
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Ashes of Death

 


G.L. Didaleusky

 


Published by Rogue Phoenix Press, LLP for
Smashwords

Copyright © 2022

 


ISBN: 978-1-62420-665-8

 


Electronic rights reserved by Rogue Phoenix
Press, LLP. The reproduction or other use of any part of this
publication without the prior written consent of the rights holder
is an infringement of the copyright law. This is a work of fiction.
People and locations, even those with real names, have been
fictionalized for the purposes of this story.

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 



 


Dedication

 


To Holly whose moral support and
analytical opinions mean everything to me.


Chapter One

 


 


The sun woke the southeastern horizon of
central Florida, bringing early morning light to Clifton Retirement
Community in Ocala, Florida. Hungry hawks began their effortless
circular flight searching for tiny ground creatures scurrying from
their burrows. A prevailing north, cool, late fall breeze touched
nature’s creatures and people taking advantage of the early morning
environment. Two of these people were Mark and Sherry McKinney who
walked around the circular road encompassing the retirement
community.

Mark peered up at the circling menacing hawk
looking for its morning meal, then inhaled deeply. “I love our
morning walks. It gets my old circulation going. Plus, it makes the
first cup of coffee taste so much better.”

“What about the other ten cups or so you
drink through the day and evening?”

“It’s a necessity to maintain my clear
thinking and stamina.”

Sherry chuckled. “You’ve been telling me this
story for thirty some years when you were working…which medically I
could somewhat understand. But we’ve been retired for almost two
years.”

“Yeah, right. I’ve done more running around
with you window shopping, visiting friends and manual labor with
all your projects you want me to do around the yard and inside the
house. I exert more energy now than when I was working as a sheriff
detective.”

They had now walked about three-quarters
around the community. Up ahead to their left was a row of
mailboxes. They stopped in front of mailbox one-four-seven.

“We didn’t get the mail yesterday afternoon
because we were at Brian and Lucia’s house playing cards. We forgot
to stop when we got home.”

“No big thing. All we normally get are your
medical magazines and a variety of advertisements.”

Sherry removed advertisement envelopes,
flyers and an emergency room medical journal. After graduating from
medical school, she did her residency in emergency medicine and
practiced as an emergency room physician for thirty-five years.
“Your prediction was right on. Must be your detective prowess.”

“Hey, Mark, Sherry,” yelled a man in his
early seventies standing under a carport about forty feet away from
them.

Mark turned right toward the man. Thirty
percent of Clifton’s residence sat at either their kitchen tables,
outside carport patios or screened-in porches drinking their coffee
or other morning beverages this time of the morning. “Morning, Joe.
Another beautiful morning in Florida.”

“Sure is.” Joe Barrington walked toward them,
then stopped when he was about six feet away. A concerned
expression flashed across his face. “I’m getting worried about Edna
and Carl.”

Last time he and Sherry had seen them, about
a week ago, the elderly couple were homebound due to Edna’s
terminal pancreatic cancer and Carl’s severe heart failure. Both
were frail looking. The couple needed a daily visiting nurse to aid
in their care. From Joe’s demeaner and statement, Mark assumed the
medically compromised couple had gotten worse. “Are they getting
worse?”

“No. Not at all. The opposite. Three days
ago, they cancelled the visiting nurse. When I talked with the
Parkers two days ago, they both acted energetic, as if they were in
excellent health.”

“Sometimes a few days before terminally ill
patients die,” Sherry interjected, “there’s a period called
terminal lucidity, which may last a couple of days to a couple of
weeks. It’s when a person manifests an endorphin rush. They become
energetic and maybe even euphoric…followed by death. Although I
never heard of a couple experiencing this medical phenomenon at the
same time.”

“How were they yesterday?” Mark asked.

“I didn’t talk to or see them yesterday. I
noticed last night there weren’t any lights on inside their house.
They normally stay up until about eleven o’clock and are up by six
in the morning.”

Joe turned around and peered up the street to
his left. “As you can see, their home is dark, and it’s five
minutes past seven. And their car is parked under the carport.”

Mark looked at the Parkers’ residence, a
white and blue-trimmed ranch home two lots down from Joe’s house.
He knew there could be a few reasons for the couple not following
their normal daily habits. Maybe a relative had picked them up and
driven the couple to their home for a couple of days. Another
scenario could be Mr. Parker called Uber and had them drive to a
resort near Disney World or the Universal Studio theme park. This
action supported what Sherry said about the couple possibly
experiencing terminal lucidity, A chill overwhelmed him as a third
scenario streaked across his mind. The couple were lying in bed
dead, succumbed to their illnesses. “I think it would be justified
to do a wellness check on them. Most people in our community leave
a key with a neighbor in case of an emergency. Our neighbor the
Kennedys have our door key, and we have their carport side door
key.”

Joe rubbed his forehead. “Not sure if they
gave a door key to either of their neighbors. Although some people
hide a spare door key outside in case they lock themselves out of
their house.”

Mark turned toward Sherry, raised his
eyebrows and slightly nodded. She reciprocated with a nod,
indicating they should check out Joe’s concern about Carl and
Edna’s welfare. After being married for over thirty years, they
understood each other’s body gestures. “We’ll check it out.” After
retiring, he had thought his detective work had ended. Not so when
you live in a retirement community.

The three of them walked up the carport
driveway to the side door. Mark couldn’t view inside the house due
to the closed mini-blinds so then walked up the three-step stairs
to the door. He opened the storm door and looked through a small
diamond-shaped window. No lights were on in the kitchen. He knocked
on the door. Silence and no movement from inside. He turned the
doorknob. Locked.

“I found their door key,” Sherry said. “It
was under a statue of a cat.”

Mark grabbed the key from his wife and
unlocked the door. He sighed, expecting the odor of decomposing
bodies, an odor he had smelled numerous times as a detective for
the Marion County Sheriff Department. They walked inside the
kitchen. No odor of death. “Hello…hello. It’s Mark McKinney. Are
you home?”

No response. The rhythmic clicking of a
grandfather clock in the living room filled the air. There were two
bedrooms, one at each end of the house. Mark turned around. “Let’s
check the bedrooms. We’ll start with the one here.” He led the way
past a dimly lit bathroom to his left. He reached for the bathroom
light switch and flicked it up. The bright light lit up an
unoccupied room. He stepped back and turned to his right. A closed
bedroom door stood straight ahead. Mark cautiously opened the door,
not sure what to expect. He flipped the light switch upward,
lighting up the bedroom. An unoccupied queen-size bed stood to his
left. He walked over to the far side of the bed. No one laid on the
floor. “One more room to check at the other end of the house.” Mark
closed the bedroom door. “So far, I’d say Carl and Edna are
enjoying themselves with friends or relatives. Or they’re by
themselves having a wonderful time somewhere.”

“I’m sorry I bothered the two of you,” Joe
apologized.

“No problem. I would’ve done the same
thing.”

“We live in an over fifty-five adult
community with most of us retired,” Sherry interjected. “We have to
look out for each other.”

Mark peered around the kitchen and saw a few
dishes and cups in the sink. There wasn’t any food residue on the
plates, meaning they were likely rinsed off. A built-in dishwasher
sat under the counter to the right. I wonder why they didn’t put
the cups and dishes in the dishwasher? The kitchen counter was
clean without anything out of place. To his left was a small,
square, wooden kitchen table. Two placemats on the table were
positioned in front of two chairs. The living room appeared neat.
Again, nothing was out of place. A twelve-foot-long hallway led to
a closed master bedroom door. Mark walked several steps toward the
closed bedroom door. “Hello. It’s Mark.” His voice was accentuated
due to the confined space of the hallway. No one answered. He
slowly opened the bedroom door. Mark turned the ceiling light on
from a wall switch to his left, lighting up the bedroom. “Oh my
God. What is that?”

Two piles of ashes lay on top of a bed. Each
pile of ashes was in the configuration of a human body. No smell of
death or burnt flesh lingered in the air. The bedding and mattress,
where human ashes lay, showed minimal signs of being burnt. “It
looks like spontaneous human combustion,” Sherry remarked as she
walked up to the foot of the bed, followed by Mark and Joe.

“What’s spon…tan…e…? What you just said,” Joe
asked.

Sherry peered down at the body ashes. “From
what I know from reading medical journals, spontaneous human
combustion or SHC is the human body burning from the inside at
extremely elevated temperatures to the skin, creating an eventual
pile of ash. The result is the same as a person being cremated.
Although, the body is burnt from the outside to inside the body.
Temperatures will reach up to about two thousand degrees
Fahrenheit.”

Joe raised his eyebrows, showing the upper
whites of his eyes. “Holy cow. At that temperature, wouldn’t the
extreme heat cause the bed and bedroom to go up in flames?”

“You would think so. Not the case. No one
really knows why the area surrounding a person doesn’t catch on
fire. It’s a medical phenomenon without proven cause. There have
been about two hundred cases of alleged spontaneous human
combustion over the past three hundred years. Scientists have
theories of how SHC occurs inside the body. There aren’t any proven
theories. What’s interesting, most of the victims had compromised
movement either due to obesity or were elderly with decreased
mobility.”

“Carl and Edna Parker are—I mean
were—probably in their late seventies.” Mark said. “Both of them
had little mobility. They’d definitely fit the profile of a
spontaneous human combustion victim.” He glanced down at Sherry,
who displayed a puzzling expression. “What’s wrong?”

“I never heard of two people dying of SHC at
about the same time side by side. When we get back to the house,
I’ll do a medical search on the computer to see if this had
happened before.”

Mark sniffed. “There’s an odd odor in here.
Not the odor of decomposing bodies. Something I’ve never smelled
before.”

Sherry sniffed deeply through her nose. She
then walked forward a few steps and stopped in front of a
nightstand next to the bed. She rubbed her finger over the surface.
“The top of this nightstand has a greasy residue. From what I’ve
read, this residue is sometimes present after SHC. This weird odor
is also sometimes present. There’s no scientific explanation for
either of these things.”

Joe shook his head back and forth, then said,
“Man, this sounds like something out of a science fiction book or
movie.”

Mark brought out his cell phone. “I better
call the sheriff’s department and inform them what we found.” He
knew after the detectives did their investigation, the case would
be sent to the medical examiner’s office, since there wasn’t a
crime, such as arson leading to two deaths. There was something
about the death of Carl and Edna that didn’t seem right. It was a
gut feeling without any concrete evidence. He needed to discuss
these two deaths with Sherry without Joe’s presence. “The three of
us will need to wait here and give a statement to the sheriff
detectives.”

Marion County Sheriff deputies arrived within
thirty minutes, along with crime scene investigators, then were
followed by two detectives. Of course, Mark knew them all. He told
Detective Nelson, the lead detective, the circumstances causing
them to do a wellness check on Carl and Edna. Sherry told the
detective what more than likely had happened to the Parkers.

“Unbelievable,” Nelson exclaimed.
“Spontaneous human combustion? Heard of it, but never actually seen
one.”

“Neither have Mark or I.”

The detective called the medical examiner’s
office and told them what they suspected, two spontaneous human
combustion deaths. About forty minutes later, the medical examiner,
Taylor Evans, arrived with two staff investigators. Seldom did the
medical examiner show up at a death scene unless it was a
high-profile case. I guess SHC would be in this category,
thought Mark. “Hey, Doc. Surprised to see you here.”

“You got to be kidding me,” he responded,
gazing down at two piles of human ashes on the bed. “A possible
spontaneous human combustion death of two people. I’ve read about
it in medical journals. Some scientists believe SHC occurs from a
dangerous accumulation of methane in the body. Other scientists
proclaim it’s an extreme build-up of static electricity inside the
body. Of course, none of these theories can be proven. It’s a
genuine medical phenomenon and mystery.”

Mark heard Joe say to the second detective,
Detective Thomas, “As far as I know, Edna and Carl didn’t have any
children. Edna has a younger sister who lives in Pennsylvania. They
don’t have any relatives living here in Florida.”

“I’m sure the Parkers have an address book
somewhere in the house,” the detective said. “I’ll need to notify
the next of kin. Hopefully, the couple also have an estate or
living will.”

“They have a living will. I have a copy of it
since I witnessed and signed the will. It’s sort of ironic…they
both wanted to be cremated.”

Detective Thomas put a small notebook into
his shirt pocket. “I appreciate your information.”

“Glad to help.” Joe turned and said goodbye
to Mark and Sherry. He then left the bedroom.

Mark chuckled to himself. Joe was the
unofficial informant of several individuals and couples in the
community. The retired detective and ER physician stood next to the
medical examiner.

The medical investigators obtained pictures
of the ashes, bed, nightstands, and dresser. The one nightstand had
the mysterious oily residue. Dr. Evans placed samples of the ashes
and a sample of the oily substance from the nightstand into
specimen containers. Since the mattress was made entirely of memory
foam, the technicians cut out the area underneath the ashes,
placing the foam and ashes in a plastic body bag. “I’ll check for
an external accelerant when I get back to the lab. Although, there
isn’t any obvious accelerant odor around the ashes and bed. There
is this unusual smell described in the medical literature. I
smelled it when I entered the room.”

“Sherry and I also smelled the weird odor
when we walked up and stood near the bed. There doesn’t seem to be
any evidence of foul play in their deaths. No obvious external
accelerant poured on their bodies. There aren’t any signs of forced
entry, a burglary or homicide. How are you going to classify their
deaths?”

The detectives walked from across the room,
stood near the medical examiner, Mark and Sherry, listening to what was being said. Detective Nelson answered,
“I’d call it ‘accidental deaths.’”

Dr. Evans nodded. “I’d add
‘By Spontaneous Human Combustion’ to give an exact cause of their
deaths.”

Mark and Sherry stood in
the Parkers’ driveway and watched the medical examiner’s van drive
away. The two sheriff deputies and the CSI investigative team had
left about thirty minutes earlier. The detectives found the
Parkers’ address book and living will. Detective Nelson called
Edna’s sister and let her know of the tragic deaths before he and
his partner left the Parkers’ residence.

“Never a dull moment in our
community,” Sherry said. She then removed her eyeglasses and began
cleaning them with the bottom of her blue blouse.

“Do you think the Parkers
suffered?”

“Not sure if there’s been
any documented witnesses to spontaneous human combustion.” Sherry
put her glasses on. “It’ll be one of the things I’ll check out
during my computer search of SHC. In the old days before computers,
I would have to go to medical textbooks and journals to look up
information. It was a time-consuming process. It’s one of the
positive things about computer technology.”

“I can relate to the advent
of computers and their spell check programs. Before their
availability, I had to use an electric typewriter to complete an
investigation report with a dictionary always next to me.” He
glanced to his left. A group of people were standing with Joe on
the road in front of his home. Joe talked as the people gazed up at
him apparently listening to every one of his words. Mark waved at
him. He waved back.

“I’m ready for a cup of
coffee,” Sherry suggested.

“I definitely agree to
coffee. I’m way past due for my first cup. I don’t want to go
through caffeine withdrawal.” They headed toward their home six
lots in front of them to the left. “I have a gut feeling there’s
more to the Parkers’ SHC incident. I can’t put my finger on it.”
During his career as a detective, he’d have these feelings, which
most the time turned out to be significant.

Mark put a small amount of
milk, no sugar, in his coffee. As his lips touched the rim of his
cup for his first sip of coffee, the kitchen wall phone rang in
front of him.

Sherry, who was pouring
herself a cup of coffee next to the coffee maker on the kitchen
counter, reached to her right and answered the phone. She turned
around and faced Mark. “Good morning,” she said in a cheerful
tone.

Several seconds past when
Mark saw a forlorn expression on her face, as she listened to the
caller.

“What do you mean, Joe,
they won’t answer their phone or door. Are you sure they’re
home?”

A sinking feeling
overwhelmed Mark’s stomach as a vision of ashes forming the outline
of human bodies lying in bed flashed across his mind.


Chapter Two

 


“I assume you want us to
check it out, Joe?” A short pause. “We’ll be there in a few
minutes.” The morning started off great
doing our peaceful walk, like most mornings,
thought Sherry, as she sighed then hung up the
phone. She turned back around and faced Mark, who was gulping down
his coffee. “Sounds like we may have another couple in the
community with spontaneous human combustion.”

He placed his empty cup
down on the table. “I hope not. But if it is, we’re seeing
something other than a quirk of medical science.” He glanced down
at his empty cup. “At least, I was able to drink my first cup of
coffee.”

Sherry reached into the
cupboard and removed a tall plastic cup with a sip lid. She poured
coffee into it, then added milk and about four teaspoons of sugar.
“Let’s check out Gladys and Bill Cummings’ house. Joe will be
waiting by the carport side door for us. He obtained a key from the
next-door neighbor. He was afraid to open the door without us
there.”

“I don’t blame him after we
all found the ashes of the Parkers earlier.”

They walked up the road
passing Joe Barrington’s home until they reached the Cummings’
driveway, four homes past Joe’s house across the road. A grey Chevy
Cruz was parked underneath the carport. Sherry recognized that the
vehicle belonged to the Cummings. She and Mark correlated people in
the community by the vehicle they drove.

Joe sat on the landing,
then stood when he saw the community’s unofficial detective and
medical sleuths. “Thanks for coming.”

“Glad to help,” Mark said.
He reached out and grabbed the door key from Joe, who now stood on
the concrete driveway. Mark walked up the steps, opened the storm
door, and reached out with the key toward the lock.

Sherry held her breath as
her husband placed the key into the lock. Her mind raced with the
thought of another couple with spontaneous human combustion. If in
fact, they found another couple lying somewhere in the house in a
heap of ashes, there might be an evil force, an entity causing
these nefarious deaths.

The door suddenly opened,
startling Mark, who jump back from the appearance of Bill Cummings
holding a revolver pointed at him. “Holy, crap. It’s me, Mark
McKinney.”

Mr. Cummings lowered the
gun. “Sorry. I thought you were a home intruder, wanting to rob me
and Gladys. I couldn’t find my eyeglasses. I saw the fuzzy images
of three people standing outside the door. When I heard someone
putting a key into the door lock, I grabbed my gun, which I keep in
a small box on a shelf next to the door. We had just woken up and I
was a little groggy and not completely awake.”

Sherry walked up the steps,
stood next to Mark on the porch landing, then said, “We were
concerned when Joe couldn’t get ahold of you and your wife. You
didn’t answer your phone or respond to his knocking on your
door.”

“Gladys and I slept in this
morning. Besides, we left the bedroom TV on all night which blocked
out the sound of the phone ringing and Joe knocking on the side
door. Normally one of us turns the TV off. It’s reassuring
neighbors are looking out for us.”

Mark explained to Mr.
Cummings what had happened with the Parkers and why Joe was
concerned about their well-being. “You can see why we were
concerned about you and the missus.”

“For sure. I’m so sorry
about Edna and Carl. We didn’t know them personally, but heard they
were gravely ill. May God bless their souls.”

Sherry nodded. “Have a good
and safe day.” They turned around, walked off the porch and headed
down the driveway. “I’m glad the Cummings were okay.”

Joe reached up and rubbed
the back of his neck. “Me too. I guess I was overreactive after
experiencing what happened earlier.”

“No way to know if they
were another case of SHC unless we checked it out.” Sherry reached
out and gently grabbed Mark’s hand as they walked down the road.
Most of the people in the retirement community were up and doing
their daily routines. A couple of cars passed them. The occupants
rolled down their windows to say good morning. Some of the
residents were raking fallen leaves from the heavily treed
retirement community. You’d think whoever planned out the
community, would’ve cut down on the amount of trees due to the
tedious work of raking up fallen leaves by the elderly
residents.

Joe stopped in front of his
driveway. “Thanks again, you two. I’m sorry I had to bother
you.”

Mark nodded. “No problem.
Talk to you later.” They continued walking up the road toward their
house.

Sherry gulped down the last
of her coffee as they reached the front door of their house. “I’m
anxious to get on my computer and see when the last reported case
of spontaneous human combustion had occurred, and if there ever had
been two people dying side by side of this medical
phenomenon.”

Mark inserted the door key
to the deadbolt lock unlocking the door. “I’d like to know what
actually causes people to ignite themselves from inside their
bodies. Just think, if someone discovered the how they could devise
a perfect killing method.” He opened the door, then walked into the
living room, followed by Sherry.

“I hope someone with evil
intentions doesn’t discover its cause.” Sherry walked to a small,
wooden, rectangular table next to her lounge chair, picked up her
laptop computer and remote mouse. She carried them to the kitchen
and set it on the kitchen table. She looked at Mark, who was
looking inside the refrigerator and asked, “What are you going to
make us for breakfast?”

Mark enjoyed making
breakfast for the two of them, usually nothing complicated or
extravagant. “How about sausage and French toast?”

“Sounds good.” She sat down
and turned the computer on. A moment later, she typed spontaneous
human combustion in Bing’s search. A variety of articles showed up
on the screen. She began reading. About ten minutes later, she
found an article giving a chronological history of SHC. She said,
“Spontaneous human combustion was first documented in the
sixteen-hundreds…1641 to be exact. This seems odd to me. Had SHC
been around prior to the sixteen-hundreds, but was never
documented? What conditions inside the human had developed making
it favorable for it to occur? There’s a lot of unanswered
questions.”

Mark flipped the sixth
French toast on the electric skillet. “Did you find a documented
case regarding two people going up in smoke at the same
time?”

“No. At least not so
far.”

The microwaved timer
dinged. The precooked sausage links were ready to eat. Mark had
already set the table with plates, silverware, and a glass of
orange juice for each of them. They ate their breakfast, then put
their dishes in the dishwasher. During breakfast, Sherry discussed
the different theories of how SHC could develop. All of them
sounded possible. Unfortunately, none of them could be proven. It
would be difficult to find a human volunteer for the deadly
experiment.

Sherry continued her search
on spontaneous human combustion. She found out most of the people
were between their sixties and eighties. Therefore, nursing homes,
assisted living facilities and retirement communities would be
breeding grounds for this medical phenomenon. Yet, there were
rarely reported cases. Sherry peered up at Mark, who was kneeling
in front of their opened refrigerator door, changing a light bulb
inside the refrigerator. “For the reported cases to occur around
the world for the past three hundred years, the catastrophic event
can’t be related to a specific race or particular environment.
Everything I’ve read so far, scientists all agree SHC is a human
anomaly triggered by an unknown condition.”

The darkened refrigerator
lit up, displaying its contents. Mark stood as he closed the
refrigerator door. “Like we said earlier, we’re dealing with a
medical mystery regarding the Parkers’ deaths.” He walked over to a
white plastic receptacle at the end of the counter and threw away
the dead refrigerator bulb. “One thing bothers me about Edna and
Carl, is why they cancelled the visiting nurse. It was as if they
knew they’d be dead in a few days. I’d like to look around their
house for any evidence supporting this theory.”

“I guess a retired
detective never loses his inquisitive forte?”

“I’m not any different than
you still receiving your medical magazines. You want to know what’s
happening in medicine and medical science.”

“Touché. You’ll always be a
detective, and I’ll always be a doctor. Especially with us living
in a retirement community.”

They left the house and
headed to the Parkers’ house. Mark still had the key to the
deceased couple’s house. Sherry looked around as they walked up the
driveway. No one was outside in the immediate area. A moment later,
Mark unlocked the carport side door. They walked inside the house.
An eerie stillness encompassed their senses, knowing death had
visited the elderly couple within the past two days. She sighed,
then said, “I feel like we’re intruding on Edna and Carl’s
privacy.”

“Welcome to detective work,
my dear.” Mark looked around. “We need to find something written
down about what they were thinking and planning the past several
days.”

“Also, I’ll need to check
what medications they were taking. Not that it’ll point to what
caused their spontaneous human combustion or lucidity. It’s a
matter of being thorough in our investigation.” She already knew
from her medical readings there weren’t any medications
contributing to or causing either of those medical
phenomena.

Mark started in the kitchen
where a narrow highboy-type dresser with six drawers and a small
desk sat along the wall with a window facing the carport. Sherry
started in the master bathroom’s medicine cabinet. There were over
the counter medications such as antacids, eye lubricant drops,
toothpaste, and mouthwash. No prescription drugs. She walked into
the bedroom. Two cut-out areas on the queen-size bed stood out.
Sherry checked inside the drawers of the bedside end tables for
medicine vials. None were found. The drawers held a variety of
items not relevant to their investigation. Their medications must be somewhere in the kitchen in one of
the cupboards, drawers or in the desk,
thought Sherry. She went to the kitchen. Mark sat at the desk going
through a stack of papers and envelops. “I can’t find their
medications. Did you see any of their pills somewhere in the
desk?”

“No. I checked all the desk
drawers and found old warranties, household bills, medical bills,
brochures, and a variety of miscellaneous items. I’m starting to go
through items in the desk. Hopefully, they have a
diary.”

“I can’t believe they don’t
have any prescription medication.” She turned and opened the top
drawer in the highboy dresser cabinet next to the desk.

“Maybe they flushed all their medications down the
toilet?”

“If both were
experiencing terminal lucidity, I could
see it. They may have felt they didn’t need their medications
anymore.” Sherry began looking through the drawers. When she got to
the third drawer, she found two plastic weekly pill containers. She
shook the containers. No sound of pills striking each of the
cubicles. Scattered in the drawer were several prescription vials.
The label with instructions obstructed the view of the pills
inside. She pushed down and twisted the child proof cap. The name
on the vial was Edna Parker, and the prescription was for
oxycodone, a strong pain pill. She removed the cap. No pills inside
the vial. Sherry checked the rest of the vials. All of them were
empty. The Parkers had obviously gotten rid of their
medications.

“I found something that
may be relevant to their deaths,” Mark said as he held a sheet of
paper.

Sherry turned and faced
her husband. “What’d you find?”

“It’s a letter from a
company called Phoenix Pharmaceutical Research. According to the
letter addressed to the Parkers, the company have them in a test
group for a drug to supercharge their immune system. Do you think
the drug they were taking caused their spontaneous human
combustion?”

Sherry furled her
eyebrows. “No way to know unless you knew the test results of all
the participants in the study.” She thought a moment. “Maybe we
should investigate the company for this pertinent information and
see what they have to say about any side effects to their
drug.”

“Even if the drug caused
the Parkers’ deaths, they’re not going to release any information
to us since we don’t have any official credentials to serve a
search warrant for their records or drugs. Even if I were still a
detective it would be unlikely a judge would sign for a search
warrant unless we had concrete evidence. There has to be a
connection between the drug and the Parkers’ deaths.”

Sherry wasn’t going to let
this stop her from finding out if there was correlation between
Edna and Carl’s death and Phoenix Pharmaceutical Research
experimental drug. She knew there was more than one way to cook a
steak.

Mark snapped a picture
with his cell phone of the research company’s letter to the
Parkers. Sherry wrote down the name of Edna and Carl’s
prescriptions and the doctors who prescribed the medications.
“Let’s head back to the house. I still feel uncomfortable being in
their home.”

They put everything back
to its original place then left the house. As they walked under the
carport toward the road a car pulled up into the driveway. She
didn’t recognize the car or its driver, a man in his late thirties
with a deep brown mustache and medium build. “Do you recognize the
guy?”

“No. Never seen him
before.”

The car stopped, the man
got out and walked toward them. “Good morning. Are the Parkers
home?”

“No,” answered
Sherry.

The man leaned to his
right and appeared to be staring at the Parkers’ parked car under
the carport. “Are you sure they aren’t at home?”

“No,” Mark answered. “What
is your business with them?”

The man frowned as he
stood a few feet away from them. “I don’t think why I’m here is any
of your business.”

“I didn’t mean to be so
direct with you. My bluntness comes from my thirty years as a
detective.”

“My husband didn’t mean to
offend you. It’s because the Parkers died this morning.”

“Oh. My God. How did they
die?”

Sherry wasn’t sure if she
should tell the man the truth about their deaths. “They were found
dead in their bed this morning. Medical examiner isn’t sure what
the cause of their deaths is yet.” Partial
truth better than a complete lie.

“If they died around the
same time…was it suicide?”

“No. Like we said, the
cause of their deaths hasn’t been determined.” She glanced down at
a Manila folder in the man’s right hand. “What’s your business with
them?”

“It’s not important now
since they’re dead.”

“Why not?” Mark
asked.

“I’m from Stevens Travel
Agency. They wanted information on a Caribbean cruise. Have a
wonderful day.” He turned around, got into his car, then drove
away.

Sherry noticed Mark’s lip
moving without any audible words as he stared at the travel agent’s
car. “Why are your lips moving?”

“I’m reading his license
plate. There something bothering me about this guy.”

“What’s bothering
you?”

“His brash statement when
I asked him why he wanted to see the Parkers. A normal response
would’ve been, I’m from a travel agency.” He reached down, grabbed
her hand, and began walking toward their house. “I have a gut
feeling the guy wasn’t honest with us. I’m going to ask Ed Young at
the sheriff’s department to look up the name registered on the
car’s license plate. Once I get his name, I’ll call Stevens Travel
Agency to find out if he’s a travel agent there.”

“You haven’t lost your
detective thinking and forte.”

Thirty minutes later, Mark
sat at the kitchen table. He had gotten the name of the alleged
travel agent, Fred Cramer. He dialed the travel agency’s phone
number. He put the phone on speaker so Sherry could hear his
conversation.

“Stevens Travel Agency.
Can I help you?”

“Can I speak with Fred
Cramer?”

Silence for a few seconds,
then, “We don’t have anyone with this name working
here.”

“Do you have a travel
agent who’s in his late thirties with a deep brown mustache and a
medium build?”

“We don’t have anyone with
that description working here either.”

“I must’ve gotten the wrong
travel agency. Sorry I bothered you.” Who
is this guy pretending to be a travel agent?


Chapter Three

 


Mark disconnected the call
to the travel agency. His intuition had been right about Fred
Cramer—the guy wasn’t a travel agent. The sound of their fax
machine in the den, which was next to the kitchen, began its unique
rhythmic sound. “It must be the DMV photo of Cramer. Ed said he’d
send it to me.”

They both got up from their
chair and hurried to the den. Mark picked up the printout. The
photo didn’t match the guy at the Parkers’ driveway. Also, the real
Fred Cramer appeared to be in his sixties, whereas the guy in the
Parkers’ driveway was likely in his late thirties. Mark peered at
Cramer’s age on the DMV driver license photocopy: sixty-six years
old. A paramount question ran through Mark’s mind:
What was this guy’s actual purpose for showing up
at the Parkers’ house? “Maybe this guy
worked for Phoenix Pharmaceutical Research and was using Cramer’s
car? There’s a few scenarios of why this mysterious guy was driving
a car not registered to him.”

“He could’ve stolen the
car. Or maybe the title wasn’t transferred to this guy when he
bought the car from Cramer. On the other hand, I have a feeling he
was from the research company. When you told him you were a
detective and after I informed him the Parkers had died, he didn’t
want his company implicated in their deaths.”

He chuckled. “You sound
like a
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