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The sun rose out of the Florida Straits to flash a blinding eyeshot across South Roosevelt Blvd. Morning traffic was light. Only two vehicles heading north, a hearse and a black Lincoln Navigator following close behind. 

The hearse driver squinted and reached to pull down the sun visor. He didn’t see the shovel lying in the road right in his path. The left front tire exploded with a concussive boom and the hearse suddenly lurched across the center line into the oncoming lane, its steering wheel spinning wildly and breaking the driver’s thumb. 

Jack Hunter had rounded the bend by the old houseboat row and was passing the Key West airport in his red Jeep. He was returning from the Stock Island marina where the Joyful Noise was docked. He’d been spending a few nights on her. It would’ve been shorter to have taken North Roosevelt but he liked driving along the oceanside. He was making good time nevertheless on the empty road. Remarkably, he hadn’t seen a single vehicle until this very moment, when suddenly one caromed across the road and flipped over in front of him. He slammed on the brakes screeching to a stop.

A coffin flew out of the back door of the tumbling hearse and skidded into the Jeep, lodging itself solidly beneath the front end. The Lincoln Navigator had stopped in the middle of the road and its driver jumped out and ran over to the hearse, which had come to rest right side up. He jerked open the door and shook the unconscious driver, who was slumped in the seat. Unable to revive him, he pulled a gun from his waist and shot the man pointblank in the head. Then he looked over to where Jack sat dumbfounded in the Jeep not twenty feet away, his hands still gripping the steering wheel. The Lincoln’s horn began to blare nonstop. The shooter pointed the gun at Jack, took aim and then grinned. He jammed the gun back in his waist, spat at Jack and ran back to the waiting car.

Jack watched it speed away.

~~~
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DETECTIVE EARL GLEASON showed his badge to the officer manning the road block at Bertha Street and was waved through. He could see a jumble of patrol cars and an ambulance up ahead, all with roof lights madly flashing. Both sides of the road had been closed. As he neared the scene of the accident, he also spotted another vehicle in the mix which gave him pause. A bright red Jeep. He pulled over and got out.

“What’ve we got, Sgt. Fallows?” he asked, walking up to the officer.

The first responders had radioed for a sergeant to come to the scene after determining that a possible homicide might be involved. The sergeant had called Gleason.

“A real doozy, detective,” Fallows said. “You’ll have to see for yourself.”

Gleason gave him a curious look and both men walked together to the battered hearse.

“How’s the foot?” Fallows asked.

Gleason still had a slight hitch in his step resulting from a fractured metatarsal bone.

“Taking forever and a day to heal,” Gleason said sourly.

The driver’s body sat tilted to the right, held in place by the seat belt, an obvious entry wound in the left temple. Gleason leaned in through the open door for a closer look. Blood splatters on the passenger door window cautioned him that it wouldn’t be a pretty sight to examine the exit wound.

“Was the door open when the officers arrived?” he asked, backing out and straightening up.

“Yes, sir.  Everything’s like they found it.”

“Okay, leave it just as it is. Don’t let anyone touch the door. I want to secure this scene. You’re in charge. Get the photographer out here. Have a video made, too. Who reported this?”

“It’s kind of complicated,” Fallows said. “Guy who owns that Jeep claims he told a passing motorist to call 911 since he didn’t have a phone. Everybody has a phone, so who’s he kidding? Anyway, the motorist left before patrol arrived. We have the Jeep’s driver twiddling his thumbs in the back seat of a patrol car.”

Gleason looked at the Jeep and shook his head in disbelief.

“He said the hearse overturned right in front of him,” Fallows went on to explain. “Next thing he knows some guy jumps out of a SUV that’d stopped on the other side of the road, runs up to the hearse, shoots the driver, gets back in the SUV and drives off. We’ve put out an APB to the sheriffs but nothing back so far.”

“Do you believe him?” Gleason asked. “The Jeep guy?”

“I don’t know what to believe,” Fallows said. “Seems like he’s telling the truth. On the other hand, it could’ve been road range gone bad. Actually, that kind of makes more sense when you think about it. The whole SUV business sounds fishy to me. The guy was vague about describing it other than he thought it was black. No idea of make or model. Like I said, there hasn’t been any news from the sheriffs following our APB. Not surprising since they have so little to go on. Can’t very well put up a roadblock along the entire Keys and stop every black SUV that comes along. We haven’t found a gun. He could’ve tossed it in the ocean, I suppose. We’ll have a diver search along the shore line. There is a .40 caliber brass casing on the road surface near the hearse. We’ve marked the location. Photographer can grab a shot of it before we bag it. But there’s something else you should see, detective.”

They walked around the hearse and over to the Jeep where a metal coffin was jammed under its front end.

“Jesus Christ,” Gleason muttered. “Is there a body in that thing?”

“We don’t know. Waiting for a hazmat team from the fire department to get here before we try to move it. Probably need a tow truck to pick up the Jeep off of the thing. My guess is the coffin must’ve flown out of the hearse during the crash. Guess it wasn’t wearing a seatbelt.”

“Okay, same drill with the coffin,” Gleason said, ignoring the joke. “Nobody touches anything without wearing gloves. Where’s the patrol car with the Jeep’s owner?”

“Parked at the curb over there. Want to see him?”

“Yeah,” Gleason said, giving another shake of his head. “If it’s who I think it is, you won’t need to call a diver to look for any gun.” 

The sergeant led Gleason to the car and opened its back door.

“Hello, Earl,” Jack smiled. “How’s the foot?”
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The hearse driver’s body had been taken to the morgue at the Lower Keys hospital, as had the damaged coffin after it’d been dragged out from under the Jeep. The hazmat technician had decided the morgue would be a better place to open it rather than at the scene. The wrecked hearse was trucked on a flatbed to the police impound yard and the Jeep was towed to a repair garage at Jack’s request. With all the hullabaloo, it was nearly noon before South Roosevelt Blvd. could be opened to traffic.

“I thought he was going to shoot me,” Jack said nervously and grinned. “The weird thing is I must’ve been too scared to be afraid. Just sat there like a dumb ass. Then the SUV’s horn started blowing like crazy and he lowered the gun. My lucky day, I guess.”

He was talking with Gleason in an interview room at the police station. The detective had driven him there after finishing up at the crime scene.

“I won’t argue with that,” Gleason said grimly. “You okay? Seeing someone shot and the next thing the gun’s being pointed at you can mess with your head. Not trying to be funny here. Bad guy once drew down on me, thought I’d shit.”

“Didn’t want to mention that part,” Jack laughed. “And then he spits at me, for Christ’s sake. No, actually I’m not okay. Still kind of shook up. I’ve been in dangerous spots before, it’ll pass. Just have to give it the time.”

“That is interesting, his doing that,” Gleason mused. “Spitting at you. Freaky. Think you could give a decent description of him? We can put together a composite.”

“I’ll do the best I can.”

“What about the SUV?” Gleason asked. “Anything coming back on it?”

“Total blank. Like I told the cops, the only thing I remember is it was black. Which is what every other one you see is.”

“All right. This thing’s going to be all over the news. Since you’re a key witness, it’d be better for the investigation if you don’t talk with any reporters. We’ll keep your name out of it on our part. Nothing I can do about the people who called it in. You said it was a man and a woman?” 

“Yeah, she was upset. Didn’t want to hang around. They’d arrived after everything was over anyway. The SUV was long gone.”

“All right, I’ll check with the operator’s log just to tie up that end.”

“Found out who was in the coffin yet?”

“Waiting to hear from the from the hazmat tech at the morgue. There’re a lot of protocols to follow before you pop the top off a coffin. What’s the latest on my favorite and former detective, Rachel Powers?” 

“I haven’t heard from her for awhile.”

“She was a good cop,” Gleason said. “Hated to see her go. Miss her.”

Jack didn’t reply.

Gleason’s phone rang.

“Homicide. This is Detective Gleason.”

“Hello, detective,” a bright voice replied. “This is Tim Davis. I’ve opened the coffin.”

Davis was with the fire department’s Rescue 1 unit, which provides rescue assistance and hazmat service. They’d answered the police request for help.

“What have you got?” Gleason asked.

“Nails in a coffin,” Davis chortled.

“Come on, Davis,” Gleason said impatiently. “Cut the funny stuff. I haven’t got time for this crap.”

“I’m serious, detective, it’s full of what I believe are some badass drugs.”

“You mean they’re in there with the body?”

“There’s no body in the coffin. You better get someone from narcotics over here.”

~~~
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GLEASON HAD EXCUSED Jack, saying he’d make arrangements for him to meet with the sketch artist later. Now he was in a waiting room at the morgue with Detective John Cawben from narcotics and Tim Davis.

“Put these on, one over the other,” Davis said, giving both detectives two pairs of gloves. “Much safer than the kind you normally use. Made with a tighter mesh. I’ll tell you how to dispose of them after we’re finished.”

Gleason and Cawben exchanged glances as they slipped on the gloves.

The three men entered another room outside of the actual morgue where the coffin rested on a gurney. Its top was open and a white canvas duffle bag was inside.

“What the hell is that supposed to be?” Gleason muttered.

“I’m guessing about fifty or so kilos of fentanyl,” Davis said. “We recently had a seminar on drugs. Stuff’s transdermal and can be absorbed through the skin. That’s why the gloves. You can also inhale it, so don’t get nosey, ha, ha.”

Cawben ignored the joke and walked over to the coffin, reached in the bag and pulled out a large zip-lock bag full of tablets.

“The marking on the pills looks right,” he said. “You have any idea of how many people this much fentanyl could kill?”

“I know it doesn’t take much,” Gleason said, coming over to take a look for himself.

“Two milligrams are lethal for most people,” Cawben explained. “That’s so little you’d hardly be able to see it. Fit under your pinky fingernail. You’ve got enough here to take out every single person in the state of Florida. Maybe the good folks in Georgia and Alabama as well.”

“What’s the plan, detectives?” Davis asked.

“It’d be too dangerous to take this stuff back to the station the way it’s packaged now,” Cawben said. “I wouldn’t trust it. Should have secondary packaging and a heat sealed bag for each ziplock. And even then I’m not sure we’d want this much fentanyl lying around in the evidence room.”

“So what do you recommend?” Gleason asked.

“I’m going to have the crime scene photographer come here and document everything as it is in place,” Cawben said. “Then we’ll spread out the ziplock bags on a table and document them both together and individually.”

“And after that?” Gleason asked.

“The lab will want to analyze it to make sure it’s what we believe it to be. We’ll get them a sample from each bag. Also, they might be able identify its origin. Eventually our hazmat friends will destroy the crap. But first, I want to get a court approval before we do anything. And Mr. Davis here will need to sign an affidavit.”

“What about the coffin? Do the hazmat people get rid of it, too?” 

“That’s a good question, Earl. Technically, it’s evidence in a homicide so it should belong to you. The only problem is the thing could be contaminated. What do think about that, Mr. Davis?”

“I didn’t see any bags that were torn so nothing has spilled out. You’d probably be safe but have some Naloxone handy. That’ll keep you alive until the medics get there.”

Gleason wasn’t sure how much he appreciated the last remark but he let it go.

“I want the coffin taken to our impound garage when you’re finished here,” he said.

“Thought you might,” Cawben said. “I’ll call for patrol to send someone here to watch this place before we all leave. Thank you for your help, Mr. Davis. And don’t worry, I’ll make sure there’s plenty of Naloxone available when we return.”
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Jack had walked home from the police station. As he’d turned into his lane, memories flooded his mind.

How the neighborhood had immediately appealed to him. And after moving in discovering that while everyone living there was friendly enough, they also respected each other’s privacy. Well, up to a point. Things had gotten a little dicey once with a neighbor. She’d tried to kill him. In the end everything had worked out—if not to her satisfaction, certainly to his.

The good memories faded to the present. Now he wasn’t at all sure of where his life was headed. His sojourn at the marina had failed to provide any direction. 

He mounted the steps and went inside.

It was stuffy and smelled a little moldy. He was surprised. The house hadn’t been shut up all that long. He threw open a couple of windows and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator. After this morning, he could use a cold one.

He took the beer into the living room and flopped down on the sofa. He thought again of the man pointing a gun at him. He raised his own finger as if to point back and mouthed ‘bang.’ Then the entire bizarre event replayed from start to finish. He was still rattled. He wondered who the poor driver had been. He’d never seen anyone murdered before. And with such cold and mechanical intent.

He took in a deep breath and reached for his cellphone on the side table where he’d left it. He had decided to stay completely off the grid when he’d gone to the boat. Not the smartest move he’d now come to realize.

Blessedly, there weren’t many messages. Three from Billy Bean. One from his office in Los Angeles and one more from the dock master at the Stock Island marina. He saw that it had come in earlier that very morning. He played them back starting with Billy’s.

The first one said they should replace the kitchen stove at the Inedible Cafe. What was that all about, he wondered? It had already been replaced after the old stove almost burned down the restaurant. The next two had to do with a band named the Troubled Birds that he thought they should book for the Undrinkable Bar. Billy’s in the music business now?

The LA call brought pleasant news. His real estate company had forgiven rent payments from several businesses that leased space in an office building he owned. They were good tenants and he wanted to help keep them afloat during the coronavirus crisis. Now they were on their feet again and repaying the back rent. 

The dock master said a guy was interested in buying his boat. Did he want to sell it? Well, that was the thing, wasn’t it? He’d never considered the Joyful Noise as being his boat even though he’d bought and paid for it. As far as he was concerned it belonged to Bobby Sunshine and always would. He’d get back to the dock master. Right now he had other matters on his mind.

He finished his beer and went to the back porch to get his bicycle.

~~~
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KEY WEST HAD TAKEN a financial beating during the off and on shutdowns during the pandemic. Many locals who’d lived here for years had left town. Businesses had closed and jobs had dried up. The island was slowly getting back on its feet once again. There were still more than a few vacant store fronts but some venturous souls had reopened. And some of the second- and third-vacation-home owners had returned from their main residences up north. Tourism was on a modest rise. But it would be quite a while, if ever, before things got back to what they once were. It was simply up and down as you go. And one day at a time.

Jack rolled his bicycle into the alley behind the Inedible Cafe and went inside through the kitchen door.

“Thought you’d quit riding that thing,” Billy said disapprovingly. “‘Course that old Jeep’s not much safer, hee-hee.”

“Jeep’s in the shop,” Jack said. “What’s all this stuff doing out of the refrigerator?”

A dozen or so whipped cream canisters were sitting on a table. Jack picked up one.

“Careful with that, Jack!” Billy cautioned, taking the canister from him and placing it back with the others. “Throwing those things out before somebody gets hurt.” 

“Don’t think they’re spoiled do you?” Jack asked. “An expiration date’s printed on the label.”

“Nothing to do with spoiling,” Billy said gravely. “Read in the paper today where a whipped cream canister blew up and killed a lady over in France.” 

“That’s got to be a spoof,” Jack laughed, stepping away from the table nonetheless.

“Wouldn’t be in the paper if it wasn’t so,” Billy said defensively. “Police think something was wrong with the little gizmo on top you push to get the cream out. Suppose to be looking into that with the fellow who makes the cans. Said they’d stopped selling them back in 2010.”

“Billy, that was years ago,” Jack said. “Even if it did happen, why are you worrying now?

“This is Key West, Jack. People lose track of time here. So what’s that ol’ Jeep doing in the shop? Besides spending  your money, hee, hee.”

“Had an accident this morning.”

“Hope nobody was hurt,” Bill said with concern. “You okay? What happened?” 

“A coffin ran into me.”

Billy let that settle for a moment.

“That’s a good one, Jack,” he chuckled. “Anybody in that coffin I might know, hee, hee?”

“It wasn’t a joke, Billy. This really happened. A hearse turned over right in front of me as I was driving past the airport and a coffin fell out and skidded under the Jeep.”

Jack then told him the entire story. After he’d finished, Billy suggested they go out to the bar and have a drink. Jack agreed and put the whipped cream canisters back in the refrigerator.

~~~
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“THE VICTIM’S CELLPHONE is a cheap burner,” Gleason said. “Criminals like them because they’re hard to track down. They’re usually tossed after a few calls. Our vic obviously hadn’t finished with his. Officer Ed Stone is the new tech specialist. He’s away right now. Due back tomorrow. I’ll get him to check it out.”

He was in Lt. Jay Halderman’s office. The lieutenant headed homicide at KWPD.

“I’ve logged everything else into the evidence room but I’m holding on to the phone in case we get a call,” Gleason continued. 

“What about the victim?” Halderman asked. “Local person?”

“From California,” Gleason said. “Something familiar about him, too. Can’t put my finger on it. Bugging the hell out of me. Here’s a copy of his drivers license. Take a look.”

“Carl Napier,” Halderman read aloud. “Address here says he lives in Encino. Know where that is, Earl? I’ve never been to California.”

“Los Angeles area,” Gleason said.

“Odd him being from California and driving a hearse in Key West,” Halderman said. 

“Everything about this case is odd,” Gleason said. “The hearse is registered to a funeral home in Miami. Got the telephone number. I’ll call them next. Just wanted to update you on what we have. I’ll also check with Los Angeles PD. You remember Detective Laura Dalton? She’s a friend of Jack Hunter’s. Worked with us on a case once. I’ll get her to run Napier.”

“I do remember her,” Halderman said. “Thought of stealing her for us but she wasn’t too keen on that idea. By the way, the newspaper’s pretty upset that their reporter couldn’t get to the scene. Been hounding me all morning.”

“Not surprised. I told Jack Hunter to keep his mouth shut. Don’t know how long that will last. He was shaken up about nearly becoming a victim himself.”

“So what’s next, Earl?”

“I better get back to work making some phone calls.”

At his desk, Gleason first put in a call to Mike Green in Miami. Green was a DEA agent he’d met regarding a major drug dealer who’d been spotted in Key West. Unfortunately, the suspect had slipped away before they could arrest him. The call went to voicemail so he left a message detailing what it was about. 

His next call was to the funeral home. They picked up.

“Christo Mortuary,” a woman’s voice announced pleasantly. “This is Carrie Talick. How may I help you?”

“Good afternoon, ma’am. My name is Detective Earl Gleason. I’m with the Key West Police Department and I’m calling about an accident involving a hearse owned by your company.”

“Key West? I’m not aware of our hearse being there. When did this happen?”

“This morning. I have the vehicle registration.”

Gleason read off the information, including the plate number. 

“Well, I’m looking at our records here and that’s certainly our hearse but I don’t understand what it was doing there. It was parked in the drive when I left work yesterday. Was anyone injured?”

“The driver’s at the hospital, ma’am.”

Gleason purposely didn’t say he was in the hospital morgue. He’d wait until he knew more about what was going on.

“Oh, poor Jimmy! Is he all right?”

“They are seeing to him,” Gleason said. “You said his name is Jimmy?”

“Yes, James Rivera. Everybody calls him Jimmy. Nicest man. I’m so sorry this has happened. His wife’s in a nursing home. Dementia. I know he wouldn’t want to upset her.”

Gleason paused.

“Is there another driver?” he asked. “A substitute you might’ve used?”

“As far as I know, Jimmy’s the only one. But I’ve only been working here for a little over a month. So I guess there could be someone else they use.”

“I’ll need to speak with the owner,” Gleason said. “May I have his name and could you connect me?”

“Jules Flores. He’s out of the office today but will be back in tomorrow around noon. Would you like to leave a message?”

“No, I’ll call him then. Thank you.” 

He checked his watch and saw it was going on to late afternoon in Los Angeles. He dialed the LAPD number for the Van Nuys division.
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JACK STOOD AT THE END of Front Street facing the Key West Bight. The spot offered a spectacular view of the marina with rows of expensive yachts berthed along its piers. Jack, however, was feeling adrift.

He chained his bicycle to a bike rack and joined the promenade along the harbor boardwalk.

The crowd had already begun to thin, most people leaving for the sunset show at Mallory Square. He meandered along the dock with his thoughts for company. Familiar names painted on the sterns of the boats brought back memories. Many pleasant and others not. Yet all woven into the life he had made for himself and had come to enjoy on this quirky little island. 

He could almost imagine Astrid Kelly’s sailboat tied up a few piers over. For just a second he wondered if it might actually be. He let that thought pass. 

The Schooner Wharf Bar was packed and a band was playing. The music caught Jack’s ear and he went in. 

Three women held the stage and they were knocking down the place. The guitarist was the vocalist. The drummer and bass player backed her up. It was solid rock but from a few of the licks Jack could tell they had also stood in the shadow of the blues. He liked their sound. 

“What’s the name of that group?” he asked the bartender.

“They’re called the Troubled Birds. Supposed to be from England. Talk funny anyway. Came down from Miami. What can I get you?”

“I’m okay for the moment. Thanks.”

He stepped outside to wait for the band to take a break. Billy had mentioned something about them in the phone message. He’d forgotten to ask when he saw him. He’d better start getting his head screwed on straight.

~~~
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“VAN NUYS HOMICIDE,” a woman’s voice said over the phone.

“Is this Detective Laura Dalton?” Gleason asked.

“This is Dalton. How may I help you, sir?”

“Detective Earl Gleason here in Key West. We worked together one time when you were visiting. How are things in the big city?”

“Detective Gleason, of course,” Dalton said. “Didn’t recognize your voice. Good to hear from you. We’re busy as ever to answer your question. What can I do for you?”

A chilling uneasiness came over her. Had something happened to Jack?

“I’ve got a homicide,” Gleason said. “Really weird case. I won’t go into the details other than drugs are involved. Victim has a California drivers license that gives a Los Angeles address. Town of Encino. Thought that might be near you. I’d like to know if he has any priors and was wondering if you could run him for me. Just trying to avoid getting tangled up in the system.”

Gleason had decided not to mention Jack’s involvement.

“If he has a record it’s in our computers but sure, I don’t mind.” Dalton said, feeling a sense of relief. “Give me what you have.”

“His name is Carl Napier.”

Gleason then spelled out the name, read off the full address and drivers licenses number.

“Okay, got it,” Dalton said.

“Almost forgot,” Gleason added. “I believe you’re due a belated congratulations on your engagement. Jack Hunter told me about it. When’s the big day? Or has that already come?”

Dalton paused for a moment.

“We’re taking a timeout at the present,” she replied coolly.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...” 

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll get back to you as soon as I have something.”

Gleason thanked her and hung up. No sooner had he done that than his phone rang with I Shot the Sheriff. Mike Green was returning his call.
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“His expression was stone-cold blank, when he shot the guy,” Jack said. “Impassive. Like it was no big deal killing someone.”

He was at the police station with Josh Golson, a sketch artist who lived in Islamorada and freelanced for different police departments. Gleason had called Jack first thing that morning to let him know that the artist would be there at noon and was expecting him. Then he left town himself to drive to Miami and meet with the DEA agent there.  

“Yeah, that’s more like it,” Jack nodded. “There was also a scar along the bottom of his chin. Looked like an old one.”

“You said he appeared to be in his mid-twenties?”

“No more than thirty. Like I said before, average build. Looked in good shape but not like he was a body builder. Wore his hair slicked back. Nice cut. Oh, and there was some kind of tattoo on the side of his neck but I couldn’t make it out.”

Jack was amazed at the details he’d begun to remember. It was as if his would-be assassin had come there in person to pose for the artist.

“How’d you get into the sketching business?” he asked.

“I’ve always liked drawing,” Golson said. “Finally figured out a way to make some money at it. What about his eyes?”

“Nothing behind them,” Jack answered with a slight shiver. “Dead eyes. Don’t know their color other than dark. Like a shark’s, come to think of it. I thought police artists did this stuff with a computer.” 

“Some of us do,” Golson said. “You can also copy details from a facial feature catalog. Comes with all ethnicities. Like pieces in a puzzle. Mix and match. Just move things around until you think you’ve got the picture. But I like to listen to the witness and use my imagination as we go along. Let’s color the eyes dark brown, okay?”

“Works for me,” Jack said.

Golson made a few more finishing flourishes.

“How does this look?” he asked, turning the sketch pad to Jack.

It was as if his would-be assassin had indeed posed for the session.

“That’s him,” Jack said harshly.

“Great,” Golson smiled. “You were a good witness. Makes all the difference, believe me. I’ll get this to Detective Gleason. Want a copy?”

That caught Jack by surprise. Why would he want one? Still.

“Let me take a picture of it instead,” Jack said, after a moment and pulling out his cellphone.
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DEA AGENT MIKE GREEN had agreed to meet Gleason at Woody’s, a tiny restaurant in Coconut Grove. It was near his office and would also be an easy drive from there to the funeral home in West Miami. 

“How’s your burger?” Green asked.

“It’s okay,” Gleason shrugged. “Burger is a burger.”

They were sitting at a table on the patio.

“Should’ve gotten the fish sandwich,” Green said, taking a big bite from
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