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A FIRE ALARM from the hall outside my hotel room shrieked through the night and pulled me from a deep, dreamy sleep. Half-stunned, fighting the piercing enemy, I sat up with a start and glanced at the alarm clock on the night table by my bed. It was 3:30 a.m. Sheesh!

I slipped out of bed and put on my blue jeans in the dark, sniffing the air around me cautiously for smoke. I couldn’t smell any, so after pulling on a black sweatshirt and sneakers I put one hand on the door to my hotel room, to test for heat.

The door was cool to my touch. Evidently, the hall­ way outside was not enveloped by flames. I opened my door and looked across the hall to the room where my Dad and his significant other, Linda Hebert, were staying. As I did, their door opened and Dad and Linda stepped into the hallway, both fully dressed.

My dad is just over six feet tall and has thick reddish-brown hair that grows in curls almost down to his shoulders. He has needed a haircut for well over a month now and at that moment he looked pretty darn shaggy.

Linda is of medium height and blond, with clear grey eyes. They were red-rimmed and slightly bleary as she squinted down the hall toward me.

She looked like she had also been deeply asleep when the fire alarm went off, in fact, there was a pillow mark on her left cheek and her long hair was tousled as though by a great wind.

The door to the room just past theirs opened too and my older brother Rudy poked his head out. Unlike the rest of us, Rudy looked pretty perky. And what was he doing up in the middle of the night?

“I don’t think the fire is on this floor,” he opined as he surveyed the hallway with a keen grasp of the obvious. “Still, we should get out of the building.”

“We have to take the stairs, the elevators aren’t safe,” Dad told us all briskly, “Follow me.” He led us quickly toward the red exit sign at the end of the hallway, testing the door to the stairwell with his hand, checking for heat before opening it.

The fire alarm’s unending howl had by now done its work. There were other hotel guests on the stairs and Linda, Dad, Rudy and I joined this solemn line of refugees walking down six flights of stairs in the middle of the night like a colony of ants.

Somewhere below us a child cried out shrilly, followed by the echo of its mother’s soothing murmur.

When we reached the bottom of the stairs, we joined an even larger crowd of hotel guests that had formed on the broad green lawns outside the hotel. There was no sign of fire anywhere, no smoke and no eerie red firelight bursting from the windows on any of the floors.

Moments later, the siren of a rapidly approaching fire engine wailed, drowning out the muttering and hushed speculation of the guests. We all watched as men in black and yellow rubber firefighting suits stormed out of the truck and into the hotel.

“James! Linda!” A booming voice carried across the lawn to where we were standing. “Is everyone in your family all right?” Recognizing the voice as that of Larry Loomis, owner and operator of the Carlton Hotel & Spa, Dad turned to greet him.

At this point I should probably tell you a little about myself and my blended family and why we were in Orlando, Florida on that particular night.

My Dad is an attorney for an international development company called One Good World based in Montreal, Canada, where Rudy, my Dad, his significant other Linda and I make our homes. The reason we were visiting sunny Orlando was because OGW had become involved in possibly financing a new series of hotels that Loomis was planning to build.

Since we were both on winter break from school, Dad had invited Rudy and me to accompany him on his trip to Florida for the final signature of the financing contract. We naturally jumped at the chance.

Linda Hebert does freelance photojournalism (she’s pretty famous now), and she had accompanied us with the idea of doing a short piece on the ecology of the Florida coastal wetlands.

I watched as Larry Loomis hurried across the lawn toward where we were standing, an anxious expression on his normally genial face. He was a burly man, muscular through the shoulders and with a bit of a gut from easy living. Strangely enough, he looked totally awake despite the hour and was even fully dressed in a po1yester charcoal grey lounge suit that even in the middle of the night seemed to be crying out, “Help! Badly cut! But that’s not the sound we all heard. Instead, Larry said, “James, y’all, all right?” He glanced at us with evident concern, until Dad assured him: “We’re fine, Larry. What’s going on, where’s the fire?”

Larry’s eyes were focused on the hotel lobby where the fire fighters were milling around. “Looks like it’s probably a false alarm,” he replied. The fire fighters were finally returning from their inspection of the hotel. They looked un-charred, un-singed and totally unalarmed.

Larry’s deduction was quickly confirmed when the chief fire fighter crossed the lawn to speak with him. “We’ve checked it out thoroughly, sir. No evidence of fire anywhere.”

“Well, I guess it was just another false alarm. But better safe than sorry, am I right?” Larry stuck out his hand. “Want to thank you gentlemen for coming out here as quickly as you did. Nice work.”

“No problem, sir.” The fire fighter shook Larry’s hand then left to rejoin his brigade as they trooped back toward the now silent fire engine and prepared to leave.

“Looks like it’s safe to go back inside,” Larry told us. Dad quirked an eyebrow questioningly at Rudy and Linda and me, and we nodded in agreement.

“After you, kids,” he said, motioning with his hand. Rudy and I led the way back toward the door to the hotel lobby.

Larry, who was still around, suddenly said to my Dad in a hushed tone, “I wonder if I might have a word with you in private, James.” 

Dad gave us all a quick glance. “Why don’t you guys go on ahead upstairs and try to get some sleep? I’ll join you in a little while.”

“See you later, dear.” Linda stood on tiptoe to kiss Dad’s unshaven cheek before he and Larry made a quick detour into the hotel’s all-night cafe.

The Carlton Hotel & Spa is a four-star, luxury class affair located conveniently near Walt Disney World and all of the other touristy amenities that are unique to the area. I have stayed in some pretty nice hotels in my lifetime, thanks to my travelling parents (my mom Tina and her first-boyfriend-now new-husband, energy millionaire Darrell Hughes always go very first class, and dad and Linda are on expense accounts) but the Carlton was one of the nicest ever. The lobby was tiled in marble from floor to ceiling, and giant marble pillars supported an airy frescoed ceiling overhead. It made me feel as if I’d stepped into a cathedral. There were huge sliding doors along one entire side of the lobby that provided a view of the indoor-outdoor heated swimming pool that the hotel featured in its promotional efforts. This elegant combination of architecture and light effects was repeated throughout the dining and lounge areas which connected to the lobby.

Well. Rudy ran a hand through his hair, trying unsuccessfully to finger-comb it into some semblance of neatness while we waited in the elevator bay for a car to take us back upstairs. Rudy impatiently jabbed the elevator call button again, even though it was already lit from his first jab.  .

“Yoo-hoo, Linda honey?” The soft southern tones of Marge Loomis’s voice reached our ears and we turned to see Larry’s wife sitting in the lounge area near the elevator bay. Marge was plump, middle-aged and had a weakness for far too much makeup and chocolate. She wore her hair movie-star style, with ringlets of impossibly blond hair atop her head.

“Yes, Marge?” Linda answered. “Are you all right?”

Marge fluttered plump, ringed fingers over her bosom and shook her head. Beside her on a coffee table, I saw a box of assorted chocolates; evidently the one thing Marge had thought worth saving from the threat of fire.

“Oh dear me no, I’m not. I’m feeling sort of...weak, actually. I think I might be having an attack. I wonder if you could help me back up to the penthouse. 

Marge and Larry enjoyed all the perks of hotel ownership, and occupied a suite of rooms on the tenth floor.

“You poor dear,” Linda said as she now turned to me and Rudy. “Kids, you go ahead without me, all right? I’ll take Marge up to the penthouse and meet you later.” Rudy and I nodded and then Rudy impatiently jabbed the elevator button yet again. For some reason the elevator was taking an extra-long time to respond.

“That fire alarm sure brought back some bad memories,” Rudy muttered to me in a low voice as we waited. I nodded. I too was thinking about our recent, not-too-great experiences on Maui with an insane arsonist.

“It’s ironic, isn’t it?” I commented and Rudy blew out a huge sigh. “The weirdest things do seem to happen when you’re around, Kitty Kat”

I scowled. “We’ve talked about this before, I reminded him, “and you know perfectly well these things are not my fault. I was touchy about his comments on my life as a touchstone for unlucky events, and quick to jump up and defend myself, even if I had to agree, deep down, that for reasons I could not figure out, they were sort of true.

Strange things really do seem to happen to me and to the people around me. The best explanation I’ve come up with is that I either have a weird ’unlucky streak which draws trouble to me like pins to a magnet, or else maybe my guardian angel has a really sick sense of humor. In any case I’ve learned to live with the way things are, or at least try to make the best of whatever life throws my way.

“Take a break, Kat,” Rudy shot back. “I wasn’t accusing you of anything. I was just mentioning it. And anyway, it’s not like anything like what happened to us on Maui is going to happen to us here, right?”

My brother waved an arm around, to no one in particular. It was a false alarm after all, see, nothing to be concerned about. No fire, No problem. No bad luck.

Just as he finished, the elevator on the far left made a slight pinging sound and the doors swished open. As we moved over to get in, I saw to my dismay that there was a man lying on the floor of the car, sprawled face down, ashen and motionless. No bad luck, huh? Well, this dude had more bad luck than he could use. He looked awfully dead if you know what I mean.
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Hi. If you’ve read this far, then you should know you’re on my fourth travel diary. My name is Konstantina Cassandra (formerly known as K.C. Flanagan, but now that I am older and more mature, just call me Kat) and despite the fact that my full name sounds like an accordion, I am in fact the owner/operator of a private detective agency. You might have heard of it: 

Kat Flanagan, Girl Detective

No job too large or too small

International Experience

I do part-time basic detective work, solving mysteries, following people around, arresting crooked politicians, getting in and out of trouble. You know: the usual.

I’m now more than fifteen years old and even though a lot of people say that’s still too young for detective work, I do have some pretty impressive references. I helped put away a Mexican drug smuggler, a corrupt politician and a Hawaiian gangster, no mean feats thank you very much.

When I’m not working (which is most of the time, in truth) I attend high school in Montreal, Canada where I live with my Dad James Flanagan, Esq., his significant other and soon-to-be bride if the twitch in my nose means anything Linda Hebert and my (in years but not maturity) older brother Rudy. My mother, Katrina Gigantes Hughes now lives in New Mexico with Hubby and former oilman, the très cool Darrell Hughes (Yup, its blended family time again, kids!) and I also have relatives in Greece and France.

This diary is the story of my trip to Orlando, Florida, which is one of the most fantastic tourist meccas the world has ever known, and also home to a pretty famous mouse. But I’ll have more to say later, especially about local ecology and the wildlife business. Patience is a virtue!

Anyway, Florida is the peninsula on the south-eastern corner of the U.S.A. and one of the fastest-growing states in the union, population-wise. (Feel free to skip ahead if you know this part). Plant life is lush, providing a semi-tropical landscape that includes dense cypress forests draped in Spanish moss, palm trees, and groves of citrus trees with fruit of all sizes, shapes and flavors. Fruit and flowers are grown commercially across the state, which is also home to exotic (and endangered) birds like egrets, eagles, pelicans, hawks, flamingos, and ibis.

The waters around Florida are equally lovely. Hundreds of varieties of tropical fish swim along a coastline blessed with endless (but endangered) coral reefs where dolphins, manatees and sea otters have thrived for centuries. But the peninsula of Florida has changed a lot in recent times and to better understand the story that follows, a little history is in order. Here’s how it all got started.

In the early fifteen hundreds somewhere off the coast of Florida, a Spanish explorer named Juan Ponce de Leon dropped anchor, rowed to shore and claimed the land in the name of the King of Spain. This was, of course, surprising news for the folks who were actually living there at that time (the Seminole Indians), so there were more than a few skirmishes, and people were killed. But eventually Spain did succeed in establishing a foothold in Florida.

The British Empire left its mark on Florida as well. In fact, the Florida peninsula was the site of a longstanding turf war between Spain and Britain, with land shifting back and forth over the centuries. Spain finally ceded ownership of Florida in 1821, but guess what? It was ceded to the U.S. of A. This turned out well for all those New York retirees, who don’t have to learn Spanish in their golden age (unless they want to, of course. And I’m for that! Knowing at least two languages, more if possible, feeds the brain. But I digress...)

I guess everyone wants a little piece of paradise and back in those days, well, Florida was still pretty much unspoiled.

Fast forward to the 1880s: Millionaire John D. Rockefeller’s buddy—Morrison Flagler—got a gleam in his eye when he first looked upon Florida’s unspoiled beaches. He thought to himself, “What could we do to make this place even more perfect and make a fortune at the same time?” The answer apparently came to him in a flash: “Build a railroad so that cold, wealthy northerners can get here in winter. Buy sleeper cars from Pullman! Put up hotels! Make it a ‘thing’ and folks will come in droves in the winter season!”

The railroad was a stroke of genius. Besides tourism, agriculture flourished, with orange, lemon and grapefruit groves popping up everywhere. And of course, there was timber! Land speculation became one of Florida’s most (in)famous growth industries and during the roaring twenties, Florida roared loudest and strongest. Rum-running was rampant during prohibition years too. Everyone raced to see who could build the fastest boats to outrun the Coast Guard. 

Those were boom years for Florida, but it was not all good: maybe too much, too soon. The phrase, “If you believe me, I’ve got some land I’d like to sell you in Florida,” wasn’t just thought up out of thin air. Land fraud unfortunately tarnished the state’s history.

Still, in 1960, a man by the name of Walter Disney flew over central Florida’s sleepy citrus farms and wondered if there was some Orlando in his future. There was! His vision became one of the wonders of modern tourism. Walt Disney World turned into the most successful theme park the planet has ever seen. And Florida is now one of the most densely populated states in America, with population growth adding millions of taxpayers and countless numbers of visitors seeking to escape from the chill of winter each year.

I mention all this because it sheds a little light on what happened to us in Orlando, starting with the body in the elevator at the Carlton Hotel & Spa. I got a first-hand look at tourism’s downside and learned why making progress can sometimes involve taking a step backwards. I’m sorry if that sounds weird—read on and I’ll try to explain.
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“Holy cow!” Rudy blurted out, staring in shock at the body lying on the elevator floor. I shook off my own astonishment and stepped in closer, stooping down for a closer look at the fallen man. He was young, blond and quite good-looking, wearing a pair of dark slacks and a long-sleeved white work shirt with a black tie, slightly loosened at the neck. It was freaky, but I forced myself to touch the man’s throat, to feel for a pulse. I couldn’t find any but he felt warm to my touch, like he was merely unconscious. Then I put a hand on his rib cage, to check for breathing but once more, there was no sign of life. “Get those fire fighters back here!” I yelled at Rudy. “He needs help!” Without comment my bro turned and sprinted toward the door to the lobby, dodging and weaving through the crowd of returning hotel guests.

The elevator door pinged again and the doors to the car began to slide shut, trapping me inside the car with the probably dead man. Hastily I reached up and hit the red emergency stop button on the elevator panel. The doors slid back open and stayed that way.

I heard a female voice ask, “What’s wrong, Kat?” just before Linda and Marge, alerted no doubt by Rudy’s mad dash across the lobby, joined me. When they saw the man lying on the floor of the elevator, they stopped and stared down at him in horror. The victim’s head sort of shifted and rolled to one side as Marge whimpered and then his eyes opened slightly. He stared up at the ceiling of the elevator but in my view it was an unseeing, mute, lifeless look.

I got to my feet and backed away, somehow certain that there was nothing I could do to help him. Nothing anybody could do. Two fire fighters arrived just then and I was gently pushed aside as one of them bent over the fallen man.

“I couldn’t find any pulse.” I told them thickly, fighting a weird urge to cry.

“You did good kid, now let us handle this.” The nearest fire fighter spared me one quick glance then turned his attention back to the man on the floor. “Let’s start CPR,” he said to his partner.

A small crowd gathered around the elevator doors as the two fire fighters began Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation. The first one took a deep breath then exhaled oxygen steadily into the fallen man’s lungs. Outside I heard the wail of an approaching ambulance.

The second fire fighter took over then, pumping with both hands on the victim’s chest to simulate the contraction of the heart muscle and force circulation of oxygen-rich blood to the man’s brain. I watched numbly as the man’s chest rose and fell in response to their efforts but my view was soon blocked by two other fire fighters who hurried over to transfer the fallen man onto a gurney—a stretcher on wheels.

The people around me stood silently by, watching as the man was rapidly wheeled toward a paramedic unit parked haphazardly on the walkway outside the lobby, no doubt summoned by the fire fighters. Once the man on the gurney had been maneuvered inside the ambulance, the medics took over. As we watched, they stripped the man’s shirt open to his bare chest and placed two rubber pads on the skin there.

“Clear!” the medic barked. The man’s back arched in response to the voltage they were sending through his heart muscle in a desperate attempt to shock it back into life. There was a moment of near silence then I heard, “Clear!” again. The doors to the ambulance closed, the driver accelerated as she negotiated a path through the parking lot to the road, and then, as Rudy and I stared numbly at the red taillights, hearing the sirens shrieking in an uncanny echo of the fire alarm that had started everything, the ambulance disappeared into the night.

“Whoa,” Rudy said, summing the situation up in a word. “Huh,” I muttered back, equally verbose.

We looked at each other blankly. Behind me, Marge broke into a muffled sob and turned, burying her face on Linda’s shoulder. Linda wrapped an arm around her shoulder soothingly.

“Rudy, Kat, what’s going on here? Are you two all right? Why were the paramedics here? Linda?” Dad
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