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  CHAPTER ONE



 

 

            “Catherine, some woman called you four times since 4:00 a.m. and she sounded frantic. I had those messages put on your desk,” the admitting officer said when she dashed into the police station.

            Homicide Detective Catherine Delaney nodded, then quickly headed into the inner offices. She was soaked to the skin from the driving rain, and exhausted from working through the night. Ernesto, a category-five hurricane still had 48 hours before it was supposed to slam into Florida with its full force, but the wind and drenching rain was already tearing palms off the trees, and people were going crazy.

            “There’s a call on the line for you,” Detective Betancourt said as she neared his desk. He held the phone out to her, but covered the mouthpiece so the caller wouldn’t hear him. “The woman sounds like a real nut job. She just keeps rambling on about it coming true and she told you so.”

            Catherine grabbed the receiver. “Detective Delaney, can I help you?”

            “Did you see the papers this morning? I told you I saw it happen, and I told you it would come true. It always does, but no one listens to me. You all think I’m crazy.”

            “Who is this?”

            “Amanda… Amanda Plummer. I spoke with you two nights ago. I told you it would happen, didn’t I?”

            Catherine swiped the dripping water away from her eyes. “I’m sorry, Amanda. Tell me again what you said.”

            “I told you I see things happen in the middle of the day and at night, and they always come true. I told you,” she continued, sounding out of breath. “That I saw a young woman being abducted outside the Target on Hagen Ranch Road, and she was being held in a dark place that had lots of snakes crawling around.”

            The hairs on Catherine’s arms rose. “Hold on a minute, Amanda.” She pressed the phone against her chest. “Dexter, did you see today’s newspaper?” she whispered.

            He nodded. “Yes. The front page of the Sun Sentinel is asking for anyone who may have seen eighteen-year-old Hillary Blackstone in the Boynton Beach Target parking lot. The parents say she didn’t return home after she went shopping two nights ago. I think Cody’s checking out the missing person’s report.”

            “Shit!” she brought the phone back up to her ear. “Amanda, can you come into the station? I’d like to talk to you about this.”

            “No. I don’t want to ask anyone to drive me in this miserable weather. There are palms and things all over the road in front of my home. Can you come here?”

            “Sure. What’s your address? I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

            After jotting down the woman’s Delray Beach address and clicking off, Catherine headed to her partner’s office. Cody was just getting up from behind his desk when she entered the small, cluttered room. “Cody, do you remember the phone call I got the other night from a woman who said she saw someone being abducted outside a Target store?”

            “Yeah. I know,” he said, tugging his fingers through his dark hair. “It looks like it really happened. I just got off the phone with the kid’s parents. I told them we’d be right over.”

            “We need to see this Amanda woman,” Catherine said. “She won’t come here, so I got her address.”

            “First we have to talk to the Blackstones. The Chief told me to get a current picture of their daughter. He’s arranged a press conference at the station at noon, and he needs that picture and whatever other information we can get him.”

# # #

            “Do you believe in psychics?” she asked Cody when they were seated in their unmarked car with their seatbelts buckled.

            He shrugged, started the motor, then backed the car out of the parking lot and into the littered street. “Are you cold, Delaney? Do want me to adjust the air-conditioning?”

            “No. I’m fine. Cody, what if this woman really does see things?”

            “I heard some cops actually work with psychics, but I’ve never dealt with one,” he said, swerving the car away from a large palm frond that was lying across the road. “Goddamn it. It’s coming down so hard, I can hardly see through this windshield.”

            “Be careful. Slow down.”

            Cody pulled the car to the curb, got out, and then dragged the heavy palm onto someone’s lawn.

            “You didn’t answer me,” she said when he was back in the car. “What do you think?”

            “Maybe she is what she says she is. I don't know. I’ve never been into that science fiction or ESP stuff.”

            Catherine bit on her bottom lip for a couple of seconds. “Cody, what if this woman’s not a psychic? What if she actually helped someone abduct this teenager, and she’s just another crazy son-of-a-bitch who wants media attention?”

            “I don’t know what to believe, but I’m willing to listen to anyone who can help us find this kid. And hopefully find her alive,” he added, unaware that at that very same moment, a long, multi-colored snake was winding itself around Hillary Blackstone’s neck.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER TWO



 

 

            The ride to the Blackstone residence in the Costa del Sol community on 19th Street was a long and arduous one. Some of the traffic lights weren’t working due to downed power lines. Massive six-lane intersections were clogged with cars and trucks, because some drivers didn’t know how to deal with the problem. The situation was becoming so dangerous, that Cody pulled the car over three times to direct traffic until another officer arrived to relieve him. Catherine was behind the wheel the last time he got into the car. For once the big man didn’t flex his muscle and insist that he drive. He just sat in his soaked clothes, and bitched about the weather and lunatics who abducted defenseless young women.

            “Cody, why don’t you wait in the car?” Catherine said after parking in front of the sprawling Spanish-style house. “There’s no need for both of us to question them.”

            Instead of answering, he unbuckled his seatbelt, opened the door, and quickly got out of the car.

            Catherine practically ran to keep up with Cody’s quick stride up the winding brick path. The front door was opened quickly.

            “Mr. Blackstone? I’m Detective O’Dell and this is—”

            “Come in. Come in, please,” the man said, opening the door wide.

            An attractive, dark-haired, middle-aged woman rushed down the hall in a flowing, red caftan. “I’m so thankful that you came after we spoke. I wasn’t sure if the police were still searching for our daughter in this miserable weather.”

            “We are looking for her, and that’s why we’re here. We need your help.”

            “Thank you so much. Come inside, please.”

            Catherine was about to take off her wet, soggy black shoes, but was told not to bother. She and Cody followed Mrs. Blackstone into a large kitchen/family room, and sat at a round, glass-topped table. Mr. Blackstone left them, and his wife walked into the kitchen area.

            “Would you care for some coffee, or a glass of water?” she asked.

            “We’re fine,” Catherine answered for herself and Cody. She watched the woman’s hands tremble as she poured water from a plastic bottle into an amber-colored glass.

            “On the phone, you said you’d like to have a couple of recent photographs of Hillary,” Harvey Blackstone said, when he walked into the room. He handed one of the gold-framed pictures to Catherine, and the second one to Cody. “Those were taken about a month ago, at her girlfriend’s graduation pool party.”

            Mrs. Blackstone quickly put the glass down on the counter with a clunk.

            “She’s beautiful,” Catherine said, looking at the missing young woman’s long, dark hair and shapely figure as she posed in a skimpy bikini that barely covered her large breasts. She exchanged photographs with Cody, as Mr. Blackstone stood behind her. The second photograph was obviously taken that same day, because Hillary was wearing the same bathing suit, and standing to the right of her was the same young girl. “Mr. Blackstone, we need to ask you and your wife some important questions. The police chief and the mayor have scheduled a press conference at noon. We hope whatever you tell us might help us find your daughter.”

            Mrs. Blackstone joined them at the table without the glass of water. Her husband sat to her left.

            “My daughter is beautiful,” Mrs. Blackstone said. Her eyes teared up, then spilled over and down her cheeks. She pulled a napkin out of a napkin holder, and dabbed it against her pale face. “She was just accepted to compete in the Miss Florida Pageant.”

            Catherine gave Cody a quick glance.

            He nodded for her to continue the questioning.

            “Mrs. Blackstone—”

            “Please, call me Claire, and my husband is Harvey.”

            “Tell us about the night your daughter went missing.”

            “I can’t believe this is happening. This is a nightmare. A horror. No mother should ever have to go through this.”

            “Claire, why did your daughter go to Target? It was terrible outside. According to the missing person’s report that you and your husband filled out it was late.”

            She covered her face and started to sob.

            “She went out to buy some moisturizing cream,” Harvey Blackstone said, casting an angry glance at his wife.

            “Excuse me.” Catherine blinked. “Did you say she went out in that weather for moisturizer?”

            “My wife told Hillary that her skin looked dry,” he said bitterly. “That’s all it took.”

            Mrs. Blackstone grabbed some more napkins, and sobbed louder.

            “Harvey,” Catherine said after shaking her head. “Do you know if your daughter picked up a friend to go with her?”

            “I doubt that, but I can’t be sure. Hillary said she’d be right back, so I don’t think she would have wasted time to pick someone up in that downpour.”

            “Does Hillary have a boyfriend?”

            “No,” he answered a little too harshly. “She was too busy competing in beauty contests, so she could qualify for the Miss Florida one. She was also getting her college stuff ready, because she’s starting her freshman year in Florida Atlantic University in a few weeks.”

            “Did she have any enemies, or have a fight with someone recently?”

            “Everyone loves my daughter,” Claire said, sniffing and wadding the wet napkins into a ball. “Her girlfriends are always here after school and weekends, chatting about clothes, make up, and boys.”

            “The latest topic was breast implants,” Harvey added.

            “Harvey!”

            “It’s true, Claire,” he burst out. “In the last six-months, Hillary and four of her friends had that procedure, and you did nothing to talk those girls out of getting it done.”

            Catherine glanced at Cody again. “Are you saying Hillary recently had breast implant surgery?”

            “She didn’t really need to have that done,” Mrs. Blackstone argued, “but Hillary said all of the other girls who were competing for Miss Florida had large breasts or other cosmetic surgery, so I let her have it done.”

            “She didn’t need to be in any of those beauty contests. It’s because of those damn contests that she didn’t apply to any of the out-of-state colleges.”

            “Harvey, Hillary loved being in those contests. She wanted to stay in Florida.”

            “Hillary had no choice. You started her off, before she could even crawl,” he said bitterly. “And you kept signing her up for them. She went to that store because of you, Claire. If something happens to her…”

            Mrs. Blackstone clutched the blouse over her heart. “You can’t be blaming me for what’s happened. I won’t let you. I love my daughter. Hillary told us this competition was important. That if she didn’t win Miss Florida, she wouldn’t qualify for Miss America, and then possibly Miss World. It was Hillary’s decision, not mine. She said those titles might get her a job as a newscaster. You know that,” she said, as a fresh batch of tears streamed down her pale face. “I don’t want you blaming me. Do you hear me, Harvey? I won’t have it.”

            There were a few moments of tense silence, before Catherine proceeded. “Harvey, when did you first discover Hillary was missing?”

            He gulped. His face was ash gray; his chest rose and fell rapidly, like he couldn’t breathe.

            “Are you all right,” she asked, placing her hand on his arm. Catherine’s heart ached for this man. He was the opposite of her father, who had been cold and distant after she’d been raped by a man who had climbed through her bedroom window when she was twelve. “Mr. Blackstone, do you need medical assistance? Shall I call for help?”

            “No, I’ll be fine,” he said, pulling away from Catherine’s hand. “I knew something was wrong when my daughter hadn’t come home by 1:00 a.m., so I drove over to the Target store. Hillary’s car was the only one left in the parking lot, and she wasn’t in it. I walked to the store. All of the doors around the entire building were locked. I banged on the back door, hoping a security guard would hear me and open up. No one did. I didn’t know what to do at that point. I had called Hillary’s cell phone at least a dozen times before and after I went to the store. She never answered, so I left messages to call me back immediately,” he said, wringing his hands together on top of the table. “I left her car in the lot, thinking she might have met a friend in the store, gone off for a while, and then would return to her car and drive home. Then I thought she might have stayed over at her friend’s house.”

            Catherine watched his eyes fill with tears. He made no move to brush them away when they fell.

            “My wife and I drove over to the Target the following morning, after waiting up all night,” he went on. “When we saw Hillary’s car was still parked in the lot, we went into the store and spoke to the manager. He wasn’t able to help us. Immediately after looking inside Hillary’s car, I called the police. I…” He stopped. His hands were now clenched so tight, his knuckles were white.

            “Go on. What were you going to say?” Catherine prodded.

            He stared down at his hands. “I should have looked inside Hillary’s car when I first saw it sitting there, but I didn’t. If I had, I would have called the police right away, and you might have found her close by. Hillary’s pocketbook was on the floor in the front, along with the gold locket necklace we’d given her for her birthday. And the chain… the chain was broken like it had been ripped off. I… I…” He turned back to Catherine. “I knew then that something terrible must have happened to her.”

            “Mr. Blackstone, did you take Hillary’s phone out of the car?”

            He shook his head. “No. We were told not to open the car door, or touch anything inside. We waited for the police to arrive, but I looked through the windows. I didn’t see the phone. She… she may have it, or it could still be in the car.”

            As a jagged streak of lightning flashed through the darkened sky and thunder boomed above the Blackstones’ home, Harvey Blackstone sobbed into his hands, and his daughter, Hillary, slipped into a black void.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER THREE



 

 

            A beam from his flashlight lit the way, as he slowly climbed up the splintered steps to the second floor landing. He smiled, almost laughed out loud as he stood outside the locked bedroom door, because he heard them slithering around on the wooden floor.

            As he drew closer to the door, the hissing beyond it grew louder. “You know I’ve brought you food, don’t you?” he said in drawn-out, whispered words that blended in with the dozens of soft hisses.

            He set the large metal pail down on the floor, then checked the bands around his trousers to make sure they were secured around the tops of his high rubber boots. After that, he inspected the thick, padded gloves to make sure they completely covered his hands and went over his long-sleeved leather shirt that had been custom-made to fit tight.

            The padlock on the door was new and easy to open. He pocketed the key after opening it, then shut off the flashlight, picked up the pail, and slowly inched open the door so he wouldn’t injure any of his precious snakes.

            “Move away,” he said, gently toeing a black eastern indigo snake away from the door before it could wriggle out of the room. He tossed the contents of the pail across the room, and suddenly a frenzy of black, brown, and striped snakes quickly slithered toward the beetles, lizards, and cut up rodents that were waiting for them.

            He shut the door again, then stood there and listened in the darkness. The rain hammered against the metal-barred window and the wind howled outside, but he didn’t hear a sound coming from the girl. He waited a few moments more, then flipped on the light switch.

            Her nude body was curled on top of the pile of cartons where he knew he’d find her. He’d deliberately set up the boxes that way so she’d climb up onto them to get away from the snakes—snakes she didn’t know were harmless. He almost wished he were an artist as he looked at her. If he were, he would have taken the time to paint the lovely sight. A common garter snake with a pattern of yellow stripes on its green background had wound itself around the girl’s neck, and a long olive-colored ring-necked snake was slowly winding its way up her long leg. He studied her shapely body and her firm, rounded breasts a little longer. The snakes hissed around his booted feet. Her body had changed from its lush, pink color when he was plunging his erection inside her untouched womanhood, into a faded-pink with splotches of purple under her buttocks and feet, where her blood had settled after she expired.

            He slowly removed the snakes from her body, and then gently placed them on the floor next to some of the scattered food he’d provided. More snakes wriggled into the room from the doggie door he’d constructed between this room and the adjoining bedroom. It was in that larger bedroom that he bred—and experimented on—his non-poisonous snakes. The poisonous ones were kept in the master bedroom, the room that faced the fallow sugarcane fields.

            “And now to you,” he said, looking her over again. “It’s too bad the venom I injected into you worked so quickly. I wanted to suck on those ripe breasts a while longer, and then have you a couple more times. What a shame Grandpa. I’ll just have to do better the next time.”

            He picked up Hillary’s limp body, folded her over his shoulder, then left the room and locked the door behind him.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER FOUR



 

 

            By noon, the conference room in the police station was packed with news reporters and police officers who were waiting to hear the latest details on the Target abduction. Police Chief Stephen Delaney, Mayor Eugene Clarkston, and Sargent Mark Goldfarb were standing in front of the room where two microphones had been set up. Mr. and Mrs. Blackstone, Catherine, and Cody were standing behind them.

            “Mayor Clarkston, what can you tell us about Hillary Blackstone,” asked a very tall reporter from station WXEL.

            The short, plump mayor who was dressed in an expensive designer suit and tie, stepped in front of a microphone and cleared his throat a couple of times before answering. “Ladies and gentlemen, Hillary Blackstone was abducted two nights ago in front of the Target store on Hagen Ranch Road, in Boynton Beach. The—”

            “Did you get Target’s security tape that filmed the parking lot?” a young, bearded reporter called out.

            “As I was about to say, we did get a tape.”

            “What was on it?” the same reporter called out again.

            “Unfortunately,” the mayor said gruffly, glaring at the reporter who had the audacity to interrupt him. “It was raining very hard, so the camera got nothing but a gray sheet of rain. Therefore, we are unable to ascertain what actually happened to Miss Blackstone.”

            Murmurs filtered throughout the room, and feet shuffled. Sergeant Goldfarb sneezed three times into a crumpled handkerchief, and the mayor took three steps to the left, which made Chief Delaney also move to the left.

            “I hear Miss Blackstone qualified for the Miss Florida Pageant. Do you think that had anything to do with her abduction?” a female reporter called out from the right side of the room. She didn’t wait for a reply, and fired off another question. “Could a competitor be responsible for her being missing, like the attack on that Olympic ice-skater?”

            The mayor turned right, so the sergeant could take that question, but Goldfarb couldn’t, he was sneezing again. Chief Delaney stepped forward. “We have no idea who abducted Hillary or why, or if she actually was abducted. It is possible that she went off with a friend, however her parents believe otherwise, and that’s why we’re asking for your help. If anyone saw Hillary in Target, or the parking lot, or any other place that evening, or if you’ve seen her within the last two days, please call our hot line immediately.”

            “With the hurricane about to hit us, will that hamper your search, Chief Delaney?” asked Samuel Ward, a reporter the chief knew well.

            “It certainly will, Sam.”

            Catherine loved how her uncle was respected by the press, and how he called them by their names.

            “With the hurricane only hours away from us,” he went on, “it’s urgent that we find this young lady as soon as we can. That’s why we’re asking the public to provide any information they may have as quickly as possible.”

            Mr. Blackstone walked up to the chief. “May I say something to them, please?”

            “Yes. Of course,” he answered, placing one of the microphones in front of him.

            Harvey Blackstone looked out at the audience. “This is our daughter, Hillary,” he said, holding up her graduation picture so it could be filmed and broadcasted. “My wife and I are frantic with worry for her safety. Hillary, sweetheart if you can hear me, please… please call home. We love you. And whoever you are, if you have taken our daughter, please call us. Don’t hurt her. We’ll give you money, anything to get our Hillary back unharmed. Please,” he begged. Then he looked around, like he didn’t know what he should do next.

            Catherine assisted him back to his crying wife.

            The mayor stepped forward, pulled a folded sheet of white paper out of his pocket, opened it, and then read: “I want to thank Chief Delaney and the fine men and women in his department.” He didn’t bother to look at any of them. “I’m sure they’ll do everything humanly possible to find this teenager. And now on to hurricane Ernesto. Listen carefully. If anyone is planning to stay in one of our church or school shelters, you must bring your own food and water with you, as well as your children’s necessities and your medications. During the worst of this hurricane, emergency services such as police and fire rescue will be on hold,” he said, then turned and rushed out of the room, ignoring the many questions that were still shouted out.

            The chief, Catherine, and Cody followed the mayor to the front door, where three female assistants were waiting for him.

            “Thank you, Mayor Clarkston. I appreciate your finding time in your busy schedule to come to this conference,” the chief said, extending his hand.

            “Glad I could help. Must run,” the mayor said, ignoring the hand and condescendingly patting the chief’s shoulder. “If I don’t show up at Annabelle’s charity luncheon, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

            One of the mayor’s assistants opened the door for him. Another held a wide umbrella over his bald head, and then led him to the waiting black limousine.

            “Pompous asshole,” the chief mumbled as the limo drove away, and reporters and cameramen rushed past them. “Come into my office you two. There’s something I need to tell you.” He turned and then walked down the hall, grumbling about the mayor and the impending election. Catherine and Cody looked at each other, smiled, and followed behind him.

            “You’re still smoking,” Catherine said when she entered her uncle’s office. “I can still smell the smoke. Didn’t you hear the doctor warning you to stop? For God's sake! You had a stent inserted in your artery. Doesn't that tell you something?”

            In answer, the chief picked one of the cigar stubs out of the filled ashtray on top of his desk, and stuffed it between his lips.

            “What did you want to tell us?” Cody quickly asked, derailing the old argument.

            The chewed-up stub was taken out of the chief’s mouth. “We got a wrinkle in this abduction case.”

            “What kind of wrinkle?” Catherine asked.

            “Cathy, Chris went to the Target lot to tow Hillary’s Nissan—”

            “Chris?”

            “You know, from our garage. He went to tow in Hillary’s car for a forensic overhaul, and found it had a flat tire.”

            “A flat tire,” Cody said. “How come Mr. Blackstone didn’t mention the car had a flat?”

            “The man was upset. Maybe he didn’t see it? Whatever, it’s the front tire on the driver’s side that’s flat.”

            “That kid drove over there in that pouring rain and suddenly her tire went flat? No way,” Catherine said, her hands balling into fists at her sides. “Maybe someone deliberately flattened that tire, so he could offer her a lift home,”

            “Why would she go off with a stranger, instead of phoning her parents?” Cody asked.

            “She didn’t call them, because that son-of-a-bitch wasn’t a stranger. He was someone Hillary knew and trusted.”

            “But she must have struggled with him. Her necklace was broken, and her handbag was still in the car,” Cody reminded her.

            “I think you’re right about there being a struggle,” she said, walking across the room and then turning back to them. “She must have known him, but then he had to have said or done something that scared her enough to try and fight him off.”

            “You got it. Knew you would. That’s exactly what I thought had happened,” the chief said. “Marty is going through the in-store tapes now to see if Hillary spoke to anyone. We’ll know later today when I get his report.”

            “Uncle Steve, Hillary’s father said he didn’t see her cell phone in the car. She may still have it with her and try to call 911, if she gets a chance.”

            The chief sighed, then turned to Cody. “Cody, Sergeant Goldfarb’s sick and going home, I’m making you the lead on this case.”

            Cody nodded.

            “Have someone check the phone company to see if their cell towers can trace her phone’s signal.”

            “I already have Rinaldi on that,” Cody responded.

            “Well, then that’s a start. Any questions, you two?”

            “No,” they both answered.

            “Good. Then get out of here.”

            “I’m going to send Betancourt and Alvarez over to the girl’s high school to get a list of Hillary’s friends and teachers, so they can add them to the few names we got from the Blackstones. The sooner they’re all questioned, the quicker we might get a lead,” Cody said, as they walked out of the chief’s office. “I’ll only be a few minutes. Then you and I will be going back to the Blackstones’. I have a feeling there are still things that we haven’t been told.”

            “Fine. I’ll be in Whitehall and Wilkin’s office when you’re ready to leave.”

            He grabbed her arm to keep her from walking away. “What are you up to, Babe?”

            “I’m going to ask them to search for pet shops that carry snakes. Then to check out the owners to see if any of them have a criminal record.”

            Cody stared down at her. “You believe that woman and her snake story?”

            Catherine shrugged. “It can’t hurt to check it out. Who knows? She may really see things. And don’t forget, I promised to go and see her.”

            As Catherine and Cody were assigning jobs to the four detectives, Hillary Blackstone’s body was being dumped into the cold water of a debris-littered canal that was rushing through a fallow sugarcane field.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER FIVE



 

 

            Mr. Blackstone’s mouth dropped open when he opened the front door and saw the two detectives back on his doorstep. “Did you find her?” he asked.

            “No. I’m sorry. Not yet,” Cody answered. “May we come inside?”

            “Yes… yes, of course.” He stepped to the side and opened the door wide for them to enter the foyer.

            Cody and Catherine unzipped their black rain-slickers. “Where do you want us to put these,” Catherine asked, looking at the man’s almost white face. “Mr. Blackstone, we don’t have bad news. We just have to ask you some more questions.”

            “Harvey, who are you talking to?” his wife called out.

            “The detectives,” he called back, not moving, and not taking their dripping-wet slickers.

            Mrs. Blackstone rushed to them, looking as pale as her husband. “Have you found Hillary? Where is she? Is she all right?”

            “Mrs. Blackstone, we haven’t found Hillary, but our men are out searching for her,” Catherine said.

            “Oh. I see. Harvey take their things. We'll go inside.”

            “Mrs. Blackstone… Claire, would it be all right if we looked in Hillary’s room?”

            She nodded, and after their jackets had been put away, she turned and led them down a long hall that was lined on both sides with family pictures. Catherine glanced at some of the photographs as she followed her. Most of the pictures were of Hillary at different stages of her life. Her baby and toddler pictures were adorable. In her cheerleading and pageant pictures—where she wore glittering, tight-fitting gowns and skimpy bikinis—she looked stunning. Catherine stopped in front of one of the bikini pictures for a moment, noting how much smaller Hillary’s breasts were before her implants.

            “Catherine,” Cody called out from the end of the hall.

            Catherine hurried to him.

            “This is my daughter’s room,” Mrs. Blackstone said, pointing into a bedroom. “You’re welcome to look around. My husband and I will wait for you in the family room.”

            After the couple left them, Catherine and Cody entered the room. “Wow,” Catherine said, peering around the all-pink room. Floor-to-ceiling shelves on two walls were filled with glittering crowns and trophies. Colorful winning contest ribbons were tacked onto another wall, and the pink lace-covered bed was filled with stuffed animals and well-dressed dolls that looked very expensive.

            “Come and look at this,” Cody said from inside a walk-in closet.

            Catherine joined him in the massive closet. “Wow again. This looks like the Blackstones cut through another bedroom to make this huge closet.”

            “You’re probably right. I’ve never seen so many gowns. They could open a store with all of this stuff.”

            “Cody, this stuff must have cost them a fortune. You can’t buy gowns like this off the rack. They have to be custom-made,” she said, fingering a silver-sequined strapless gown. Catherine walked to the far side of the closet and rifled through some everyday blouses, slacks, and skirts that could have been purchased at a T.J Maxx, or a teen store like Forever 21. She removed a printed blouse from one of the hangers.

            “What are you doing with that?” Cody asked.

            “I’m taking it to Amanda. I want her to see and touch something Hillary wore.”

            “You’re joking, right? She’s probably a nut case.”

            Catherine folded the silky blouse and tucked it into her pants pocket, then looked up at Cody. “You may be right, but what if she is a psychic? I want to see what happens when she touches it.”

            “Are you going to tell the Blackstones that you’re taking that blouse?”

            “No, and I’m not going to tell them about Miss Plummer or her snake story. Those two are worried sick as it is. I don’t want to make it worse for them. Let’s get out of here.”

            “What about questioning the Blackstones?”

            “The snake lady is waiting for us. We’ll come back after we talk to her.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER SIX


 

 

            Crime Scene Detectives Dexter Betancourt and his partner Ricardo Alvarez not only looked different, but their demeanors were complete opposites. Dexter was a tall, muscular black man with long, thick dreadlocks that he’d flip over his shoulders when he got pissed-off. He was silent and serious, the one who’d shoot first and ask questions later, whereas his partner, Ricardo Alvarez, the Latin womanizer with the shiny, bald dome and small goatee, was quick to spout raunchy jokes to anyone who’d listen.

            “Hey, Dex, you shoulda seen the redhead I scored with last night.”

            “Yeah, yeah, I heard it before,” Dexter said, staring through the rain-drenched window that the wipers could barely keep up with.

            Ricardo smiled. “Man, this one was special.”

            “They’re all special to you. So what else is new?”

            “Nah, this one really was special, I tell you. This broad was a natural redhead. Her collar and cuffs matched. I had to take time to pluck the red hairs out of my goatee this morning. That’s why I was late,” he said, fingering his well-groomed goatee and smiling.

            “Yeah, well, you should have taken a shower while you were at it, because you smell ripe, buddy.”

            Ricardo’s smile widened. “Boy, do I wish I could bottle that smell. I’d make a friggin’ fortune.”

            “Crap!” Dexter yelped, when their car hydroplaned across the road. When he got it under control again, he let out a deep sigh and slowed down. “I wish it hadn’t taken us so damn long to get Spencer’s address. I wanted to be home already, and not driving around on these goddamned flooded roads. Look around. Lyme Road should be coming up on the right. I don’t want to miss it.”

            “When do you think they’re going to start developing this area west of Route 441?”

            Dexter didn’t answer; he was concentrating on the flooded road ahead.

            “Slow down. There’s a mailbox comin’ up on the right. That may be it. Yeah, yeah, that’s it,” Ricardo said, leaner closer to the window so he could see the numbers 13307 painted on it. “Turn right. This is it.”

            When Dexter turned right, they found themselves driving down a narrow, winding dirt road that sucked at their tires, and nearly sent their black-and-white sliding into the trees and bushes that bordered it. The all-stone, two-story house was almost hidden by a thicket of tall pines, its windows were shuttered, and broken tree limbs lay on top of the dark, slate roof. Off to the right was an old, sun-bleached wooden barn. The door was padlocked shut, the roof looked repaired, and a mud-splattered Ford pickup truck was parked in front of it.

            “This place is creepy,” Dexter mumbled, unfastening his seatbelt after he shut off the engine.

            “The principal’s probably creepy, too,” Ricardo said, unbuckling his. “Probably an old fart like the one I had in high school. I wonder what this one’s wife looks like.”

            “Let’s go, Casanova. Let me do the talking. I want to get out of here fast, before that muck on the road turns to quicksand and we’re stuck out here for days.”

            Since the wind was too strong to open umbrellas and neither had raincoats, the detectives were soaked down to their skin when they reached Daniel Spencer’s front door.

            “He’d better be home,” Dexter said, pounding on the wooden door. He did it four more times, before two locks were turned, and the door was opened a few inches.

            “What is it?” the man said curtly, peeking through the space. Then he noticed the parked patrol car. “You’re police?”

            “Are you David Spencer, the principal at the Boca Raton High school?” Dexter asked as the wind-driven rain slashed against him.

            The principal nodded.

            “Can we come in? We’d like to ask you some questions about Hillary Blackstone.”

            “Yes, I’m sorry. Please do come in,” he said, opening the door wider. “It was very rude of me to keep you outside, but I rarely get visitors.” He let them enter, but didn’t invite them past the small foyer.

            “Now, what is it you wanted to ask me?” he said, pushing a lock of dripping wet hair away from his forehead.

            Dexter matched the man’s six-foot-three height, so he looked straight into his light-blue eyes. “Do you have any idea where Hillary Blackstone might be?”

            The man didn’t flinch. “She’s probably run off with someone, I’d guess.”

            “Why would you guess that?” Ricardo asked, giving him a once over.

            Spencer flexed his well-toned biceps before answering. “I thought she had a thing going with another student, because I caught them kissing in the girl’s locker room.

            Ricardo blinked. “First of all, what were you doing in the girl’s locker room? And second, who did you see her kissing?”

            “I went in there because the custodian had set some rodent traps, and later that day a student said she saw something caught in one of them,” he replied, clearly annoyed. “He was gone, it was after school hours, and no one was supposed to be in there.”

            “But Hillary was,” Ricardo went on, looking at the pecs that bulged beneath the man’s black T-shirt—pecs that meant he could easily lift and carry off a young teen like Hillary Blackstone.

            “Are these questions necessary? I was very busy when you interrupted me.”

            Dexter flipped some dreadlocks off his shoulder, and his lips tightened. “Mr. Spencer, if you’d prefer answering our questions at headquarters, we’d be delighted to transport you over there.”

            “No. No.” A crash sounded in another room. Spencer quickly looked back, then faced them again. “That won’t be necessary.”

            “Sounds like something broke back there,” Dexter said, trying to see past the principal.

            “It’s just my cat. She’s always getting into something. Now, about Miss Blackstone. I
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