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Chapter 1. Property Near the Beach 
 

 

 

Ted and Denise Sorensen cruised through St. Augustine, Florida, headed to Anastasia Island 

in their shiny new luxury SUV. They were in search of a vacation property to provide a break 

from their successful corporate law practice back in Chicago, which had more business than they 

could handle. Denise knew that their expensive tastes made it difficult to turn away new clients. 

Exhausted from endless hours at the office, she had complained to Ted that they needed to get 

away. At her insistence, this was the first non-business-related trip they had taken in years. 

Cars with Florida license plates flew past them on US-1, some blowing their horns and others 

giving Ted the one finger salute. Denise felt a little guilty for making Ted drive. He hated heavy 

traffic, and she could see his muscles tensing from the passenger seat. But, Ted was a terrible 

navigator, and she didn’t trust him to direct them anywhere useful if she took the wheel. 

“Where the hell are we?” He barked. “I get that you want a beach house to visit once in a 

while to get away and relax, but you could have chosen someplace a little less crowded. I’m 

gonna be pissed if I crash my new SUV in this mess.” 

 “Calm down, Teddy Bear. I found a couple of open houses on my phone, and am trying to 

figure out which one is closest. Just stay on US-1 for a few more blocks until I get my bearings.” 

A jacked-up pickup truck roared by them on the left. Startled, Ted swerved to the right and 

almost ran off the road. Denise knew her husband had a temper, and she wasn’t surprised when 

he sat on the horn and flipped the pickup driver a salute of his own.  

Ted grouched, “These damn people are crazy. I don’t even like the beach. It’s too hot here, 

and whenever I’ve been to the beach it’s taken days to get rid of all the sand. It seems to get 

everywhere. I just went along with your stupid idea because you think our hearts are going to 

explode from stress if we don’t do something.” He paused. “But, I’m not thinking of this as a 

vacation property, so much as an investment. I’m hoping we can make a bundle between renting 

it and the appreciation over the next few years, assuming scientists are wrong and Florida doesn’t 

end up under water because of global warming.”  

Denise looked at her husband and frowned. He always looked at the negative side of things. 

Ted’s dark brown hair had thinned considerably and he already looked like a puffed-up version 

of his younger self. All the stress had reshaped and withered him to the point where his straight 

white teeth were the only attractive thing left on his face. 

She said, “I’m concerned about your health, and you’re only thirty-five. All the stress-eating 

and excessive alcohol consumption have given you worry lines, and you’re not the slender, 

athletic young man you were when I met you. And, that red tinge to your nose has nothing to do 

with the sun.” 

Ted, stressed from the heavy traffic, did not appear to take this criticism well. “You’re the 

same age as I am, and talk about wrinkles. You’ve got worry lines around your eyes and on your 

forehead. And, that once youthful figure and long blonde hair that attracted me to you is no 

more. You do that stress-eating thing too, but in your case it’s mainly the lower half that looks 

like a blown-up version of the younger you. You’re doing your best to hide it by wearing that 
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flowing tunic to hide the bulges. The flowery pattern and those bright pink Bermuda shorts might 

make you look like you’re dressed for Florida, but those clothes don’t hide the defects.” 

“Ouch! You really went for the jugular, hitting both a woman’s age and weight. I guess I had 

it coming after what I said, but truth be told, our current unhealthy shapes make clothes shopping 

difficult and expensive for both of us. Good thing our Amex cards keep us well-dressed in 

tailored work attire. I’m just worried that our last doctor’s visits showed we both have high blood 

pressure, and if we don’t find a way to relax we’re not going to make it to fifty. Speaking of 

stressing, it must be really hot out. The A/C in your new SUV is struggling to keep it cool in 

here.” 

Denise wished she hadn’t brought up the subject of their unhealthy habits. She could see 

Ted’s face getting red, suggesting his blood pressure was on the rise. Squabbling was not going 

to find them a vacation property, and Ted having a heart attack wouldn’t help either. 

Ted snarled, “Dammit, stop yammering about how we’ve blimped up and find us an open 

house, or I’m gonna drive this SUV into a telephone pole or into one of these rednecks in their 

big-assed pickup trucks. I’m tired, hot, stressed and you know me. I’m gonna go off if we don’t 

find something soon.” 

Denise focused on her phone again. “Here’s one, Teddy Bear. It’s only five miles up A1A, 

and it’s on Anastasia Island. From the photos, it’s a bright yellow two-story in a small gated 

community just off the highway. Three-bedrooms, two-and-a-half baths, with most of the living 

area on the first floor. Only a single bedroom and bath upstairs. And, there’s a cute little balcony 

off the upstairs bedroom. I definitely want to take a look.” 

Ted said, “Which side of A1A, beach side or west side? Beach side would be better. Easier 

access to the water.” 

“It’s on the west side, so you’d have to cross A1A to get to the beach. But, looks like it’s in 

walking distance. Just turn left on Route 206, follow 206 across the bridge, turn left on A1A and 

go a couple of miles. The development, called Sunny Acres, is on the left. The listing says that 

you’ll have to call into the guard’s station from the speaker at the gated entrance. Tell them 

we’re here for the Thompson’s open house.” 

“Sounds like a pain, but a gated community would provide some security. Probably increase 

the home owner’s association fees though.” 

Ted got pinned in by two tractor trailers, one in front of him and one to his left, just a block 

from the turn onto 206. He was already irritated, and this wasn’t good. Denise felt a jolt of fear, 

concerned her husband’s temper was going to get them killed. 

“How the hell am I supposed to turn left on 206? These two throttle jockeys have me trapped. 

Ah, screw it!” 

Ted shoved the accelerator to the floor, and Denise was amazed that he squeezed his SUV 

into a small gap that opened up between the front of one tractor trailer and the rear of the other. 

Denise grabbed the oh-my-god-bar and held on for dear life. The trucker that Ted had cut off 

gave him a loud blast from his air horn. Ted made the left turn onto 206.  

When they reached A1A, Denise saw wall-to-wall traffic. She had heard that Florida was 

becoming more and more crowded, but the constant flow of cars was surprising. 

Ted said, “Dee, this traffic is nuts. You’d think this A1A was the only road in all of Florida. 

We’d die trying to turn left without the traffic light.” 

Trying to calm her husband down and avoid death by automobile, she said, “You’re doing 

great, Teddy Bear. I’m glad I’m not driving. I couldn’t do it. You’re amazing.” 
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Ted had to turn left again, and cross the other side of the divided A1A highway to enter the 

development. This time there was no traffic light. After ten minutes, a very brief break in 

oncoming traffic appeared. He closed his eyes and floored it again. Denise grabbed the oh-my-

god bar and squealed as he successfully negotiated their SUV into the entrance road. He 

followed her directions regarding the entryway, and the gate opened. She saw that the 

neighborhood consisted of a single street, a total of twenty-two houses lining either side. 

Denise said, “Oh, Teddy Bear. Look at the bright colors; pink, blue, green, yellow. Looks 

very Florida-ey.” 

Ted said, “I’ll bet these places glow in the dark. I think that’s the house just up ahead on the 

right. Bright yellow. There’s a ‘For Sale’ sign on the front lawn.” 

Ted parked at the curb in front of the house. They walked up the steps onto a large wooden 

porch. Denise thought she might pass out from the intense heat and humidity. Ted, already 

sweating profusely, knocked on the door. The house looked like it had been recently painted, the 

porch deck boards newly stained. On the third knock, the door opened and a blast of delicious 

cool air hit Denise in the face. A tall, slender brunette with bright blue eyes invited them in. She 

offered Ted her hand. 

“Hi. I’m Laura Donovan. I work for SellItQuick Realty.” 

Ted shook her hand. Denise noticed that he did not smile or look particularly friendly.  

“I’m Ted Sorensen, and this is my wife, Denise. We’re looking for a property to use as both a 

vacation home and a rental and thought we’d come to your open house.” 

Then Denise took Laura’s hand. Denise was impressed that the realtor’s curly hair seemed 

tamed and her floral bodycon dress showed no signs of sweat stains. The same could not be said 

of her and Ted. 

Shaking Denise’s hand, Laura said cheerily, “It’s a pleasure to meet you. You’ve come to the 

right place. As you can see, the owners have taken excellent care of the house. And, it comes 

with a solid record of rental income. It’s only been on the market for a week, but there’s been 

lots of traffic at the open house and I’m expecting at least one offer by the end of the day.” 

Denise saw the flash of anger on her husband’s face. 

Ted snarled, “I get it. If I don’t make you an offer within the next ten minutes someone else 

will beat us to the draw. Can we at least look at the property first?” 

Denise was well acquainted with her husband’s temper and realized this realtor had gotten off 

on the wrong foot. This was bad; Denise had fallen in love with the house the moment she 

walked through the front door. The open layout, bright interior, and unusual red mahogany 

vaulted ceiling appealed to her expensive tastes. 

“Ted, I’m sure Laura didn’t mean anything by her comments. It is a nice house, and if there 

has been a lot of traffic today, she might be right. Let’s take the tour.” 

Laura said, still cheerily, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. I just wanted you to know the 

situation, in case you really like the place. As you can see, this is the living room. Notice the 

vaulted mahogany ceiling, with two ceiling fans. Makes the space feel open and roomy.” 

Denise said, “Yes, it’s quite beautiful. I love all the windows. And, the two skylights really 

brighten up the room.” 

Denise could see that Ted was still angry. He grouched, “The tile floor isn’t all that 

comfortable underfoot for a living room, and there’s a couple of cracks over here by the wall.” 

Laura’s smile disappeared momentarily. Denise thought she detected some frustration in the 

realtor’s voice. She knew Ted could be annoying.  
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Laura said, “Mr. Sorensen, no house is perfect. Even new construction has its flaws. I assure 

you, this is one of the nicest houses I’ve shown in a long time.” 

Ted had the last word. “It’s my job to find the problems before signing on the dotted line.” 

Laura led them through the main level. “This is the master bedroom suite. There’s a full 

bathroom, with a large jetted hot tub and separate shower.” 

Denise said, “Oh, Ted. This is beautiful. That hot tub would be great for your bad back. I love 

the colors, the dark blue tile and light blue walls. What a peaceful place.” 

Ted complained, “Some of the grout’s missing from tiles in the shower. Probably leaks. The 

toilet’s also in the wrong place; too close to the hot tub.” 

Laura said, still trying for cheery, “I would love to have this master bath in my own home. It’s 

beautifully designed, and built with quality. You’re not going to find anything nicer in this price 

range in St. Augustine.” 

Denise noticed that the realtor’s smile and pleasant demeanor had become forced. They 

finished the tour, with Ted and Laura sparring the entire time.  

Laura said, “Now that you’ve seen the house, I’ll walk you up the street and show you the 

community center and swimming pool, also very well maintained.” 

Denise said, “That sounds lovely. With this small community, I’m guessing the pool’s never 

crowded. That would be an improvement over all the people we have to deal with back home.” 

Ted couldn’t resist. “I hope the pool’s in better shape than the house. I did like the floor plan, 

but the cracked tile in the living room, that warped closet door, and the color of the paint they 

used in the upstairs bedroom are definite problems. Then there’s the difficult access to the 

HVAC system in the attic.” 

“Oh, Teddy Bear. It’s one little ol’ crack in a floor tile, a bent hinge on the closet door, and I 

liked the color of the upstairs bedroom. Access to the air handler… that’s the service guy’s 

problem.” 

Ted shot her a dirty look, and Denise thought she might have heard him growl. 

Laura opened the front door and walked out ahead of Ted and Denise. Denise cringed when 

the realtor slammed the door shut after they came through. She saw Ted smile. Knowing her 

husband, she figured he thought he was winning by getting under the realtor’s skin. 

Laura led the way as they walked up the sidewalk towards the swimming pool, past other 

brightly colored homes surrounded by neatly trimmed shrubbery and yards. Denise noticed that 

the realtor was barely sweating. She and Ted were huffing and puffing. With no breeze at all, she 

felt like she was baking and drowning with the intense sunshine and ninety-percent humidity.  

Clearly no longer cheery, Laura said, “I’ll warn you now, Mr. Sorensen, the pool house and 

community center building need a new coat of paint, which is scheduled for next week. The pool 

was just repainted two weeks ago.” 

Denise thought, Aren’t realtors usually sickeningly sweet, at least until they get their 

commission? But, Teddy is being really annoying. I know this is his way of trying to gain some 

negotiating leverage. I just hope it doesn’t backfire. 

Denise said, “I don’t see very many cars, and most of the houses look empty. There doesn’t 

appear to be anyone at this end of the block. Is everyone at work?” 

Laura said, “No. All the owners in this neighborhood are retired. It’s August, and most of 

them go somewhere else this time of year to escape the heat. Some also leave for a couple of 

months during peak hurricane season, which is August and September.” 

As they approached the gated community pool on the right, Denise saw a fenced pond on the 

left, adjacent to the pool.  
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“Laura, what’s that area? It looks pretty, like a small park. The online description didn’t 

mention a pond in the neighborhood.” 

Ted and Denise followed Laura to the right, up the sidewalk towards the pool gate. “Oh, that’s 

a little shaded park area. I was saving it for last. I’ll show it to you after we look at the pool and 

community center.” 

They walked over to the Olympic size pool, complete with swim lanes and a small diving 

board at the deep end.  

Denise said, “Look, Teddy. The pool is immaculate, newly painted, just like Laura said.” 

“Yeah, Dee. But, she’s right about the pool house. It could use a coat of paint.” To Laura. 

“You said that’s scheduled for next week? And, I wouldn’t call a room with a ping pong table 

and a few chairs an actual community center.” 

Laura answered, “Yes, Mr. Lawyer. As I said, weather permitting, the pool house will be 

painted next week. There’s also a small air-conditioned room in the back with exercise 

equipment, treadmills, exercycles and an elliptical. But, I doubt it would impress you.” 

Denise intervened, “Laura, please show us the cute little park. It looks like a great place for a 

picnic.” 

They followed Laura through the pool gate, across a small stretch of neatly cut grass. Laura 

opened the gate to the pond area, the couple entered, and she followed them down a fairly steep 

incline towards the water’s edge. Denice notice that the grass here contained dead patches and 

the plants were not as well-maintained as the rest of the property, but maybe it was more difficult 

to maintain because of the steep slope down to the water. 

Denise said, “Oh, Teddy Bear. What a peaceful little park. We’ve got the place all to 

ourselves. I could see myself sitting on the bank, sipping a glass of iced tea and reading a book.” 

Ted shook his head and sighed. “It’s hotter than hell, and there’s no place to sit. No bench, 

nothing. Look at the water. It’s green, probably full of mold, or algae, something nasty. It smells 

musty, and there’s a hint of sulphur.” 

Denise looked over her shoulder, and noticed that Laura was hanging back from the water’s 

edge. Denise’s gaze met that of the realtor. Denise felt confusion and then fear, as the realtor, 

with a crazy look in her eyes and her arms extended out in front of her, started running towards 

the unfortunate couple.  

“What the heck…? Teddy, look out!” 

Laura, her voice low but threatening, snarled, “You son-of-a-bitch. You and your stupid wife 

have no intention of buying anything. You’re just here to bitch and complain. You’re driving me 

crazy!” 

With that, Laura gave them both a shove. They landed with a splash in the green murky water. 

Denise managed to keep her head above water for a few moments. She saw the realtor back away 

quickly as the cottonmouths and alligators attacked. Denise tried to scream as the murky water 

around her turned red, but she choked on filthy water drawn in through her nose and mouth. A 

large alligator had sunk its teeth into Ted’s arm and dragged him underwater. Then she saw a 

snake as thick as her arm swimming in her direction at the same time that she felt the searing 

pain of razor sharp teeth grab her by the leg and start pulling her down. 

Denise struggled against the terrifying force pulling her underwater, and panic overtook her. 

She thought, My God, she’s murdered us, and there won’t be any evidence we were ever here. 

As she lost consciousness, Denise saw the realtor standing in front of a large sign on the street 

side of the pond fence, obscured by overgrown bushes.  
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The last thing she heard was Laura yell, “Lousy weekend browsers! That’s what you get! You 

weren’t going to buy anything anyhow! And, what kind of lawyers are too stupid to read a sign 

that says ‘Warning. Beware of Poisonous Snakes and Alligators’?” 
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Chapter 2. The Longfellows Look for a Getaway 
 

 

 

One Saturday morning in late May, Dr. Jason Longfellow and his wife, Chelsea, were sipping 

their coffee at the kitchen table, after a breakfast of bacon, eggs, biscuits and fried potatoes. 

Chelsea knew that as middle-aged working parents, they both needed that morning jolt of 

caffeine to get them going. The coffee gourmet of the family, she always made sure they had 

their favorite brands of coffee for the coffee machine. She preferred the strong, dark brews 

whereas Jason preferred the lighter, less bitter choices. Sometimes he even drank half-caff. She 

often taunted him that he might as well drink hot water. 

Jason took a sip of coffee and winced. 

“Great breakfast Chelse. But, what’s the occasion? And, why am I drinking this dark roast 

mud? It’s strong enough to rot a fella’s innards.” 

“Why do you always get suspicious when I fix you a nice home-cooked meal? We ran out of 

your pretend coffee, so I shared some of the real stuff with you. You’re welcome.” 

“I get suspicious because you’re usually trying to soften me up for some stressful surprise. 

Like when you scheduled your trip to Central America to adopt Lizzy without talking to me 

about it first. You knew I wasn’t ready for children.” 

“Graduate school was going on forever, and you were never going to be ready, so I just 

moved things along a little. You love the children.” 

“I gotta admit, they have their moments. But, there are three of them now. So, please no more 

fancy home-cooked meals, breakfast, lunch, or dinner.” 

“Jason, calm down. I’m not looking for another child. This was just breakfast. I have been 

thinking…” 

“Oh, God. I hate it when you start a sentence like that.” 

“Stop it, Jason. It’s the real reason I gave you the dark roast, caffeinated coffee. I wanted you 

fully awake for this. It’s difficult enough to get you to pay attention to me, let alone when you’re 

half asleep.” 

Jason sighed. “Oh, God. Now what?” 

Chelsea watched as Jason took another sip of coffee and choked on the strong brew. He stood 

up and started clearing the table, his hands shaking noticeably. She actually felt his anxiety level 

rise. Maybe she had overdosed him on caffeine. 

“Calm down. It’s no big deal. I’ve just been thinking that the kids are almost out of school for 

the summer, and we haven’t planned our vacation yet. After last year’s travel debacle, I’ve been 

afraid to bring it up, but we’re running out of time.” 

“Oh, that’s all. That’s why you’re trying to dissolve my innards? No worries, Wife of mine. 

After last year’s trip cross country, I don’t want to travel for vacation. I’ve been thinking we 

should find a place to rent for a couple of weeks, someplace nice where we could enjoy our time 

off. Maybe we could rent a house in Florida.” 

“I like the Florida part, but I was thinking more like we should buy a vacation home. We 

could go there anytime we want and it might be a good investment. We could go to Florida for 

vacation this summer and combine it with shopping for a condo.” 
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“So, that’s what the full English breakfast was about. You were trying to soften me up for one 

of your ideas. I don’t think we can afford a vacation home right now, although I have always 

wanted to spend Christmas on the beach.” 

Chelsea knew it terrified Jason to spend a lot of money, unless it was something he really 

wanted; cars came to mind. A large bank account gave him the illusion of security. She took a 

last bite of bacon, washed it down with a large swig of the strong brew and forged onward. 

“I know you believe that having a large savings account gives us security, but I think we 

could afford a condo near the beach. That’s if you keep your promise to hang onto your day job 

with the FDA. If you decide to quit your government job and do the PI thing full time, it won’t 

matter anyhow. You won’t need a vacation home, cause I’ll kill you.” 

Jason sat back down at the table, which Chelsea interpreted as a sign of submission. He was 

clearly trying to think this through. 

“Let’s see. If we bought a vacation condo, it would cut into our savings. I’m not entirely 

comfortable with that, and I would have to keep working for the FDA. If we don’t buy a vacation 

condo, I might be able to afford to do the PI thing full-time, but you said you’d murder me. 

That’s one murder I wouldn’t get to investigate. So, it’s either being uncomfortable buying a 

vacation condo to please the wife or doing the PI thing full-time and murder by wife?” 

Chelsea knew she had him on the ropes. She took another large drink of coffee and went for 

the jugular. 

“So, oh great private eye, where should we buy this vacation home? My sister, Jeanette, used 

to live in St. Augustine, Florida. She loved it there; America’s oldest city. She raved about the 

food, the history, the wide sandy beaches, calm ocean surf and the fact that it’s an artsy place. 

She tried them all looking for her passion; painting, pottery, jewelry, crocheting, even 

music…the guitar. Unfortunately, her husband found himself a sweet young musician while my 

sister was busy in her studio, and his passion turned out to be of a different kind. The lady 

musician got knocked up, my sister got his money in the divorce and moved to California to get 

as far away from her ex as possible.” 

“St. Augustine sounds great, but your story’s on the depressing side.” 

“Not really. Jeanette loves San Diego. She met a young stud of an actor, and she and her ex-

husband’s money are having the time of their lives. She’s invited me for a visit; says her new 

actor friend has a couple of good-looking roommates. But, I never have the time. Another thing I 

might be tempted to do if you quit your day job, or refuse the vacation condo thing.” 

Jason began tapping his foot on the floor. Chelsea recognized this as one of his many nervous 

habits.  

“Well, California’s definitely out. And, my day job’s in. So, America’s oldest city it is.” 

Jason’s hands were resting on the table, and Chelsea placed her hands on top of his in an 

attempt to comfort him. She knew she was pushing him into uncomfortable territory, but she 

really wanted a vacation home. She thought they could make some great family memories with 

their daughters, perhaps to replace the not-so-good memories she had of her own childhood. 

Chelsea said, “Then it’s settled. But, don’t you want to do a little research before we decide 

on St. Augustine? Check out the weather, population, traffic, crime statistics, is it safe for 

children? We are going to take our three young daughters on vacation with us, aren’t we?” 

Jason just smiled and shrugged. 

“Jason, aren’t we? They’re our children, and they kind of have to go where we go.” 

“Were you on the same trip as me last summer? They spent the entire time plugged into their 

laptops, tablets, and other techy stuff, watching movies, listening to music, on social media. They 



 16 

wouldn’t even notice if we left them here. Especially if they were with a grandmother they love 

oh so much. Do you think your mother might like to keep the little angels for a couple of weeks 

this summer, while you and I go to Florida?” 

“Jason Bartholomew Longfellow! They’re our children. We couldn’t possibly leave them 

with Mom-Mom for two or three weeks while we go to Florida! Could we?” 

“Well…your mother seems to like the children. The girls hate riding in the car, and Florida is 

a long drive. They’d be bored and miserable as hell looking at property, especially in the summer 

heat. And, when they’re miserable, they like to share the wealth, if you get my drift.” 

“Maybe you’re right. They might prefer staying home with Mom-Mom. I’ll talk to her first. 

She still seems really lonely, and Dad’s been gone a long time. She might love to have their 

company. If it’s okay with her, we’ll tell the girls, and see what happens.” 

Chelsea poured herself a third cup of coffee, and took a large drink. The caffeine was really 

starting to kick in. 

“I don’t know how you gulp that strong stuff down so fast. That much caffeine gives me the 

shakes. Anyhow, how is your mother? You used to talk to her on the phone all the time. I’ve 

heard the two of you reminiscing about your dad. I’ll never forget the story of how you and he 

tried to bake a cake when you were little, and he caught the oven on fire. Your Mom made him 

sleep in the car that night, if I remember the story correctly.” 

Chelsea smiled. “Then, there was the time he bought me the hockey equipment. I always 

suspected he wanted a son. We were playing in the living room, and he broke her glass coffee 

table with a slap shot. He was always getting carried away, like a big kid. I think he slept in the 

car that night too. I do miss him. Mom totally freaked out when we found out he had pancreatic 

cancer, and in his mid-forties. He went pretty fast, and so young.” 

“I’m sorry, Chelsea. You’ve told me the story before. Didn’t mean to bring it all up again and 

make you sad. That rough patch she went through with the heavy drinking after he died must 

have been hard on you. You were still a kid and had to take care of her. Kids that go through that 

kind of thing often grow up to be caretakers. Is that why you chose to become a nurse?” 

“That, and the fact that Dad was a doctor. He told me that the doctor’s got all the credit, but it 

was the nurses who actually provided the medical care. Remember, I started out as an intensive 

care nurse, and at first I loved it. But, I began having nightmares from the horrible stuff that 

happened in the ICU, especially with the children. So, I moved into hospital administration.” 

Anxiety from old memories raised its ugly head, and she changed the subject. “Speaking of 

family stuff, what about you? Your childhood wasn’t exactly all lollipops and rainbows.” 

Chelsea loved Dr. Jason Longfellow, now a drug reviewer for the US Food and Drug 

Administration. Second-generation Dutch, he was forty-seven, with a slim frame. She liked the 

fact that he stood six-foot-seven, and was protective of her. That made her feel safe. She teased 

him about the smattering of gray in his straight, sandy-brown hair, as well as his crooked nose, 

broken in childhood. His clear blue eyes, sharp smile, and glowing white teeth distracted from 

those physical flaws, and she found his combination of intelligence, clumsy charm and 

innocence to be very attractive. Her father had numerous affairs when Chelsea was a child, and 

she got crazy jealous when Jason even looked at another woman.  

“What do you mean, family stuff? I’m solid as the Rock of Gibraltar.” 

“Yeah, right. An FDA drug reviewer who gets bored and decides he wants to be a part-time PI 

and investigate murder cases, on the weekends no less. Most people would think that’s nuts. 

Speaking of that caretaker thing, that’s probably why I was so drawn to you. You’re a big ol’ 

teddy bear, but a very high maintenance teddy bear.” 
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Chelsea knew Jason as a man of integrity who loved his family, and was successful at his 

government job. But, he had his issues—difficulties dealing with stress, indecisiveness, a lack of 

understanding of the female gender, and a whopping midlife crisis. Neurotic, OCD, and an 

introvert, it was clear to her that he often preferred his own company. It drove her a little crazy 

when he carried on conversations with himself, sometimes in his head, and often mumbling 

aloud. She was aware of his stressful life—a tedious government job, a long, daily commute on 

the Washington Beltway, and raising a family with three young daughters – Lizzy, fifteen, Lilly, 

thirteen and Lucy, seven. Friday nights were the worst. When he got home from work, he often 

drank a couple of martinis to calm down before he could deal with the girls. Chelsea did not like 

the drinking at all. 

Jason said, “What do you mean high maintenance? I’m a manly man. I can handle anything 

this old world throws at me.” 

“By high maintenance I mean crazy person, but with good reason. When you were a kid, you 

tried to protect your mother from your abusive alcoholic father. He back-handed you and broke 

your nose when you were nine. In a blackout drunk, he tried to beat you to death when you were 

ten, but passed out before he succeeded. Wasn’t it shortly after that he ended up in prison for 

killing a man in a road rage incident? He died in prison when another prisoner killed him in a 

fight. Your mother was a nervous wreck and a chain-smoker who died from lung cancer when 

you were in your late teens. Isn’t that pretty much the story? No wonder you never feel safe. I 

probably was drawn to you because I’m a caretaker. But, you’re also every bit as goofy as my 

dad was, like a big kid; that’s probably part of it too.” 

“Hey, now. How’d we get on the subject of my parents? There’s no reason to dredge up all 

that stuff. I’m not afeard of nothin’. I do like the fact that you take good care of me, but don’t tell 

anyone I said that. Bad for my rep as a hard-boiled PI.” 

“Jason, all that stuff is the reason I love you so much. It made you who you are. You might be 

a little neurotic and OCD and your counting things or checking door locks can be annoying. But, 

I know how much you love me and the girls. And, you are kind of goofy. I love the way you let 

Lucy dress you up and put makeup on your face. You played with the girls when they were little, 

just like my dad. You dressed up as Santa and the Easter Bunny; a six-foot-seven Easter Bunny 

was actually kind of scary. And, you took them on that cross-country trip with us in the RV, and 

were very patient with them. I also know that you’d give your life to protect us. You’re middle-

age, and prone to checking out other women’s assets, but you’d never do anything to hurt our 

family. So what if we both have interesting pasts?” 

“Yeah, I’d never do anything to hurt my family, and then there’s that you’d murder me thing. 

You wouldn’t really murder me, would you? You just said you’re a nurturing nurse.” 

“Well, there can be two sides to a nurse. There’s the nurturing side, and then there’s Nurse 

Ratched.” 

Jason cringed. “That’s a comforting thought. So much for wandering down memory lane.” He 

paused in thought. “What were we talking about?” 

Chelsea said, “Try to keep up. We were discussing when to travel to Florida to buy a vacation 

home. What do you think?” 

“Middle of August is probably best for me. The government practically shuts down in August. 

Everyone heads out for vacation.” 

“I can make that work. Most of my team is taking off in June and July, so I’ll have coverage 

for August.” 
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Chelsea talked with her mother and the girls and got back to Jason later in the week. They sat 

at the kitchen table again, this time with Chelsea drinking her strong coffee while watching Jason 

sip his preference, hot tea with buckets of sugar. 

“I don’t know how you drink tea with that much sugar. You’re going to give yourself 

diabetes. Anyhow, I’m happy to announce that it’s all set. Mom-Mom is willing to watch our 

little darlings for the last three weeks in August, and the girls are onboard with the idea. Lizzy 

was relieved that she won’t have to miss any pool parties this summer. My mother has agreed to 

take her. I must warn you, though. Lilly and Lucy were very unhappy at the prospect of spending 

Christmas in Florida. You need to convince them Santa will find them there.” 

“Or, I could just tell them the truth…no such thing as Santa. I’m sure the two older ones have 

figured it out by now anyhow.” 

“Jason, wipe that grin off your face. That’s just mean. You assure them, especially Lucy, that 

Santa will find her, no matter where she is.”  

“Oh, all right. But, that Santa suit’s gonna be hotter than hell in Florida.” He grinned. “This 

thing in August, the girls staying with your mother, really is great though. Wow! Three glorious 

weeks alone with you, doing adult things…I mean, I’m really going to miss the girls. It’s a 

shame they don’t want to go, but I get it. We’ll just have to make do the best we can. We’ll 

champion on, and find a vacation home that’ll be perfect for all of us. So, do we have to take the 

children on all our future vacations?” 

She rolled her eyes. “If I have to keep choosing between you and the girls, maybe I’ll just take 

the kids and leave you home with Mom-Mom.” 
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Chapter 3. On the Road Again 
 

 

 

That Sunday, Jason kept an eye on the kids while Chelsea searched online for a rental condo 

in St. Augustine. She called him into the living room, where they sat on the couch while she 

reported her success. He left the girls downstairs in the playroom, telling the older two to keep an 

eye on Lucy. Chelsea told him she had rented a place within walking distance of the beach for 

three weeks in August. As part of this conversation, Jason discovered that she had planned for 

them to take her mid-size SUV on their trip. He threw a fit. Sitting on the opposite end of the 

sofa, he waved his arms dramatically while he talked. 

“Come on, Chelsea! This is an awesome opportunity to get some time behind the wheel of my 

midlife crisis car, my convertible roadster, the red rocket. Top down, wind in our hair, get a great 

suntan…” 

“Yeah, with bugs in our teeth, and you with cramps in your legs. Sounds great. And, where do 

you suppose we put our luggage? Then, there’s the rain…my sister used to tell me about serious 

thunderstorms in Florida. Calm down. You’ll scare the children if they hear you yelling.” 

But, he had held firm.  

“Florida and my red rocket are made for each other. A convertible, the Sunshine State. What 

more could you ask for?” 

“A car that’ll carry more than a set of underwear on the trip? The condo has a washer/dryer, 

but we do have to pack enough clothes for at least a week. I need my makeup, a hair dryer, 

toiletries, bathing suits, clothes, shorts, tops, a couple of dresses, some hats to protect me from 

the sun, several pairs of shoes, sunglasses, that lingerie you like so much…you know, the basics. 

That should fill up your cute little car. I don’t know what you’re going to do.” 

“No worries, Woman. All I need is one pair of pants, one shirt, one pair of underwear and a 

bathing suit. Like you said, there’s a washer/dryer. I can use your toothbrush, buy a cheap razor 

in Florida, and I’m good. That’ll all fit in a small travel bag.” 

*** 

When August arrived, Jason and Chelsea packed for the trip. Early on Friday morning, he 

waved as Chelsea left in her SUV to drop the children off at Mom-Mom’s house. Jason stayed 

behind to load the luggage into the red rocket. 

A little while later, Jason saw Chelsea pull into the driveway. He was busy attaching the last 

of the bags to a luggage rack on the back of his little roadster. 

“My mother sends her love. The girls also said to tell you they love you. They weren’t happy 

getting up so early.” 

“They were kind of grouchy. Lucy’s the only one that gave me a hug and a kiss. I’ll miss 

them, but this way we get to spend some time together, and I get to drive my car.” 

“Speaking of your car, where is it? All I see is a pile of luggage and a couple of backpacks. Is 

there a car under there? And, where’d that rack thing come from?” 

Jason walked over to his car and proudly patted the pile of luggage sitting on the rack on the 

back. 

“One more great thing about this sports car. It might be smaller than your SUV, but you can 

buy a luggage rack that attaches to the trunk; holds three or four pieces of luggage. I bought the 
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rack, knowing your idea of packing light means ten bags or less. I also jury-rigged extra hooks 

on the sides to attach the two backpacks.” 

Chelsea grinned. “A girl’s got needs; some hot new beach wear, several changes of clothes 

and plenty of clean underwear. Where’s your luggage?” 

“I have a small bag in the trunk; it’s all that would fit. But, no worries. Everything’s fastened 

down tight.” 

“Yeah, just so long as it doesn’t rain. I doubt that luggage is waterproof.” 

Jason rubbed his hand over one of the suitcases, feeling the sturdy material. 

“It’s supposed to be water-resistant. That’ll have to do. If it rains, we’re gonna need to be 

water resistant, too. Remember, I can’t put the top up on this thing. My head doesn’t fit.” 

“Jason, you’re an idiot. We’re also going to miss the A/C in my SUV. A convertible in 

Florida in August?…we’re going to cook. I don’t know how I let you talk me into these things.” 

“Stop with all the praise, Chelsea. Let’s hit the road. It’s starting to cloud up, and hopefully 

we can outrun whatever’s coming. There’s an umbrella and a couple of plastic ponchos on the 

floor of the passenger side, just in case.” 

Jason turned off the water, locked up the house and headed for I-95 with Chelsea stuffed in 

the passenger seat. She didn’t fit all that well in the red rocket either. 

As Jason cruised down the road towards I-95 and Florida, he turned and looked at Chelsea. 

He loved this woman, in her mid-forties, of Swedish ancestry with her long natural blonde hair 

blowing wildly in the wind. When they first met, he had told her he’d been drawn to her deep 

blue eyes, cute little nose, and kissable lips. But, truth be told, it was really her cute little ass that 

had sealed the deal. He felt grateful that she worked out every morning to stay slim and fit. Jason 

had met Chelsea at Georgetown University Medical School, with him in the graduate school of 

pharmacology and her in the nursing school. She had been a strong and independent woman, 

traits that Jason had admired in her—except when she turned it on him. Later, when she had 

moved from an ICU nurse to hospital administration, her confidence had been shaken. It had 

taken a while, but it had finally come back with a vengeance. 

“Jason, stop staring at me. Do I have a smudge on my face or something? Pay attention to the 

road and drive faster. You need to put those storm clouds behind us. I felt a few drops of rain.” 

Jason saw dark clouds off in the horizon behind them. He could see the rain and lightning 

headed their way. 

“I’m driving as fast as I can. We’re going uphill, and this car isn’t designed for hauling or 

towing. The weight of all your luggage is slowing us down. Maybe we should toss a piece of 

luggage or two overboard. Is there anything you can do without?” 

“Just keep driving. If anything’s going to be tossed overboard, it’s you. If we cut your head 

off and threw it out, at least we could put the top up. We could have been comfortable, safe and 

dry in my SUV. You and your hare-brained ideas.” 

“It’s called an adventure. Once we get over this hill, I’ll put the pedal to the metal and we’ll 

outrun the storm. Also, there’s always the umbrella.” 

“You’ve already got the pedal to the metal. Maybe you should pedal faster. Those squirrels 

under the hood of your little clown car need some help.” 

“Hey, now. Don’t make fun of my ride. Scrunch down some. Your hair’s catching too much 

wind and holding us back.” 

Chelsea growled, “Jason…” 
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They outran the storm, and were rolling down I-95. Jason was driving in the right lane at 

sixty-five, because the car wouldn’t go any faster with all the extra weight. A tractor trailer 

passed them on the left. 

“Jason, I was so focused on rain I forgot about all the trucks on I-95. That guy just about blew 

us off the road. Maybe you should drive under one of the tractor trailers for protection.” 

“My driving skills are outstanding, but I’m not a freakin’ stunt driver. At least, I don’t think I 

could do it. Well, maybe?” 

“Oh God! I forgot who I was talking to. You’re doing just fine, Dear. Everything will be 

okay.” 

“You’re right, Chelsea. I didn’t think about all the trucks either. I’m not so convinced that 

everything’ll be okay. One false move, and we’re bug splat. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-

nine…” 

“Jason, stop counting trucks and pay attention to driving. Counting won’t keep us safe right 

now.” 

“I know. But there’s something comforting about it. Helps me to stop thinking about scary 

things, you know, like being crushed to death.” 

Jason pulled out into the left lane to pass a tractor trailer moving even more slowly uphill than 

the red rocket. He saw a second truck come barreling up behind the rocket, tail-gaiting inches 

from his rear bumper. Jason’s stomach knotted up as he floored the accelerator, moved past the 

slower truck and cut him off, pulling quickly into the right lane to avoid being crushed. 

“That guy almost ran over top of us! Chelsea, you need to learn to drive a stick shift, so you 

can share in this fun.” 

“Jason, the red rocket was your brilliant idea. Let’s talk about something else. And, talk loud. 

I can barely hear you for all the road noise.” 

Jason raised his voice. “I’VE BEEN THINKING ABOUT ALL THE FUN WE’LL HAVE…” 

“Don’t you yell at me. I hate it when you yell at me.” 

“But, Chelsea. You told me to raise my voice so you could hear me. It’s deafening with all 

this traffic.” 

“Oh, all right. What were you saying?” 

“I’ve been thinking about how much fun we’ll have in Florida. We can get a boat, go fishing, 

rent a Jeep and run around in Ocala National Forest. And motorcycles…there are motorcycle 

dealerships all over Florida. You can drive a motorcycle all year around.” 

“Jason, I was thinking about different things, like visiting downtown St. Augustine, the 

history, museums, arts and crafts and great food. They have one of the oldest forts in the country. 

You should like that…you know…guns, cannons, swords, the silly stuff you seem to enjoy. You 

also like seafood. My sister raved about the seafood when she was there.” 

“Doesn’t sound like we agree on much, as usual. Maybe I could at least rent a motorcycle to 

drive downtown. They’re easier to park.” 

“Now you’re getting the idea Jason, although this thing we’re riding in isn’t much bigger than 

a motorcycle. You could probably park it on the sidewalk.” 

“Stop making fun of my ride, Woman.” 

“Then, next time you buy a midlife crisis car, don’t go for the clown car.” 

Jason got stuck behind a long line of trucks in the right lane doing sixty miles per hour. As he 

started to pull into the left lane to pass, a very large SUV flew by, forcing Jason back into the 

right lane. A whole line of cars followed the SUV, trapping the clown car in the slow lane. 

Neither the conversation nor the driving was going well, so Jason changed the subject again. 
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“Chelsea, I know you’re excited about buying a vacation property. What d’ya think? A condo 

or a single family home? Near the beach?” 

“I was thinking, with three daughters we should look for something with three bedrooms and 

two to three baths.” 

“Jeez Chelsea, I’m not Mr. Moneybags. I did some research online, and a two-bedroom, two-

bath condo can run two-hundred-thousand, considerably more if it’s close to the beach. I’m 

afraid any more than that will stretch us to the breaking point, and I don’t wanna break.” 

“Don’t worry, Jason. I’ve done my homework too. You can find a three-bedroom, two-and-a-

half-bath condo for around two-hundred-fifty to three-hundred-thousand if you look in the right 

place. I’ve already talked to a couple of realtors, and I’ve got one lined up to show us some 

properties.” 

“Chelsea, there’s one other thing I haven’t mentioned. You know I’m a manly man, and not 

afraid of anything. But, I can’t help wonder what would happen if we got caught in a hurricane. I 

read online that a category five can carry winds up to one-hundred-eighty miles per hour. I don’t 

wanna get blown away. And, what about the children? Should we put them in that kind of 

danger?” 

“You worry too much. Hurricane season is July through October, with peak season in 

September. The girls will be in school back home in Virginia in September. By the time they’ve 

graduated, we’ll have learned how to deal with hurricanes. Maybe we’ll even move to Florida 

full-time. Besides, I can always increase your life insurance, in case something happens while 

you’re protecting us.” 

Jason’s stomach started to spasm, and he tensed up. This trip we’ll be there in late August!  

His cramped driving position was also stressing him out. Chelsea couldn’t drive a stick shift, 

so he had to drive the entire trip. He hadn’t thought that through very well. He managed to pull 

out to pass the trucks, and a black sports car immediately started tail gaiting him, worsening his 

attitude. We’re going on a three-week vacation and home-buying trip, and we apparently don’t 

agree on anything. I’m just gonna have to put my foot down. We’re only looking at two-bedroom, 

two-bath units, to limit the cost. And, I’ll rent a motorcycle if I want. It’s like my private eye 

thing. She thinks she’s letting me do it. But, I wear the sweatpants in this family. 

Jason was lost in thought, driving on autopilot, when he came to a work zone. 

Chelsea said “Jason, you better slow down. It’s forty-five here and if you get pulled over, they 

double the fine.” 

Jason hit the brakes, rapidly decelerating from sixty-five to forty-five miles per hour. At the 

same time, two gigantic trucks with double trailers blew by him on the right doing seventy-five. 

The blast of wind caught him off guard. He lost control and the little roadster careened off the 

road to the left, just missing a center cement barrier. Jason saw several workmen scatter as he 

struggled to stop the car, dirt flying in all directions. He felt a hard jolt as the roadster rolled into 

a large, shallow hole. 

“Jason, what the hell! You drove us into a hole in the middle of a construction site. I hope you 

didn’t break anything on your little clown car. Get us out of here, NOW!” 

Jason looked around, stunned. He pointed at a large cement mixer sitting nearby. 

“It looks like they intend to pour cement into this hole to form the base for the support pillar 

of an on ramp. No worries, I’ll just back us out of here and we’ll get back on the highway.” He 

sat there, looking around. “Wow. All this construction equipment’s really cool. I always wanted 

to drive a bulldozer. Probably not as much fun as being a PI, though.” 
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Chelsea, panic in her voice. “Jason, what’s that giant piece of equipment doing?! I don’t think 

they see us, and that large scoop shovel full of dirt is headed our way!” 

“Chelsea, stop yelling. I can’t think straight when you yell at me.” 

“But, that shovel thingy has a bucket full of dirt. I think it’s about to fill in this hole, with us 

in it. Help!” 

The power shovel moved its bucket over the top of the clown car, opened the chute and 

started dumping dirt on top of them. 

Sputtering, Chelsea said, “Jason. Do something! They’re trying to bury us alive!” 

“Don’t worry, Darlin’. My detecting skills tell me they dug this hole in the wrong place, so 

they’re filling it in. They don’t know we’re here. I’ll get their attention.” 

Jason started blowing the horn. It wasn’t a very loud horn, being a clown car and all. 

Chelsea said, “The horn on this thing sounds like Tweety bird. They’ll never hear that.” 

Chelsea started to scream at the top of her lungs, choking on the dirt as it hit her in the face. 

“Help! Help! My idiot husband drove into your hole! Stop trying to bury us alive!” 

Jason was relieved to see that the power shovel had closed the bottom of its bucket half-way 

through the second dump. However, the car was already buried in sand and dirt up to the top of 

Chelsea’s passenger door; the interior was filled with the stuff. Jason and Chelsea were both 

trapped, their arms, legs and torsos buried to the point where they could barely move. 

The power shovel’s giant diesel engine cut off, and a pudgy workman in his early fifties 

emerged from the cabin and ran towards the half-buried roadster. At five-eight, he looked to 

Jason like the stereotypical construction worker, with a sunburnt face, peeling skin, a large nose, 

graying moustache and an unkempt beard. He was dressed in the typical uniform, blue jeans and 

a T-shirt covered with bright orange bib overalls to make him a more visible target for the 

speeding vehicles. He wore a matching orange safety helmet that clashed with the mostly gray, 

brown hair that hung out from under it. He held the remnants of a cheap cigar crushed between 

his teeth. As he approached Jason’s side of the car, he finished the cigar and tossed it. 

“Howdy, Mister. The name’s Ben. I’m the foreman on this here site. What the hell are you 

doing in my hole? This ain’t no damned rest stop. We almost buried you and the Misses there 

alive. Now, I gotta get some of my men to come dig you out.” 

Jason was so overwhelmed by the stench of dirt, auto exhaust, and diesel fumes from the 

heavy duty equipment that he could barely breathe, let alone concentrate on Ben’s words.  

He turned and yelled up the hill behind him. “Jake! Bring some of the boys with shovels. We 

gotta dig this damned fool and his Misses out of this here hole and send them on their way.” To 

Jason and Chelsea. “Just sit tight, folks. We’ll have you out in no time.” 

Jason managed to work his arms free. He started removing dirt from his side of the car, 

attempting to dig himself out by hand. 

“No worries, Chelsea. I’ll free myself, and then rescue you. I got us into this mess, and I can 

get us out.” 

Chelsea’s face was beet red. Jason heard her scream over the roar of trucks and cars speeding 

by on the interstate. 

“Jason Longfellow, I’m going to kill you in a most unpleasant manner! First, you insist on 

driving this stupid clown car. Then, you drive us off the highway and into a hole. And, that’s not 

enough for you? You land us in a place where they try to bury us alive. ARE YOU INSANE?” 

Four additional workmen with shovels had started to approach the partially buried car as per 

Ben’s instructions. Jason saw them all freeze in their tracks when they heard Chelsea. 

“Chelsea, please calm down. You’re scaring the workmen, and we need them to dig us out.” 
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Chelsea started to cry. “I am buried in dirt. My hair’s filled with dirt. My clothes are covered 

in dirt. My shoes are full of dirt.” 

 Jason did his best to assure the workmen that Chelsea wasn’t an immediate danger to their 

lives, and they eventually climbed down the hill towards the car, shovels at the ready. 

Meanwhile, Jason had managed to dig himself out of the driver’s seat and climb out of the car, 

and the hole. He walked around to Chelsea’s side of the car. Since the car was buried in dirt up to 

the top of the doorframe on her side, he was positioned above his wife. He got down on his knees 

and started digging her out with his hands. 

One of the workmen, a small man in his mid-thirties, approached Jason, holding out a shovel 

in front of him. At 160 pounds with a wiry body, sinister looking dark eyes, a thin face and coal 

black hair, Jason thought that he looked like a pirate. 

“Here, mister. This might help.” 

Jason checked the guy out further. Those are some mean looking tattoos on this guy’s face 

and arms, and with those scars over his right eye and on his left cheek he looks like he just got 

out of prison. If he didn’t have on that orange construction worker’s outfit, I’d suspect maybe he 

was gonna whack me on the head with that shovel. No such luck. That’d put me out of my misery 

before Chelsea gets free. 

Jason took the shovel, but sat it on the ground next to him and continued to dig Chelsea out 

with his hands. 

“No worries, Chelsea. I’ll have you out in no time. Then they’ll dig the car out, and we’ll be 

on our way. This is just a minor blip in our adventure to the sunny state of Florida. It’s actually 

kind of exciting.” 

Jason had finally removed enough dirt that Chelsea could stand and climb out of the car. He 

noticed that her face was no longer red with rage, but she still didn’t look all that friendly.  

Chelsea continued to brush dirt off of her clothes, and out of her hair. “Thank you, Jason. I’ll 

just sit on the ground over here and wait for you and your friends to dig your freakin’ clown car 

out, so we can be on our way. I’m going to need to stop somewhere to get the dirt out of my 

blouse, pants and…well…you know. This is very uncomfortable.” 

“I know, Chelsea. I’ve got dirt everywhere, including my ass-crack. Don’t wander off. Stay 

here where I can keep you safe.” 

“Keep me safe? You just tried to bury me alive.” 

He picked up the shovel and began to dig the car out on the passenger’s side. 

“One shovel full. Two shovels full. Three shovel’s full. Four shovels full…Hey, what’s that?” 

Jason put down the shovel, got down on his knees and began to dig with his hands again. 

“This is strange. It looks like the top of a human head, but how’s that possible? We didn’t run 

over anyone on the way into this hole, did we Chelsea? I think I’d know if I hit a person. Maybe 

it’s just a head. Not attached to anything.” 

“Yes, Jason, I’m sure you just found a head. Not a strange way to begin a trip to Florida at all. 

And, no, I don’t remember hitting anyone when you drove us off the road. You just aimed for the 

nearest large hole, and here we are.” 

Chelsea stood, walked a few feet further away and sat down in a patch of grass in the middle 

of the construction site. She looked to Jason like she’d rather be virtually anywhere else in the 

world. Jason dug the head out a little further. It had short brown hair filled with dirt. He took 

hold of the head and gave it a pull.  

“Nope, it’s definitely attached to something.” 
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Two of the other workmen moved to Jason’s side of the car and began digging with their 

shovels. In a few minutes, they had uncovered the body of a man, clearly another workman 

based on his orange outfit.  

One of the men, a Hispanic fellow, yelled up the hill, “Hey Ben, sorry to say this, but I think 

we found your son-in-law Bert. He don’t look so good.” 

Jason saw Ben, the foreman, come running back down the hill. 

“What the hell are you talkin’ about, Roberto? I sent Bert to get us some sandwiches a couple 

hours ago. He never came back. What’s he doing in this here hole?”  

Ben looked at Jason. “Mister, you better not have run over my son-in-law. My daughter’s 

gonna kill me. She didn’t want old Bert here to take this job, but he begged me, so I hired him. 

Now, it looks like he’s dead.” 

Jason walked over to Ben and put his hand on the man’s shoulder reassuringly. 

“Ben…can I call you Ben? Ben, I’m positive we didn’t hit anyone when we blew off the road 

and fell into this hole.” 

“Well, your fuckin’ little foreign car appears to be sittin’ on top of Bert. How d’ya explain 

that?” 

Jason withdrew his hand and stepped back from the angry man. 

“No worries, Ben. I’m a private eye, and I’ll figure this out. My car’s not actually on top of 

Bert…more like Bert’s near the front bumper.” 

Jason looked up the hill to a grassy spot where Chelsea was sitting a few feet away, staring off 

into space. 

“Chelsea, can you please come here? We seem to have a problem. This body’s name is Bert, 

and he’s the foreman’s son-in-law. Might be good if we could figure out what killed him. I know 

I didn’t run over him, but Ben here’s not convinced. He’s getting all agitated.” 

Chelsea stood up and walked back down the hill towards Jason. He saw a confused look on 

her face, like she still wasn’t entirely sure what was happening. 

“Jason, I already told you, we didn’t hit anything or anyone. You just drove us into this hole. 

Is it possible this Bert was already in the hole when you landed on top of him?” 

“Excellent thought. See, that’s why I keep you around? Even though I’m the expert PI, you 

have a helpful idea once in a while.” 

“WHY YOU KEEP ME AROUND?!” 

Both Ben and Roberto recoiled at the tone in her voice. Jason thought, They look like they’re 

afraid she’s going to kill one of them, or me, and they might be right. 

The men kept digging until the roadster, and the dead body, were completely free of dirt and 

debris. Jason kicked into full on PI mode and started inspecting the body.  

“It’s obvious that Chelsea’s right. The body was already in the hole, and my red rocket landed 

on it when we went into said hole. The question now becomes, who murdered Bert here? His 

body was probably partially covered by someone who knew that the hole was about to be filled 

in with dirt. Add a load of dirt, some cement, and voila, Bert’s body is gone forever.” 

Chelsea said, “Sounds like an inside job.” 

Jason looked around. “Chelsea, what’s wrong with you? We’re obviously outside, at a 

construction site.” 

She shook her head. “No, Jason…Maybe one of the workers…Oh, never mind.” 

Jason began examining the scene more carefully. He got into the car, started the engine and 

backed it up so the body was free for closer examination. He turned off the engine, exited the 

vehicle, and knelt next to the body. He rolled Bert over onto his back. 
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“Well, this is an interesting development. Bert here appears to have a hole in his forehead. 

From the size of the hole I’d guess it’s from a thirty-eight caliber revolver.” 

Chelsea perked up. “Jason, don’t you have a thirty-eight caliber revolver?” 

“Chelsea, hush. Mine’s packed in my suitcase in the trunk. Must be some other revolver.” 

Roberto spoke up. “Mr. PI, Sir. Should you be messin’ with the body? Ain’t this a crime 

scene? And, your wife says you have the same kind of handgun that killed Bert. Don’t that make 

you a suspect? Maybe you should just go, before the cops get here.” 

Jason looked at Roberto. “That only applies to civilians. I’m a licensed PI, and I know what 

I’m doing. I’ll have this crime solved by the time the cops get here. And, don’t listen to my wife. 

I’m the PI.” 

Ben said, “You better hurry. I called the cops ten minutes ago.” 

Chelsea’s face was red again. She looked to Jason like she was about to explode. 

“Don’t listen to me? You’re the PI? You’re the idiot that drove us into the hole in the first 

place. I’m gonna strangle you!” 

She started towards Jason, Jason stepped back and Ben stepped between them. “Please, stop 

it! We already got one dead body, my son-in-law. We don’t need another one.” 

Jason said, “Yeah, Chelsea. We don’t need another body. Besides, you can’t drive a stick 

shift. If you strangle me, who’s gonna drive you to Florida?” 

Jason saw Chelsea relax, and he started examining the body again. “Look. There’s a lipstick 

stain on Bert’s shirt collar. Ben, I thought you said you sent your son-in-law to get sandwiches.” 

“I did. But, I never saw him come back.” 

“I suspect that he snuck off for a nooner, probably with someone’s wife.” 

Jason looked at the four workmen standing around Bert’s body. All of a sudden he pointed at 

Roberto. 

“J’accuze.” 

Chelsea frowned. “To be clear, Roberto is not French. I don’t think anyone here is French. 

How do you know he’s the killer?” 

“I just have a gut feeling, and he’s the only one who’s concerned that I disturbed the crime 

scene. He’s trying to get rid of us. Why is that? Maybe it’s because he’s afraid I’ll find 

something before he has a chance to flee the scene.” 

Roberto spoke up. “That’s crazy, man. Are you on something?” 

Jason said, “Ben, check Roberto’s pockets. I’ll bet he has a photo in one of them.” 

Roberto turned and started to run up the hill. Ben hit him in the back with a shovel, knocking 

him to the ground. One of the other workmen helped Ben subdue him, while Jason went through 

his pockets. 

“Aha! What do we have here? I believe this is a photograph of Bert in a compromising 

position with a pretty young Hispanic lady. Your wife I’m guessing, Roberto?” 

Chelsea said, “Jason, that’s amazing. How’d you know he’d have that picture in his pocket?” 

Jason pulled a piece of paper out of his own pants pocket with writing on it. 

“Elementary, my dear Watson…I mean Chelsea. When I examined Bert’s body, I found this 

note from a woman named Rose. In it she warned Bert to be careful, because Roberto was 

carrying around photos of the two of them in bed together. She found out that Roberto knew she 

was having an affair with Bert. So, I just figured Roberto for the killer and that he’d have a photo 

or two on his person.” 
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Roberto turned nasty. “She’s my sister, Rose. Not my wife. This bastard Bert’s married, and 

he’s been screwing my sister. I hired a private eye, who followed her and took some pictures. 

This is one of them. If Mama ever found out about this, it would kill her.” 

Jason responded. “So, you killed Bert? Wait. What? You hired a private eye to follow her? 

I’m a private eye. That’s a good idea. I could take cases like that. Was it very difficult? How 

much did you pay him?” 

Chelsea, frowning again. “Jason, focus. That’s hardly the point. How did Roberto kill him 

with all the workmen around?” 

Ben spoke up. “I think I can answer that. I know for a fact that Roberto carries around a 

thirty-eight special revolver. I’ve seen it in his truck. We took a water and bathroom break a 

couple of hours ago, we all left together, and I didn’t see Roberto in the truck with us. I just 

figured he’d taken a separate truck. Bert must have come back while we were gone, Roberto saw 

the lipstick on his collar, shot him, and partially buried him in the hole. Is that about right?” 

Jason said, “Yeah, what he said. But, for the record, I’m the one who figured out it was 

Roberto. I’m the PI. What d’ya think Chelsea? Pretty good, huh?” 

Chelsea sounded exasperated. “Much to my surprise, you managed to clear this up and catch 

the killer in record time. And, not to my surprise at all, you didn’t have a client for the case. So, 

you don’t get paid anything for your trouble. Maybe you should take cases from people that 

suspect their spouses, or sisters, of having an affair. Then you’d have a client, and maybe get 

paid. Oh God! Won’t this day ever end? We’re never going to get to Florida.” 

Roberto tried to escape from the men holding him. Jason watched as one of the workmen got 

some rope out of his truck and gave it to Ben, who tied Roberto’s hands behind him. Then, he 

kicked Roberto’s legs out from under him, forcing him onto his knees. 

Ben said, “Speaking of Florida, you had better leave before the police get here. No reason for 

you to hang around. You already solved the case, I’m making a citizen’s arrest of Roberto, and 

I’ll turn him over to the cops. We won’t even mention the two of you. The guys built a ramp out 

of packed dirt. You should be able to drive your little car out of the hole and hit the road. Thanks 

for everything. Good luck with the rest of your trip.” 

Jason and Chelsea got into the red rocket, Jason pulled out of the hole and they were on their 

way. He had trouble pulling into interstate traffic, but they made it without further disaster. 

“Jason, I hope Ben turns Roberto over to the police alive. He seemed kind of perturbed at the 

man. More important, please stop at the next rest area so I can at least shake the dirt out of my 

hair and clothes. We haven’t been on the road for half a day, and you get blown off the interstate 

and find a dead body. I swear, if we run into anymore dead bodies on this trip, I am going to kill 

you for real.” 

“Look at the bright side, Chelsea. I think I’ve got a way of actually getting paid as a PI. Do 

any of your friends at the hospital suspect their spouses of having an affair?” 

“Idiot.” 
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