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This book is dedicated to the resilient residents of the Florida Keys who took all Hurricane Irma had to throw at them and came out punching back. 

“Like the palm trees that are so plentiful on the islands, the Keys residents bent but they didn’t break.”
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Sherry backed the trailer down the ramp, Mark released the bowline and the 15-foot hard bottom inflatable boat floated free. He lowered the outboard into the water and turned the key. The four-stroke engine started instantly and purred like a kitten. He let the Mercury warm up, then lowered the throttle handle and slowly backed away. He gave Sherry a thumbs-up and she pulled the trailer up the ramp and headed back to the condo and Mark turned towards open water. 

Normally he would slam the throttle down to feel the acceleration of the horsepower, but after last year when he got mixed up with murderous modern-day pirates chasing Spanish treasure, Mark vowed this winter’s four month stay in the Florida Keys would be relaxing and stress-free. He eased the throttle to a leisurely pace to enjoy the sun, blue sky and calm water of Florida Bay. 

Mark relaxed and watched a circling pelican dive into the water and come up with a fish. Seagulls screamed while they chased the pelican, hoping he would drop his lunch. 

About a mile into the trip to the condo dock, Mark noticed a fish scurrying along the bottom. He slowed to watch the three-foot nurse shark swimming along the sandy bottom. He smiled thinking of the first time he saw a nurse shark. He was sure it was going to leap out the water and take a bite out of the boat like in the movie Jaws.

In the clear water of Florida Bay there were all kinds of creatures to entertain him; the lobster that lived in the crevices of the coral, bonefish that inhabited the mudflats to feed on creatures traveling on the incoming tide, and the huge gentle manatee that often visited the condo dock. 

As Mark slowly cruised, he noticed a dark shadow in the water ahead. He slowed to see a good size Spotted Eagle Ray skimming across the sandy bottom. “That is the biggest ray I’ve seen,” Mark said as he watched the graceful creature “flying” along the bottom. “I bet it’s more than three feet across!” He watched the ray until it swam out of view.

Mark was enjoying the slower pace and taking time to smell the roses, or in this case, watch nature, as he slowly puttered along. Off in the distance Mark saw what appeared to be the rounded back of a sea turtle floating at the surface. He wondered what kind it was. “From here it looks like a loggerhead or maybe a leatherback,” Mark thought, trying to remember what he learned from their tour at the Turtle Hospital in Marathon. “My guess is a loggerhead.” 

He stopped the engine and let the boat slowly drift forward and was amazed the turtle didn’t submerge and swim away. As he got closer he realized it wasn’t a turtle. It was a dead body. 

A corpse was floating face down, its arms out to the sides, its head drooping and its legs hanging down. The arched back at the surface gave it the appearance of the shell of a turtle.

The bow wave of the boat caused the body to drift. Knowing he had to keep the body from floating away or sinking before the authorities arrived, Mark instinctively reached out for its hand.

As Mark grasped the pale white, wrinkled hand and began to pull, the skin of the hand peeled away like a glove, leaving Mark holding a mushy handful of putrid flesh. He shook his hand in disgust releasing the slimy material, it fell into his lap. He quickly stood up and brushed the rotten flesh into the water.

To keep the rotting corpse from slipping away, Mark slipped a dock line around the torso. He carefully pulled the figure towards the boat, the body rolled on its side revealing a face bleached white and bloated from saltwater. Sea life had been feeding on it. The soft tissue of the lips and nose were gone and there were two empty sockets where the eyes had been devoured by shrimp, crabs and other sea creatures.

Mark held the rope tight against the boat as he removed his cell phone from his pocket. One handed, he dialed 911 and lifted the phone to his ear. He heard the operator answer but the stench of putrefied flesh on his hand was unbearable. He began gagging, dropped the phone to the deck and retched over the side.

Mark wiped his mouth with his forearm and picked up the phone, turning on the speaker function. The emergency operator was still on the line asking, “Hello? Hello? 911. What’s your emergency? Is there anyone there? What is your emergency?”

Trying to repress his gag reflex Mark said, “I ... I found ... ah ... a body in the bay!” He gave his coordinates for the Coast Guard to come take the corpse off his hands ... literally.

As he waited, Mark wanted to dip his hand in the water to rid it of the foul odor and any residue of rotting flesh, but he was tiring and had to use both hands on the line to hold the body. Sea gulls circled above screeching and small fish were in a feeding frenzy as they picked at the putrid flesh of the hand lying six feet below on the sandy bottom.

He could hear a siren in the distance then saw the flashing blue lights and orange hull of a Coast Guard boat racing towards him. 

The vessel slowed as it approached Mark’s boat. Two Coasties in flotation suits entered the water and carefully took the body from Mark and floated it onto a backboard. Once it was secured, the body was lifted aboard the rescue boat. 

In his natural journalistic inquisitiveness, Mark looked at the body as it was raised up onto the Coast Guard boat. He noticed both the right foot and right hand were missing. Mark thought to himself, “Don’t blame those on me, I only peeled the left hand.” 

A Coast Guardsman, with a rag tied around his head covering his nose, gagged as he questioned Mark. He answered the questions and provided the Coast Guard his personal information while another Coast Guardsman handed him a sliver of soap. Mark dipped his hands in the water working up a lather hoping to get rid of the disgusting odor. Instead it left his hands smelling like a decomposing corpse in an Irish spring.

The Coast Guard vessel cast off its lines from Mark’s boat and slowly powered away. Mark started his engine, slammed the throttle down full and sped towards the condo. 

As he powered to the dock he said to himself, “After a career of chasing death as a reporter and last year’s murders involving Spanish treasure, I was going to relax this winter, but here I am with a dead body on my hands. Actually on my hands.”

Racing across the water Mark slipped into journalist mode. “I wonder how long the corpse has been in the water? I wonder if the body is from a boating accident, possibly a person blown offshore during Hurricane Irma, or maybe someone trying to hide the evidence of a murder.” 

Mark wouldn’t relax until he knew who the rotting corpse was and how he died. He said aloud, “So much for a calm relaxing winter in the Keys.” 
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That evening at the first Condominium Snowbird Sunset Celebration Mark was besieged with questions. They weren’t the questions usually asked when greeting friends not seen in months. The questions weren’t; “How have you been? Did you have a good summer? How was the fishing up north?” Rather they were questions like; “Who was the dead guy? How long was he in the water? Is he a local? Do you think he was an illegal trying to sneak into the country? Think maybe he is a victim of the hurricane?”

Mark just responded that he didn’t know anything about the guy other than he was quite dead. 

After finding the body in the bay, Mark tied up at the condo dock, quickly sprayed the boat down then ran to the condo and poured bleach on his hands trying to get rid of the putrid odor. He took a long shower, scrubbing himself twice and yet as he stood at the sunset celebration he could still smell the odor of rotting flesh. Since no one backed away or pinched their nose as they talked with him, Mark decided the odor was only in his mind. 

That night as Sherry slept, Mark laid awake staring at the ceiling. Throughout his career as a reporter for the Detroit Free Press specializing in murder cases, he had seen many dead bodies; people who had been shot in the back of the head with half of their face missing, victims pulled out of the Detroit River, people beaten to death, and he still vividly remembered the woman who was pushed beneath a moving train. But he had never touched the bodies. He never grabbed one only to have the flesh peel off like a slimy glove. 

As he remembered discovering the body, the odor of rotting flesh crept back into his mind.

He asked himself the questions the Coast Guard and his neighbors asked earlier. “Who was he? Why was he in the bay? “Hell, I guess I don’t even know if it was a man. The body was so bloated and decayed it might have been a woman.”

With the ceiling fan slowly spinning above him, Mark’s mind slipped into investigative reporter mode. He wondered how they would be able to determine who the victim was. “Surely no one can recognize the corpse’s face, and they won’t be able to get finger prints; the right hand is missing and the fingertips of the left hand are working through the digestive track of a bunch of fish.”

“Maybe DNA?” he thought. “They can identify the victim through DNA. That is if submersion in saltwater hasn’t destroyed it. But, they can identify a victim by using the DNA from bone marrow so they should be able to identify the body. The salt water shouldn’t have destroyed the bone marrow,” Mark theorized.

“Wait a minute,” he corrected himself. “They should be able to obtain DNA from the corpse but they still may not be able to identify the victim. That will depend on whether his or her DNA had been collected and cataloged when the victim was alive.”

With the odor of the rotting hand creeping into his mind Mark mumbled, “I’ve got to get some sleep.” He turned on his side and buried his head in the pillow hoping it would shut off his brain and his imaginary sense of smell.

~ ~ ~
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DESPITE BEING UP LATE thinking about the body in the bay, Mark awoke early. It was his normal routine, get up between 6:00 and 6:30, start a pot of coffee, and sit on the balcony of their condominium. With his laptop on his lap, Mark sat and worked on his second novel.

Mark sipped his coffee and smelled the unmistakable scent of bacon frying from a condo a couple of doors down. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to titillate his olfactory senses with the meaty fragrance he had not smelled since Sherry put them on a healthy eating regiment. He enjoyed the fragrance until his mind morphed from the delectable aroma to the pungent odor of rotting flesh. Mark quickly opened his eyes bringing himself back to reality hoping to rid his mind of the disgustingly foul smell. It didn’t work. 

He opened email to read the latest joke his sister sent. “I swear she is the only person who still forwards jokes on email.” 

The diversionary tactic worked, the odor faded. Rotting flesh, no longer polluted his brain. Mark checked the local online newspaper, The Island Times, hoping to find an article about the body he found in the bay. Although, he didn’t anticipate much until later in the day when a reporter had an opportunity to investigate and write an article.

But there was a headline, “Body discovered in Bay.” It was just a brief article saying a body was found by a boater and the sheriff’s department was investigating. Pretty much what he expected. An initial article with more to follow. 

Mark heard Sherry stirring upstairs. As per their normal morning routine, he got up to mix her morning elixir and had it waiting on the table between their chairs when she appeared. 

“Good morning beautiful,” Mark said to his wife.

“Did you find anything about the body online?” she asked, knowing Mark’s inquisitive mind would be seeking information about the corpse.

“Just a quick article saying a body was found by a boater.”

“Hey, you got your name in the newspaper, you’re the boater,” she said with a giggle.

He smiled at his wife and took a sip of his coffee. He opened the computer but before it could boot up there was a knock on their door. Expecting a neighbor inviting Sherry out for a walk or someone wanting to plan a lady’s lunch, Mark was surprised to find a young woman he didn’t know standing at the door.

“Hello, may I help you?” he asked.

“Ah, hello ... Ah, Mr. Daniels, I’m Rebecca Cory a reporter with The Island Times,” she stammered. “Ah, do you have a few minutes to talk to me? 

Mark was cautions about inviting strangers into his house, a trait he developed after years of dealing with the criminal element he worked with as a reporter. The woman at the door looked to be in her mid to late twenties, she held a notebook in one hand and nervously twirled a pen between her fingers in the other. She wore a lanyard around her neck with a laminated identification card printed with her name, photograph and the beach and palm tree logo of The Island Times.

Mark figured she was okay and invited her in.

Sherry walked in from the balcony and offered the young woman a drink, “Coffee, iced tea? Water?”

“Thank you I would like an iced tea, please,” she responded, obviously nervous. Mark could tell she was not comfortable, he had seen it hundreds of times with young reporters. He asked, “How can I help you Ms. Cory?

“Please Mr. Daniels call me Becca. Or my brothers call me R.C.” she said.

“Okay, Becca but this is Sherry and I’m Mark.”

“Alright,” she said. “Ah, if you don’t mind I would like to... ah... interview you about the body you found yesterday.”

Becca was obviously uncomfortable. Mark figured she must be new on the job. To try to set her at ease, he asked, “How long have you been working for The Island Times?”

“I’ve been there about a year and a half and before that I worked for the Sentinel Tribune in Bowling Green, and in college I interned at the Dayton Daily News.”

“Sounds like you have a lot of experience.” Mark encouraged her. “Go ahead, shoot some questions at me.”

Becca gave a slight smile, took a deep breath and asked, “Were you out on the bay yesterday? Wait, I mean, I know you were on the bay but... why were you on the bay yesterday. I’m sorry, but I am really nervous.”

Mark didn’t answer her question rather he asked his own. “Why are you nervous? You have probably interviewed hundreds of people.”

“I know but I never interviewed an award winning journalist. I mean you wrote articles about Jimmy Hoffa, and received a Pulitzer for your work on the Michigan murderer, John Norman Collins. For God’s sake, we studied you in college.”

“Becca, that was long ago. Now I am just Mark, a snowbird down in the Keys who happened to come across a dead body floating in the Bay. Ask me anything, I’m sure you’ll do a great job.”

Sherry joined in and told the girl, “Hey, believe me girl, he’s nothing special. He spent a few years scribbling for a newspaper and now he writes two-bit murder mysteries. You don’t need to be in awe of him.”

Mark looked at his wife and questioned, “Two-bit murder mysteries?”

Becca took a sip of her iced tea, arranged the notebook on her lap and asked, “What is your full name and address? It’s just for our records.”

From that point on the interview went fine, Becca calmed down and Mark was open and forthcoming with his answers, although he didn’t really have much to tell her. He told her about seeing the corpse in the distance and thinking it was a sea turtle. He told her he was able to secure the body so it wouldn’t float away and held it close to his boat until the Coast Guard arrived. Some things he avoided telling her was that the flesh of the hand peeled off when he grabbed it, that the person was unrecognizable from creatures feasting on its face and the eyes had been eaten out of the sockets, he also didn’t bother to describe how putrid the body smelled nor did he tell her that it made him vomit. All details he also had not shared with his wife.

Becca thanked Mark for the interview, telling him it was an honor meeting him. Mark brushed off the complement telling her, “I’m retired and I passed the torch of quality journalism on to your generation. Now it is your turn to protect the freedom of the press.” 

Phone numbers, email addresses and a promise to stay in touch were exchanged. Mark requested that she call him if she heard anything about the identification of the body, saying, “I would prefer to call the deceased by name rather than the body in the bay.”

When Becca left Sherry kissed Mark on the forehead and said. “Well, Mr. Pulitzer, don’t let it go to your head. You’re just Mark to me.”

Mark looked at his wife and responded, “Yeah, just a writer of two-bit murder mysteries.”
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Again that night, Mark couldn’t sleep. He lay next to Sherry wondering if the body had been dumped in the bay, accidentally fell off a boat and drowned, or maybe he is a victim of Hurricane Irma. “I didn’t see any visible wounds that would indicate he was murdered, so maybe it is just accidental or a hurricane related death. But then maybe wounds couldn’t be easily observed because the body was so bloated and in such a state of decomposition,” he thought.

“I wonder how long he,” Mark decided to just refer to the body as a he, “How long he was in the water? I guess I don’t know the effect extended submersion in water has on a body. That will be a Google search for someday.” He turned over hoping to sleep.

The next morning Mark awoke early and was sitting on their lower balcony sipping coffee as the sun rose in the east. He checked the Keys online newspapers to see if anything new had been written about his floater, the term the Detroit police used to describe a body found in the river.  The Island Times had updated their initial story with information he provided Becca yesterday. The article gave his name, that he was vacationing from Michigan and that he is a retired reporter with the Detroit Free Press. It went on to say that he secured the body to his boat, called 911 and waited for the Coast Guard from Station Islamorada to respond. 

The next few paragraphs related information from an interview Becca had with Chief Petty Officer Terry Kyriss of Station Islamorada. The Chief reported, “We received a 911 call at 9:37 am, and a small boat crew was dispatched to the coordinates provided; northeast of the Cowpens Anchorage. Upon arriving, our crew took control of the situation from the civilian who discovered the body. After taking a report we transported the victim to the Tavernier Creek Marina where an ambulance was waiting.”

“Hey, I was mentioned again in the article. I’m the civilian,” Mark smiled.

There was no mention if the body was male or female, whether it was a local, immigrant or tourist, nothing to indicate the authorities had determined the person’s identification. “I guess I’ll have to keep checking back.” Remembering his vow to have a calm relaxing winter and not become embroiled in any crimes, Mark said, “I’m not getting involved, I’m just curious.” 

Mark wondered what could be determined from the level of decomposition of the body. A quick search on Google provided him with more information than he needed. He found a website based on a scientific study made with pig carcasses suspended in both fresh and salt water at varying depths, temperatures and for varying periods of time.

After reading several pages, Mark refreshed his coffee and got his notebook and pencil. He was going to take notes. “I never know when I may need the information for another book.”

~ ~ ~
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IN HIS SECOND NOVEL, Mark decided to continue with the serial killer from his first book; Will Mellard. Will is a 25-year-old who lives with his mother, works as a dishwasher and enjoys killing people.

Will Mellard was washing the pots and pans in the kitchen of the Lakeside Seafood Bar and Grill, at the Hawthorn Blossom Resort on Missouri’s Lake of the Ozarks. It’s a job he held since his junior year of high school. As he scrubbed burned cheese from an omelet pan he overheard Dianne, the new waitress, a freshman at Central Methodist University, talking with Patty a senior member of the wait staff.

“Mr. Berra wants me to deliver lunch to his office again. Will you come with me?” Dianne pleaded. “Please Patty, please, he scares me. The last time he said, “Come here, let me give you a tip. And when I got close he grabbed me and hugged me and when I pulled away he rubbed his hands along the side of my body. He is creepy.”

“Sure honey, I’ll go with you,” Patty said. “He hasn’t pulled that crap on me since the time I picked up the steak knife from his plate and told him if he ever touched me again I would cut his nuts off.”

The two women left to deliver lunch to Bill Berra, the general manager of the resort. Will didn’t like Mr. Berra, he was mean. He looked down at
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