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Murder in the Glades is mostly from my imagination. The people involved in this story came from people that I knew but most I imagined them.

With the help of the Gator Tribe, D.W. seeks to solve the murder of a friend and mentor.
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Introduction
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My journey into becoming a grown man often took me into the neighboring swamp and the peat bog that was at the end of my street. The water was clear. So clear you could see all the way to the bottom, as it was fed from a deep spring. It and everything in it would change when the old man who owned it came with a huge dragline to dig the peat from the sides of the bog.

When he finished mudding up the water, it became clear once more and the animals, songbirds, turtles, fish, and alligators would return.

This is where I first learned how to use my imagination to leave the noise of the day behind and search my inner self, imagining what I wanted to become in the future.



Tribes

EACH TRIBE NEEDS LEADERS. Plural! They need connectors to bring outsiders in and the insiders together for a common outcome. The need to share vision, values, morals, resources, and disciplines creates a Tribe.

D.W.P.

LEADERSHIP

LEADERSHIP ISN’T JUST a word: it is the action of daily living. We must lead ourselves first, others will follow.

D.W.P.

Success Requires


The ability to be action oriented.

To be results focused.

To be accountable for decisions made.

To have a clear, specific, compelling, opportunity that provides tangible results.


D.W.P.
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Chapter One
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THE WHOLE GATOR TRIBE of Adventurers had gathered at the High School where they would never have to return. It was the very night we had been waiting so long for and it had finally arrived. Twelve long years of schooling was at its end with graduation from High School. Freedom was what we all had been wishing for, for so long.

As we celebrated by walking across the stage to receive our diplomas, all was right in our world. Smiles, laughter, and loud applause filled the auditorium. None of us had any clue what was being broadcast on the television and radio news as we were walking across the stage to receive our diplomas.

The news scrolled: Man’s body found half eaten inside a twenty-three-foot female Burmese Python! Was it foul play or hunger? More to follow on the eleven o’clock news!

After the graduation ceremony was finally over our happy group belonging to the Gator Tribe loaded into our cars and drove to Tommy’s house for a party. We arrived to find the back yard and the vacant field next door lit up with strings of lights and a roaring bonfire.

The party started out with lots of yelling, loud music and shouting that it was over! It started out to be a party of friends and families. Food, music, telling of past adventures, and the inevitable discussions of where and what we planned to do at the end of summer. Unbeknownst to us, our lives were about to change that night.

The party came to an abrupt halt when Tommy’s mom turned on the eleven o’clock news to see the announcement of our High School graduating class. As we watched and listened to the reporter, the facts held us spell bound in disbelief.

There on the screen was a picture of a Burmese Python in the Everglades. However, there wasn’t a picture of the actual site. What held us all in awe was the name of the victim. It was written there on the screen of the TV. In bold letters was the name of our friend, mentor, and fellow Gator Tribe adult member, Robert Demmings also known as “Bubba” to his friends.

The reporter continued saying that the deceased had been a Vietnam veteran, a helicopter pilot, and an instructor at the local High School, teaching carpentry and home building.

The reporter went on to say that the investigators only knew Demmings had been missing for a week. A local authority being interviewed said the disappearance had gone unnoticed because it was thought Demmings was on one of his trips looking for branches and saplings for walking sticks that his students made in his classes. It was a normal part of his life this time of year. The unusual part was that he had not told anyone where he was going or when he would be back.

The odd part they said was that since his time in Vietnam, he hated to camp out and only went searching for walking stick materials once a year—usually up in North Georgia, the Carolinas, and Tennessee. He often went in the early fall when it wasn’t so hot and the bugs weren’t so bad. There were three things he hated: bugs, snakes, and heat. He never camped overnight unless it was in a motel or cabin.

Our party ended on a somber note with quiet hugs and good nights all around as everyone left for home.

Tommy’s mom had planned for Janie to stay the night and help clean up in the morning. Janie and Tommy were already engaged, the first of the couples in the Tribe to make that decision.

As the rest of us left to take our dates home to their respective houses, my girlfriend, Robin, was quiet on the ride to her house. No music was on the radio. Not a word spoken, just silence.

When we arrived at Robin’s house, she looked at me with wet eyes and said she was sorry that I had lost a close friend and mentor.

She asked the question I had not had the courage to ask. “Will we just sit around and wait on the authorities to figure out who killed our friend, or will we do something to help find the killer?”

I replied, “I don’t have any answers right now. I need to take some time to let it sink in.”

I parked in her driveway, got out to go around and open her door, and waited for her to gather her things and get out of the car. We walked to her front door expecting her mom to flash the outside wall light. There was no flash. The door opened to the sad, comforting face of Robin’s dad.

He had watched the news and knew we had lost someone close to us. No words were exchanged. A hug and kiss good night was all.

Robin stepped inside with a “call me in the morning” silent look on her face. The walk back to my car left me in a state of confusion. Opening the door to the driver’s side I realized just how much Bubba had meant to me in my growing into becoming a man. I have no idea how I drove home. It is still all a fog in my brain.

I had many questions with no answers, and no one to talk it over with. I moved in a trance. Showered, and climbed into my bed. Lying there, I did my best to find answers that never came. Sleep. If only I could shut off my mind.
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THE NEXT MORNING THE sun was up in the sky early and so was I. Before we had all scattered the night before, it was agreed by the whole tribe to meet at the Seminole Diner for breakfast. Before leaving, I called Robin to make sure she would be ready when I arrived at her house.

Robin answered the phone on the first ring, responding with, “I’m ready, why aren’t you here yet?”

I drove to Robin’s and when I arrived she was standing in the driveway ready to go.

The mood was quiet as we all gathered at the diner. Everyone had so many questions, with none of us knowing who to ask or where to go for answers.

While we were quietly eating, the TV mounted on the wall across from our tables came on with the local news. There on the screen was the same picture we had seen last night at the party. Then a new one showing one of our local reporters standing in front of the Everglades National Park entrance sign flashed on.

When the reporter started to speak, the whole diner grew silent.

The reporter was dressed in what looked like hunting gear, rubber boots that went almost to her knees, camo pants and a jacket.

She looked straight into the camera with a grim look on her face and spoke these words,

“A Python hunter found the body of Robert Demmings here yesterday in the Flamingo Point Campground located in the Everglades National Park. The body was found half consumed in the mouth of a twenty-three-foot, female Burmese Python.”

She went on to report that after the snake had been humanely dispatched, the medical examiner quickly checked the body to discover Demmings had been shot before the snake tried to swallow him whole.

She continued saying that from the initial report, the fatal wound could have been from a 357-Magnum handgun at close range. The reporter said she had overheard an officer mumble that a Colt Python 357 magnum handgun had been located at the scene close to the body. No prints were found on the weapon and there was no confirmation that it was the weapon that was used to kill Demmings. She questioned the examiner and he stated that it was fortunate that the whole body had not been consumed before it was found. The snake had just found a free meal.

The python hunter that found the snake and body was there trying to collect the reward money from the state on the capture and humane killing of invasive snakes in the Glades.

When the reporter had signed off and the news went to another story, questions started to fly around the table. Everyone who knew Bubba knew that he would never go camping.

His favorite spot to hunt the branches and small saplings used for walking sticks was North Florida, Georgia, the Carolina mountains, and Tennessee.

We sat doing our best to finish our breakfast and we tried to piece together the real story of what we each knew about Bubba. Martha took out her pen and took notes on the back of her placemat. Several times she had to hush one of us so she could catch up with who was saying what.

Robert “Bubba” Demmings was a retired Army captain. He wasn’t tall but a bit short for a helicopter pilot and thin as a rail. He had been in the Vietnam War flying forward observers to points over the DMZ. The story is that he and the crew were shot down and they crawled through the swamps to get back to base.

While they were on their crawl, agent orange was showered down on them many times soaking them to the bone.

He had told all of us that was the reason he hated camping along with bugs, snakes, and most of all, the heat. Bubba had been our instructor for indoor carpentry and basic house repairs. He was the one person that would listen to each of us and guide us to making good decisions in our lives.

The question of what we were going to do was raised loudly.

As the conversation simmered down, Robin inquired what each of us had planned for our summer and what each of our plans were for the end of the summer.

Joey spoke up first saying that he had accepted a job at the local funeral home and would be attending the college in Seminole to become a Funeral Director.

Martha went next saying she would be attending the same college to become a Registered Pediatric Nurse.

Tommy puffed out his chest and said he had been accepted into the Police Academy and would be with the Seminole Police Department.

Janie spoke up saying that she would be staying at the flower shop where she had worked part time for the last two years. She informed us that the owners wanted to pay for her to go to school to learn how to do flower arrangements and run a flower shop.

Billy, who already fixed all our cars, was headed to the technical college to become an ASE mechanic.

Jasmine would be staying with Janie at her parents’ flower shop. She too would be taking classes on arrangements and how to run the business. Her mom and dad wanted to retire soon and turn the company over to the girls.

Robin would be headed to our local college to become an interior decorator.

When everyone else was done I told them my dream was to attend Santa Fe College of Forestry.

The clock turned 10 a.m., time to break up and go our separate ways.

Everyone left except Tommy. He said he wanted to talk to me in private.

Tommy, Robin, and I sat back down at the table and the discussion was a quick one.

“I am going down to the park and see for myself where Bubba was found. I am already studying investigative techniques and need to look for myself,” he reported.

I replied, “Do you have room for a passenger?”

Decision made.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

[image: ]


[image: A drawing of a Burmese Python head by Ginger Marks]

THE DRIVE BACK TO ROBIN’S house to drop her off was filled with questions and concerns. She wasn’t happy with my decision to go with Tommy who was in her words a wannabe police officer.

As she got out of my car all she said was, “Stay in touch the best you can, be careful, and stay safe.”

On the drive to my house, I spent a considerable amount of time figuring out how to get to my outdoor camping stuff and then where to leave my car.
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ARRIVING AT MY HOUSE, no other cars were there—a stroke of luck. I could leave a note about where I was going, with whom I was going, and the approximate time I would return.

With that done, I moved as quickly as I could, grabbing what I thought we would need on our overnight trip to the Glades.

Back in my loaded car, I headed to the garage where Billy worked. Tommy was there when I arrived. We pooled our resources that amounted to just under $200 in cash. We would need it for gas, food, and maybe a campground site.

Moving the camping equipment from my car to Tommy’s didn’t take long.

We were on the road after a quick lunch from the vending machine at the garage.

We had figured it would be approximately a six-hour drive, with limited stops. Tommy’s old Jeep hummed up and over the Skyway Bridge. With no top on the Jeep, we encountered a strong wind and the sharp, stinging, sprinkles of rain hitting our faces.

Once over the bridge we decided to take a little longer route so we would not be on the toll road or the interstate. Besides, Tommy knew that the old Jeep would never be able to maintain the highway speed on the interstate.

The roads were good, and the old Jeep did its best to go at the fifty-five mile an hour speed limit. Eight hours on the road, with three stops for gas and two quarts of oil. Another stop for a greasy dinner at a truck stop on US 27 and we arrived at the entrance to the Everglades National Park. We had done our homework and knew that it was thirty-nine miles from the entrance to Flamingo Point Campground where Bubba had been found.

Both Tommy and I were amazed how many police vehicles were at the entrance of the park.

No sooner had we parked outside the gate on the side of the road and started to get out of the Jeep when a tall blond lady with a nine-millimeter strapped to her waist wearing an FBI black jacket started our way. She was looking right at Tommy. I could tell she wasn’t in a happy or “good to see us kind of mood”.

We stopped in our tracks as she approached and stood directly in front of us with her hands on her hips.

This agent blurted out, “Tommy, your mom called ahead to tell me you were on your way here. So, I have been expecting you two in that old piece of junk you call a Jeep. It’s a wonder it made it this far. Your mom is as mad as a wet hen.”

“What do you two think you are going to be doing here?”

Tommy looked at me, saying, “D.W. this lady standing in front of us is my aunt, Agent Christine Markwort of the FBI.”

I started to put my hand out for a handshake and decided now wasn’t the time or place. Her facial expression scared me more than anything I had ever encountered.

Suddenly, Tommy’s aunt reached out and pulled Tommy into a bear hug and squeezed him as she said these words in a slow and forceful manner, “You two will walk back to your old oil- eating Jeep. Then, you two will get in and drive back home. NOW!”

She released Tommy and continued saying, “You either drive back or one of my people will put you in tie wrap cuffs, sit you in the back of a police cruiser, impound your Jeep, drive you to the nearest jail cell, and leave you there until I get good and ready to let you out. Understand?

“Tommy, you cannot be arrested, or get in any way involved, and still go to the police academy. Got it?”

We shook our heads in the affirmative, turned and walked back to the old Jeep.

Dejected and angry at the way we had been treated by Tommy’s aunt, we walked back to the Jeep with our heads hanging low. It had been such a long hard drive down to the glades. No sleep, bad food, stopping only for gas and a pit stop on the side of the road on Alligator Ally.

Tommy said he had to follow the directions his aunt had said because he was about to enter the police academy. If he got involved there would not be a second chance of becoming a law enforcement officer.

We got in the Jeep and Tommy drove. It wasn’t long before we found a place on the side of the road to camp for a few hours before the long drive back home.

We were both much too tired to drive back home in the dark that night.

Also, we needed to find a place to buy a couple more quarts of oil for the Jeep. We put up the small tent to escape the hungry swarming mosquitoes and settled down to sleep—hot and hungry. Guess I should have packed some more food or rations.
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TOMMY WAS UP FIRST, with a jolt! There was someone outside our tent and they didn’t seem too friendly, shaking the tent until it almost collapsed.

Unzipping the tent door, we were ready to fight. There, standing in front of us and laughing stood Billy. He had followed us down to the glades knowing we had not taken any food, water, or much of anything else.

Billy was laughing at the way we looked and then got serious. He explained how Tommy’s aunt had called my mom and we had better get back home ASAP or there would be major consequences.

There was a great concern about Tommy and the academy and me sticking my nose in where it shouldn’t be. Billy finished with “if we interfered in the investigation, we would be held accountable.”

Billy and I took down the tent as Tommy stuffed his face with a ham sandwich Billy had brought. Saying goodbye to Tommy was hard. Billy and I knew it was the right thing to do. We told him we would follow in a couple of hours and meet him tomorrow at home.

Billy had driven his old, slow VW camper van down so that was the reason it had taken him so long to catch up with us. He said we were easy to find. All he had to do was look for the ratty old Scout tent we always used and Tommy’s old, rusted Jeep.

We packed everything into
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