke to the Bs, “There was a golf cart by that old barn. Had ‘Brad’ and ‘Barb’ painted in script on the front of it. Could it be yours?”
“That’s us,” Brad responded.
“We’ll have to keep it for a while, get it checked out.” Then Joe turned to Art, “I’ll stop by your house to tell the deputy that he can leave. Always have to keep an eye on the county’s budget. Overtime runs up real quick. Karl has been apprehended, and Annie’s on her way to the hospital. You should be safe now.”
“Praise the Lord!” the friends said in unison.
 

* * *
 

The ER staff attended to the Sheriff Department’s patient immediately. Annie was whisked inside and helped into a clean, but unpressed, white cotton hospital gown with a blue sprigged pattern covering all of Annie but the slit up the back of the garment. Art, Barb, and Brad waited impatiently for the medical examination to be over. Then they had to wait longer while Maria questioned Annie. When they were finally allowed to see her, patches of Annie’s eyebrows were gone, as was the smell of liquor; her left arm was supported in a sling. She managed a wan smile, but her violet eyes were sad.
Art wanted to ask about the sling, but he wanted to hug his Annie more. When he tried to hold her, she protested, “I love you too, Art, but you’re squeezing me too hard. It kindda hurts!”
“Oh! Annie, sorry, but I was so scared for you—and for me too. Don’t want to hurt you anymore than you’ve already been.”
Weakly, she answered, “I’m all right. Karl didn’t hurt me too much. I kept feeling Jesus’ arms wrapped around me, so the knocks I got weren’t too bad. The worst part is all that duct tape. It hurt to pull it off. Do I have any eyebrows left?”
“It doesn’t matter. Annie, you still look beautiful to me with or without eyebrows,” Art said fondly.
“Karl really did a number on my arm. He put so much pressure on it that he almost dislocated it. I guess that’s better than a broken arm like he gave Kitty.”
Art was furious; Annie calmed him, saying, “It’s over, Art. Don’t let your blood pressure soar because of this. Don’t want you in the hospital too.”
“Do you have to stay here?” Barb asked. “Are they going to admit you?”
“I don’t think so. The doctor wants to have me take a few more tests. Then I can probably go home. Why don’t you leave now and get some sleep?” Annie urged, always thinking of others.
Barb let out a little laugh, “Annie, you are something else. Here you are bummed up, and you’re worrying about our getting sleep!”
“It’s morning, Annie. Time to wake up,” Brad told her. “Guess you lost track of time being locked in that dark closet.”
Then Art asked, “Did you get any sleep? You were taped to that chair all night. No wonder you’re sore in places.”
“I did have some awful cramps at times,” Annie admitted. I’d just grit my teeth and pray for them to ease. I’d say that verse from James, that one that you taught us, Barb—the one about persevering in the Lord. And, yes, I did manage to doze some.”
Art emphatically stated, “Annie, I am not leaving you here without me. If you are staying, then so am I. I should never have gone to that shuffle tournament and left you alone.”
Annie chided her husband from her cot, “Art, stop beating yourself up. You didn’t leave me alone. You made sure I was with Barb. It surely wouldn’t have made any difference if it were you or Barb—either way, one of you would have gone inside to phone for an ambulance for Kitty, and Karl would still have kidnapped me.”
Art shrugged, “I guess you’re right, but I still feel responsible.” Annie smiled, appreciating Art’s love for her. She shut her eyes for a moment to send up a sentence prayer: Thank-you, Lord, for letting me share my life with such a kind, caring, God-fearing man. I’ve been so blessed. Amen.
“I can’t wait much longer,” Barb almost exploded with curiosity. “I’ve got to know everything that happened to Karl. And before you start your story, I want to let you know that I called the president of Hobby Club. Helen says she’ll get a team of club members to take turns being with Kitty—to help her through this awful time in her life until her kids can fly down to take care of things. So, you can concentrate on getting well yourself and not be worrying about Kitty. Now, will you please tell us ‘the rest of the story’—like Paul Harvey always says?”
“I don’t know all the details, and it’s not a nice story,” Annie sighed. “But, I’ll tell you what Maria told me. She said that Kitty was a big help.”
“She certainly was,” Barb agreed. “I was there when Maria questioned her. The deputies would never have found Karl as soon as they did without the tips from Kitty.”
Annie continued, “Maria told me that the clues Kitty gave her about the old barn and the adjoining golf course let them locate where Karl had been hiding all day with Kitty.”
Brad broke in, “I’ll bet he knew about the old barn from when he served on the golf club committee—from when they were hunting adjoining land to buy to build the new golf course.”
Annie went on, “Maria and the deputies surrounded the place. I guess they used a bull horn and ordered Karl to come out. They waited. No answer. Finally, a deputy crept up and tried to open that small side door—that Kitty mentioned—not the big barn door. It squeaked, just like she said. That’s when Karl called out and warned them not to come in; if they did, he threatened to hang himself. They regrouped outside, wondering if it were best to wait or charge in. Since they were worried about my safety, they decided to rush Karl. He’d found an old rope. Made a noose and threw one end of the rope over a rafter and secured the other end. He had his head through the nose and was standing on a rickety old chair. When the officers rushed in, Karl kicked the chair away. His body dangled giddily, swinging back and forth. They couldn’t get to him quickly because he had strewn those used tires around and pulled old furniture up so the officers had to work their way through the blockade he’d built around himself. So, it took a few minutes before they could get to him and hold his body up to release the strain on his neck. Maria told me that it was a horrible thing to have to see, but he was still alive.”
Annie paused; then wiped a tear away and continued, “Maria said she had radioed for an ambulance before going inside the barn. She rode in the ambulance with Karl, trying to get him to tell her where he had me hidden away, but he wouldn’t cooperate. Maria said she didn’t think he could talk—his voice box was damaged, but he was aware enough that he could have nodded his head or squeezed her fingers to answer a yes or no question if he wanted to. But he wouldn’t help her find me. He just wanted me to be as miserable as he was; I guess. He wanted to die, and …” she hesitated, “he did die in the operating room.”
“So, Karl is dead. I don’t know whether to be happy for Kitty or sorry for her,” Barb wondered.
When the last test on Annie was completed, she was released from the Emergency Room. “I just want to go home to my own bed and sleep for a hundred hours,” she told Art as he helped her into the car. And sleep she did—for hours, until Art began to worry if she were ever going to wake up.
 

 

 




Chapter 9
Wednesday, Early Morning
 

The telephone rang early. Art roused himself to answer it, knowing it was either one of their kids calling or the media wanting an interview. He’d turned away all the calls wanting interviews by telling them, “Mrs. Andersen is in no condition to speak to a reporter at this time. Thank you for calling.”
As he hung up the phone, Annie opened one eye and asked. “Who was that?”
Instead of answering her question, Art said with relief, “Well, good morning. Nice to know you are alive. I was afraid you died in your sleep!”
“Of course, I’m alive. Who was on the phone?”
“One of those morning tv talk shows. Did you want to talk to them?”
“Do I have to?”
“Not unless you want to.”
“Not now. Not ready to face that yet. I’ll be like Scarlet O’Hara and ‘think about that tomorrow.’” She got up to go to the bathroom.
“Are you going to stay up, or are you going back to bed?” Art asked.
“What day is it?”
“What’s that got to do with your getting up or not?”
“I don’t know. How long did I sleep?”
“Almost sixteen hours.”
“Sixteen hours?”
“Do you remember what happened to you?” Art asked.
Annie stopped in the bathroom door, turned back to her husband, and paused while the horror of being kidnapped enveloped her. “So that’s why my arm is so sore. Oh, Art, it was awful. I’m used to being in control of my life, and, and, … Oh, I was so helpless.” She sat down on the toilet lid and began to sob.
Art knelt in front of her, trying to comfort her, “Go ahead and cry, darling. It’ll be good for you to let it out of your system.”
When her tears finally subsided, she asked Art, “Do I have to go back to bed?”
“Not if you don’t want to. Why do you ask?”
“Oh! I guess I was so brow-beaten. I… I…”
“It’s okay, Annie. It’s all over. You’re safe. Now, what do you want to do?”
“Then I’d like to get up and get dressed. I’ve slept long enough. Will you help me with my bra? I don’t think I can reach behind me to hook it; my arm is too sore.”
“Honey,” Art said, “I am so happy to have you home safe and sound that I’ll gladly help you dress. I’ll even feed you, if you want me to!”
For the first time since she came home, Annie’s violet eyes danced as she laughed, “That might be fun. I will need help cutting my meat for a few days.” Then she asked what day it was. When Art told her it was Wednesday, she said, “Is it too late to go to Coffee?”
“Sure you want to? Want to face all those people? They’ll ask you all kinds of questions. Are you ready for it?”
“I’ve got to face BradLee sometime. Today feels like a good day.”
He looked at the clock and answered, “I’ll call the B’s and tell them we’re coming—ask them to save us two seats. I think we can get there by nine o’clock. Come on, let’s hurry and dress. This time I’ll carry our coffee mugs.”
 

* * *
 

Nelly was standing on the stage behind the podium ready to ask the BradLee members to stand for the morning prayer and the Pledge of Allegiance when she saw Art and Annie open the double doors of Old Main. She immediately changed her plans and called out, “Ladies and gentlemen, before the blessing for our food, we have another blessing. Please turn to the entrance. We need to greet Art and Annie Andersen.” She motioned to them, “Please come to the stage. We all want to tell you how thankful we are that you are safe, Annie. And we want to thank you for solving a mystery that most of us didn’t even know was happening. What do you call it? The Mystery of The Traveling Corpse?
The audience stood and clapped and clapped as the Andersens made their way to the stage. With her good arm, Annie reached for the microphone and took it from the Activities Chairperson. “Thank you, Nelly, but Art and I certainly did not solve that mystery by ourselves. There were four couples of us that all contributed pieces of the puzzle. Will the Bradkowski’s, Davis’s, and Vigeaux’s all join Art and me?”
The clapping and whistling continued until the eight seniors were lined up on the stage. Nelly asked them to remain there through the blessing and the Pledge of Allegiance.
When they finally filed off the stage, Barb whispered to Annie, “We saved you seats.” She began walking to the back of the room.
Annie stopped, “Oh, no! Are you sitting at the table by the closet—the table that’s right in front of the Bingo closet? Where I …”
“I’m afraid so. That’s where we always sit, isn’t it?’
Annie hung back until her friend said, “Don’t worry; you don’t have to look at it. Look,” she pointed to Brad, who was pulling out a chair. “You can sit with your back to the closet. Then you can just look out and see all the warm and wonderful friends you have here in BradLee Park. They’re all happy for you because you are safe, and they are all so glad that you got us to help you solve ‘Our Mystery’—now officially known as: The Traveling Corpse!”
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After moving to Independent Living at Freedom Pointe in The Villages in 2011, she attended the Florida Writer’s Conference in Orlando, and made contact with a representative of Double Edge Press, a Christian publishing company. Owner Rebecca Melvin offered Betsy a contract for THE TRAVELING CORPSE, a murder mystery romp through a retirement park with four senior citizen couples.
Betsy says, “Advice frequently given to writers: Write about what you know. I don’t have any first-hand experience with murder, but I do know a lot about being old!”
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