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PROLOGUE

1982

Threatening rain clouds darkened Key West on this blustery afternoon. An eerie half-light honed the palm trees behind her apartment into dark skeletons that did a grotesque dance in the rising wind. Some Christmas Eve this was going to be! Heat from my excitement felt like a hot band binding my chest like a rope so I could hardly breathe. Why didn’t that warmth reach my hands? Dyanne Darby. The cold metal of the gun and the silencer in my jacket pocket chilled my fingers. Dyanne Darby.

Today Dyanne Darby would regret giving me the brush-off. Today Dyanne Darby would regret her Christmas Eve date with Randy Jackson.

Today Dyanne Darby would regret making me grovel for her affection.

Today Dyanne Darby would be beyond all regretting. The stench of boiled cabbage hung in the air as I climbed the outside steps to Dyanne’s dingy apartment behind Sloppy Joe’s. Boiled cabbage on Christmas Eve! Dyanne Darby wasn’t the boiled cabbage type. I couldn’t imagine her eating anything so common. Maybe lobster. Maybe caviar. The odor must be coming from someone else’s kitchen. Maybe her friend, Nicole’s. Maybe from Sloppy Joe’s.

At the top of the steps, I tugged a rope that rang an old-fashioned ship’s bell to announce guests. No response. I jerked the rope again.

“Who’s there?” she called. “Randy? Is that you? You’re way early.”

I yanked the rope again. This time she opened the door a narrow crack. A crack. That’s all I needed. Using an elbow, I pushed my way inside before she could slam the door in my face.

“Good afternoon, Dyanne.” I let my voice grow soft. I undressed her with my eyes. “You’re looking well today.”

“How dare you barge in here like this!” She stepped closer to me, trying to strong-arm me out the door.

“Just stopped by to wish you a merry Christmas and make a date for tonight. How would you like dinner and an evening of dancing at the Rooftop Café?”

She laughed at me. “Don’t try to play me for a fool. Surely you don’t think you can show up at the last minute and find me waiting for you. Besides, you can’t get reservations at the Rooftop at the last minute. I’ve had a Christmas Eve date with Randy for ages.”

“A date you’ll never keep, Dyanne. I don’t like broads who play hard to get and laugh at me.”

Fear flashed in her eyes and I felt the satin of her wine-colored negligee brush my hand as she tried to wedge her body around mine and escape down the stairs. I blocked that maneuver with my shoulders and hips, grabbed her arm, and flung her across the room onto the shabby couch.

“You’re drunk!” she shouted. “Get out of here.”

“You’re not going anywhere, Dyanne. Not for a long time. We’re going to have a cozy time together—a real holiday time.” I sat down beside her on the couch. She jumped up, screaming.

“Help! Help! Nicole! Call the police!”

She kept on screaming and it was my turn to laugh. “Who do you think’s going to hear you above all that wind and street noise?”

When she stopped screaming and I stopped talking, we could hear the rattle of the Conch Train making its rounds, the amplified voice of the driver pointing out the historic must-return-to-see spots on the island. And right below her window a Salvation Army guy rang a hand bell and bellowed requests for donations. She screamed again, but the sound blended in with the din below.

If she hadn’t looked at her phone before she made a grab for it, I might have missed seeing it sitting on an end table behind a vase holding a single hibiscus blossom. I beat her to the phone and snapped the cord from the wall.

“Who you thinking of calling? Nicole? Police? Or maybe your loverboy, Randy. Where do you suppose he is now when you need him?”

She made another break for the door, but I tripped her and she fell flat. Gentleman that I am, I helped her to her feet. She stood, trying to regain her balance when I pulled the gun from my pocket.

“We’re going to have some fun, then one sure shot’s going to make you very sorry you ever heard of Randy Jackson.”

“Stop!” she shouted. “Think what you’re doing, you idiot! Nicole’s just down the hall. She’s going to stop by any minute now to show me her new Christmas dress.”

I pointed the gun at her head and she broke into a run, zig-zagging around the room. I didn’t try to catch her—just followed her with my eyes and my gun. Then she fooled me and dashed into her bedroom, slammed the door. I felt the vibration of the sturdy pine through the soles of my shoes and heard the click of the lock. Ha! Did she think a door could stop me! Even though I had a silencer on the gun, I waited until the Salvation Army guy was ringing at high speed before I shot and shattered the door lock, kicked the door open.

Empty room. I rushed to the open window. Must be fifteen feet to the ground. I expected to see her sprawled on the concrete below. But no. She hadn’t jumped. I looked around the room for a moment. The closet. The only place she could be. I eased the closet door open inch by inch to heighten her suspense and fear.

A furry creature skittered across the room. Sensing her rising terror, I took my time poking my gun along the rod of hanging clothes—waitress uniforms, dresses, robes. No Dyanne. Kicking a row of shoes aside, I stepped into the closet for a better look. That’s when I heard her. Whirling around, I saw her sliding from under the bed.

“Thought you could fool me? Give up, Dyanne. Nothing can save you now.”

I prodded her to her feet with the gun barrel. Even then, she didn’t give up. She ran back to the living room and headed for the door before I grabbed her arm and swung her around to face me. “I never shoot people in the back, Dyanne. Choose the spot where you want to die.”

“You mean you’ve shot other people?”

“So now you’re going to try the old keep-him-talking ploy?” I laughed at her. “Be real, Dyanne. You’ve had your chance to please me. I can’t count the number of times you’ve refused my calls. So now you’re going to pay for making me play the fool. You’re going to pay big. Do you think a few dates with Randy Jackson are worth your life? Think about it. Tell me you’re sorry. I want to hear it from your own lips.”

She said nothing. Fear leaked from her eyes. Or maybe it was anger. Or hatred. “I want to hear you talk, Dyanne. I want to hear you beg me for mercy.”

She jerked her arm free from my grip and dropped onto the couch. “You coward!” She lifted her chin and said it again. “You rotten coward.”

I squeezed the trigger. One bullet shattered her neck. The next two sent blood spewing down her chest. After that, I didn’t need to check for a pulse. Her body slumped to the floor and I knew she lay dead. The cabbage odor disappeared into the stench of blood and death.

I knelt beside her and readied myself before I jerked her negligee aside. What she had denied me in life, I took in death.

After I finished, I was too smart to retreat down the outdoor steps where I had entered. Still breathing hard, I forced myself to calm down and ease across the room. I opened the door to the inner hallway. Walking along a carpeted runner and then down the inside stairs, I paused before I let myself out onto the street.

Smiling, I dropped a buck into the Salvation Army kettle.


ONE

My name is Keely Moreno and I’m proud of being the only professional foot reflexologist in Key West—maybe the only one in the Florida Keys. I’m not so proud of my reputation as an amateur detective. One important lesson my foot reflexology courses didn’t teach me was how to deal with a corpse. Last year I’d learned that lesson on my own.

And it changed my life. Now I realize life is fragile and should be handled with care and respect. Last year I worked seven days a week. This year, I’ve eased up. I close my office on weekends and Wednesday afternoons. My new work schedule allows me to relax and spend more time with Punt Ashford, my long-time friend, the man who saved my life.

No more mystery solving for me! I’m aware of Randy Jackson’s problem, and even though his mother, Maxine, is my cleaning lady, a woman I respect, I’m turning a deaf ear to her request that I try to help her son. Detective work can get a woman in big trouble.

This Wednesday morning I felt well and rested. Last night around midnight I’d managed to wake from a fitful sleep and throw off a recurring nightmare. I called it my Jude Cardell special. Even in death, my ex still managed to terrorize me in my dreams. But this morning I felt eager to meet the new day. I’d showered, given my hair its casual blow-and-go do, and dressed in my workaday khaki jumpsuit. I’d unlocked my office and stepped outside into the sunshine, when I saw a folded paper tucked under a corner of my business sign bolted to the door. Who’d left that? I’d heard no knock. Maybe Maxine, my first client of the day, decided to cancel her initial appointment and felt too embarrassed to give me the news face to face.

I opened the note printed in blood-red ink on a half sheet of notebook paper. After I read the words, my heart pounded. I stood frozen.

UNLESS YOU WANT TO DIE, DON’T STICK YOUR NOSE INTO THE RANDY JACKSON CASE. MOUSE-MILK.

I read the note twice, letting the words soak into my brain. Then the taste of fear, sharp and rusty, coated my tongue. I stepped forward to glance up and down the street, but I saw nobody near. My hands grew icy and the letters on my business sign wavered. I blinked, then blinked again until the words came into sharp focus.

ALTERNATIVE HEALING. KEELY MORENO. FOOT REFLEXOLOGIST.

In spite of this warm March morning, I shivered.

Returning to my office-apartment, I closed the door before my grandmother in her shop next door saw me and hurried over to wish me a good morning. Gram had a weak heart and I tried to avoid stressing it with my problems. Who wanted me dead? And why? Could the note be some weirdo’s sick idea of a joke? Sitting on the edge of my bed, I jammed the message under my pillow as if hiding it from sight might make it go away, might keep its words from threatening my life and my world. Unless you want to die. Unless you want to die. The words kept zinging through my mind.

Following my divorce four years ago, I’d stopped playing the doormat role of abused wife. With help from the Ashford family, I’d taken charge of my life and earned my professional certificate from St. Petersburg’s International Institute of Reflexology. I’ve worked hard to set up my private practice on Duval Street. Many people are searching for new and promising concepts of disease prevention and healthful living. I have a thriving business in spite of the media and the police having hounded me about my involvement in the Margaux Ashford murder and the accidental death of my ex. But those things happened last year. Someone was after me now and I had no idea why.

My hands shook as I reread the warning then pushed it out of sight again. Someone knew I’d been thinking about the Randy Jackson case. Snippets of last week’s conversation between me and Maxine Jackson replayed through my mind.

“Impossible, Maxine,” I’d said. “It wouldn’t help you or Randy for me to try to investigate a cold-case murder that happened two decades ago. I wouldn’t know where to begin. I was only a child then.”

I didn’t tell Maxine that I found the idea of getting involved in the life of an ex-con repugnant. Criminals—the underbelly of society. No way did I want to be associated with people of that ilk. I considered Maxine a straight arrow, hardworking and honest as they come. I didn’t fault her for Randy’s problems, but neither did I want to get sucked into them.

“I need your help, Keely. You’ve solved one murder. You have detective experience. I think you can help me and my Randy now if you’ll only give it a shot.”

I like Maxine and I tried to ignore her pleading. “Believe me. I want no part of playing detective. Too dangerous. Too time-consuming. It would intrude into my professional work. Why don’t you talk to Punt Ashford at the Fotopolus and Ashford Agency?”

“Your boyfriend?”

“Right. Punt and I are close friends, but more important to you, he and Nikko Fotopolus have opened a private detective agency here in Key West. They might be able to help you—and Randy.”

“Keely, be real. No way can I afford to hire no private detective, and Randy, he don’t have the purse for that high-falutin kind of thing either. So far, nobody on this island’s been willing to give an ex-con a job. I can only afford your reflexology stuff because you’ll let me pay you with my cleaning services.”

The conversation that had been replaying in my mind stopped when Gram knocked and I glanced at my watch. I do three treatments on Wednesday mornings—eight, ten, and noon. Maxine was due for her first treatment and I needed to make sure my office looked its best. Right now I had trouble keeping my mind on such everyday matters as reflexology treatments…

“Keely, you be up? Keely?”

“One minute, Gram. I’m coming.”

I stuffed the note farther under my pillow. No. That would never do. I pulled it out again. I couldn’t risk leaving it there. I folded the note and slipped it into the pocket of my jumpsuit, then finger-combed my dark hair before hurrying to open my office door and giving Gram a hug.

At seven in the morning, Key West throbbed with life. In the distance a cruise ship hooted a blast of sound into the day. I inhaled the scent of night-blooming jasmine that wafted on the tradewind. Looking down Duval, I saw some of the ship’s passengers spreading across the island like a colony of fire ants following the scent of honey.

“I thought Wednesdays were ‘no ship’ days,” I muttered in Gram’s ear, enjoying the fragrance of freshly ground coffee beans that travels with her.

“The Royal Sea, Keely. She dock early this morning. Is a good thing. She carry many passengers—customers with deep pockets.”

We locals consider cruise ship passengers a mixed blessing. They sometimes crowd us off our sidewalks and they jaywalk until the traffic snarls and stops, but they make our cash registers ring. For the most part, our smiles of greeting are genuine.

Closer by, I heard the clang of the Conch Train and the voice of the driver spouting island history and trivia to his passengers. The train rattled down Simonton Street one block from Duval, and I caught snatches of information about the old post office. I could imagine him pointing out the pink and purple bougainvillea blossoms trailing from vines twining in the palms or caught on the balconies of Old Town’s Conch houses. Conch train drivers had a knack for keeping tourists looking up—away from the broken sidewalks that allow banyan roots to break through the concrete and make walking a hazard.

CELIA HERNANDEZ SUNDRIES. That’s what the sign above Gram’s doorway says. Since she arrived here from Cuba over forty years ago she’s operated her hole-in-the-wall coffee bar where she offers specialty coffees, teas, and hard-to-find gourmet items to caffeine lovers, food hounds, and the local restaurants.

“What’s up, Gram?” Her dour expression warned me of a problem.

“Is a sad morning that forces my begging.”

“You know I’m always glad to help you, Gram. What’s today’s problem?”

“The usual. Cannot lift new bag of beans to countertop. Please to help me, then we sip a cappuccino.”

“Sure thing. No problem.” Although Gram pretends to be unaware of it, her appearance attracts as many people to her shop as do the sundries she sells. She wears her hair in a high topknot spiked with two tortoiseshell hairpins. Her golden hoop earrings and sandals along with her scarlet caftan and head bandeau give her the look of an aging female pirate. I never say the word “aging” within her hearing. At seventy-two Gram feels age challenged. She keeps her birthdays top secret along with the fact that she has to wear earplugs at night so she can sleep in spite of the Duval Street clamor. Gram’s my favorite person and she knows I’d do anything for her.

“You have full schedule today, Keely?”

“Sure do. Three appointments this morning, and it’s Wednesday, you know.”

“Your afternoon for fishing, yes?”

“Right. Sometime I wish you’d close shop on Wednesday afternoon and boat into the back country with me. You love casting to the bonefish and ’cuda in the flats as much as I do.” Although the early morning temperature hung in the seventies, I felt nervous sweat dampening my jumpsuit and I could hardly keep my mind on our chit-chat as the death threat in my pocket intruded into my thinking.

“No like to close shop for a whole afternoon. Folks even knock on my door during my siesta hour in spite of sign I hang in my window. People need my sundries.”

We entered her shop and I breathed the fragrance of vanilla mingled with cinnamon. Behind the pine serving counter with its high stools, a steaming cappuccino machine dominated one corner of the room and an espresso machine the other. A hand-operated coffee grinder sat beside the gallon-size glass jars filled with coffee beans that lined the floor-to-ceiling shelves. I grew up in this shop, living with Gram in an upstairs apartment after my mother’s death. In those days the scents of coffee lulled me to sleep at night like a silent lullaby.

Hoisting the jute bag to the countertop, I opened the drawstring and helped Gram transfer part of the beans into a gallon jar. Once we finished the task, I set the bag in a storage closet, but I declined her offer of a cappuccino.

“Got to get back to my shop, Gram. Maxine Jackson’s my first client today. This’ll be her first treatment and I need to be sure everything goes well. She’s edgy about the whole reflexology scene and I want her to feel at ease.”

“Maxine Jackson, your cleaning lady?”

“Right. Our cleaning lady.” I smooched a kiss onto Gram’s cheek and left her.

Sometimes Gram hates to admit she no longer has the time or the strength to give her quarters a thorough cleaning. That’s where she and I differ. It doesn’t bother me a bit to have someone else take care of the dust-and-mop scene. I’ve never numbered housekeeping among my talents.

Back inside my office, I placed the OPEN sign in my window. I was pulling the wicker screen that separates my living quarters from my business quarters into place when my telephone rang. I half expected to hear Maxine’s voice begging to cancel her appointment.

“Foot Reflexology. Keely Moreno speaking.”

For a moment I heard nothing on the other end of the line. That happened now and then. Maybe someone had dialed the wrong number. I started to hang up, then I heard heavy breathing. I thought I might be getting an obscene call when a muffled voice spoke. Man? Woman? The voice sounded so androgynous I couldn’t be sure. But it didn’t sound like Maxine.

“Did you find my note, Keely Moreno? Read it again and take heed. Poke into the Dyanne Darby murder and you’re a dead woman.”


TWO

I managed to replace the receiver before it slipped from my fingers, and I felt my world closing in on me like a cast net closing on a school of pinfish. The feeling that an intruder lurked nearby rattled me. But how impossible! I’d yet to open my office for the business day. True, I’d unlocked the front door and stepped outdoors onto the sidewalk, but I’d been no more than twenty feet from my doorway even during the time I talked to Gram and helped her in her shop. The phone call could have come from next door, from across the island, from anywhere. I saw nobody nearby.

With belated presence of mind, I grabbed the phone again and punched “0” on the keypad.

“How may I help you?” the operator asked.

“Can you trace a call for me—the call I received at this number only a few seconds ago?”

“No, Ma’am. I’m not authorized to trace calls. That might be possible if you have a police order, if I have permission from an authority.”

“Thank you.” I slammed the receiver down. I wasn’t about to instigate any action that involved the police. The next time I saw Punt I’d tell him about the call, show him the note—maybe. I’ve learned from experience that once a person tells another person secret information, she loses ownership of that information. Maybe for the time being I’d keep the threats to myself. Maybe. I felt too shaken to decide on that right now, but I was determined to calm myself and stop shaking. I couldn’t expect Maxine to relax for her treatment if I came on like a basket case. I clamped my teeth together and they stopped chattering. But my hands still trembled.

I stood for several moments staring into the street. Nothing unusual there. Three teens drove past in a convertible, their boom box sending vibrations pulsing against my eardrums. A man and woman dressed in identical Hawaiian shirts and white slacks passed along the sidewalk and peered into my window, but the two men who were smiling at each other and holding hands as they walked along never looked my way. I knew people could see no farther inside my office than my desk and swivel chair. They couldn’t see the patron’s foam-padded bench, the small whirlpool footbath, or the adjustable chair that sat farther back in the patient-treatment area.

Turning from the window, I appraised my office, making sure everything was in order. Behind the treatment chair, bolted to one wall hung shelves that held towels and pillows along with the lotions I used during treatments—lemon, orange, jasmine. I inhaled deeply, still trying to calm myself. The only smells I found as soothing as those in my office were those common to the backcountry flats, the scent of the tradewind, the salt water, and the living-fish aroma of the sea.

Maxine showed for her first appointment early. No surprise there. People scheduled for first reflexology treatments seldom arrive on time. They either appear early in nervous anticipation, or they arrive late, reluctant to face a new experience.

“Good morning, Maxine.” I put on a smile as I stepped forward to greet her, and once she stepped inside, I closed the door that opened onto the sidewalk.

“Morning, Keely.”

Maxine’s gold front tooth gleamed like a jewel when she smiled at me. Her body reminded me of a child’s playground ball—firm, round, and fast moving. Today she wore blue polka dot bloomers—knee length—with a white tee shirt along with Nikes and red-and-white-striped athletic sox. I doubt that she realized how picturesque she must appear to others. She eyed my treatment chair with doubt.

“You sure this reflexology thing won’t hurt me none?” 

“That’s a promise. If you experience any twinges of pain, you let me know and I’ll stop the treatment.”

“Then it might hurt? Right?”

“You may experience a slight discomfort at times. Maybe. But no pain. Why don’t we get started? If you’ll sit down and remove your shoes and stockings, we’ll begin your treatment with a warm footbath.”

Maxine backed from the padded bench and the footbath like a child trying to escape punishment. “Keely, ’splain me again about this here foot reflexology thing. Maybe better I should clean your place as always—for money instead of as a trade for treatments.”

I sighed and smiled, and at last Maxine sat on the padded bench while I gave her my short information dump about the age-old practice of foot massage. She’d heard it in great detail before, but now she sat leaning forward and listening intently—her way of stalling, I guessed.

“Reflexology’s an ancient form of pressure therapy, Maxine. The Egyptians knew about it and used it thousands of years ago. It involves applying focused pressure to certain known reflex points located in the foot. These points correspond to certain areas in the body.” I pulled out a chart, again showing her the connections of foot parts to body parts, but she shook her head and handed the chart back to me as if it might burn her fingers.

“Don’t want no truck with no charts.”

I laid the chart aside. “The massage therapy promotes increased blood circulation to the affected body areas, relaxation in those areas, and a release of tensions. Reflexology has helped curtail pain for many sufferers. When doctors can’t relieve a patient’s pain many of those patients give foot reflexology a chance.”

“And you’re one of them people?”

“Yes. At one time I suffered from severe back pain. Pills helped, but the pain always returned. When doctors started talking to me about surgery, serious no-guarantees-promised surgery, I gave them the old cliché, ‘Don’t call me. I’ll call you.’ I backed off. Then I happened to read a magazine article about reflexology, and the information grabbed my attention. It didn’t take much persuasion to get me to try this alternative to surgery. I signed up for a series of treatments in Miami.”

“And they helped? How’d you happen to hurt your back?”

“Yes, the treatments helped.” I ignored her second question. No need for Maxine to know my ex had inflicted my back injuries as well as many others that had healed. It embarrassed me to admit I’d put up with Jude’s abuse for so long. I still had to find my way through admitting I’d been the wife of an abuser for years before I found the courage to face the danger of taking action on my own behalf.

“Reflexology offered no quick fix, though, Maxine. I stuck with the Miami practitioner for weeks, only seeing gradual improvement. Guess that was my way of avoiding the surgery. But after a while I knew the treatments were worth the time it took to drive to Miami as well as the expense. Today I’m pain free. Foot reflexology gave me my life back again, and the experience inspired me to use reflexology to help others.”

I assisted Maxine in removing her shoes and stockings and then I snapped on the small whirlpool footbath.

“Hmmm.” Maxine said no more, but she sat smiling as she breathed in the lemon-scented water and felt it swirl around her feet. When she’s making up her mind about something, Maxine has a way of rolling her tongue up over her gold tooth and peering into the distance as if deep in thought. Finally she spoke. “So far, I like it, Keely. Like it a dadburned lot.”

I didn’t point out that we hadn’t started the treatment yet, and I kept the mood light. “You’d be surprised at the sight of the feet that I’ve worked with, Maxine. Callused. Misshapen. And yes, just plain ugly and smelly. You have wonderful feet. They’re firm and sturdy and I can tell you care for them well and wear shoes that give them the proper support.”

“Got to take good care of my feet. You might say my feet are my bread and butter. Once those dogs begin barking, I’m through for the day.”

After a few minutes in the footbath, I dried Maxine’s feet on a soft towel, eased them into disposable slippers, and led her to the treatment chair that I lowered until her feet were in a position that allowed me to massage them.

“Want a pillow?” I asked. When she nodded, I placed a pillow under her head so she could look at me and we could talk during her treatment.

The moments I’d spent assisting Gram and preparing Maxine for her massage had helped take my mind off the threat in my pocket and the phone call. Now I wondered if Maxine had received such warnings, too, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask her. Not now. Not yet. I lacked the courage to share my feelings. Maybe I needed to talk to Punt first—in private. Maybe.

Moistening my hands with mint-scented oil, I began massaging Maxine’s left foot. She relaxed almost immediately, but when I concentrated pressure on her toes, she pulled her foot from my grasp and rolled her eyes.

“Hurt?” I asked.

“No,” she lied. “No pain. Just a smidgen of pressure.”

I eased the pressure and massaged her instep before I returned to working on her toes again.

“’Splain what you’re doing, please.” She raised her head from the pillow to look at her foot, and I wondered if she might get up and leave before I’d had a chance to do her any good.

“I’m breaking up tiny crystalline and calcium deposits in your toes, and that will help your blood circulate to the nerve endings in your sinuses and your pituitary gland. Those are the places where lots of headaches begin. You did tell me you suffered from headaches along with backaches, right?”

Maxine nodded and lowered her head onto the pillow again. I felt her relax and wiggle her toes. I knew additional crystals were beginning to break up. Now that she was more at ease, I massaged the sides of her feet in a way that could relieve sciatic pain. For a moment, Maxine closed her eyes and I hoped she might drift into a light sleep, but no. She began talking.

“Keely, we’re friends, right? We’re tighter than employer/employee, right?”

“Right. We sure are.” I could guess what was coming next, but I saw no way to avoid it.

“Please help me help my Randy. That’s all I’m asking. I’ve asked you before. Now I’m asking again. Just listen and give me some advice. I don’t know how to fancy talk with the police and I don’t want to say the wrong thing to them. Don’t want to privy them that I know they did a rotten job.”

“Rotten job of what?”

“A rotten job of finding Dyanne Darby’s true killer. My Randy didn’t murder that girl, but someone did, and me and Randy, we wants to know who.”


THREE

“The police should better find that killer,” Maxine continued. “Can you imagine my Randy’s pure pain of having to rot in prison for years for a crime he didn’t do?”

“It’s beyond everyone’s imagination.” My stomach knotted whenever I thought of innocent people doing jail time. “People hate thinking about it, hate talking about it. That’s because they have no answers.”

“My Randy, he wears a mask to hide his feelings, to help him cope. That mask almost makes him look normal, but I know what it hides. Helplessness. Hopelessness. Deep, deep depression. And hate. Randy hates the authorities. That hate’s a habit he’s taught himself every day for twenty years. The habit of hate. It’s a fearsome thing.”

“Maybe he should try to blank out the past by stopping the hating, finding a job, and getting on with his life.”

“Right now my Randy’s a lost ball in high weeds. His whole being’s been turned upside down. Find a job? You know the first thing bigwig bosses ask? They ask where he’s been the past twenty years. He answers. They sneer. Then they prod him about his job skills. That’s a laugh. In prison nobody helped the lifers to develop no job skills.”

“Maybe he could return to school and train for some job that interests him.” I applied more lotion and continued the massage, unable to change the subject without appearing rude.

“No money.” Maxine sighed deeply. “Of twenty or so Florida inmates wrongfully jailed, maybe two or three got any pay to make up for their lost work years, their lost dreams. Everyone thinks money’d help, but you can’t put no dollar value on human pain.”

“I suppose not, but money would buy food for the table and new clothes. It’d pay medical and dental bills. It’d pay for gasoline and apartment rent.”

“Some freed convicts did get some loot. They had more problems than before.”

“What kind of problems?”

“People crawled out of the woodwork demanding handouts. Friends. Family. Crooks. You’d be surprised how much attention a body can get by flashing a little cash. And there’s another thing, Keely. The courts may say my Randy’s innocent, but even so, many people think: maybe he didn’t do it or maybe he did do it. In their minds, they still question the court decision.”

I felt guilty as Maxine pointed out thoughts that had played through my own thinking when I’d heard about Randy’s release. Since I said nothing, she continued.

“My Randy needs to track down the person who murdered Dyanne Darby all those years ago. That’s the only thing that’ll convince the public that he’s really innocent, and that’s what I want to help him do. Police hate admitting they made a mistake. I don’t know where to start. Who’s going to listen to a cleaning lady?”

“Maxine, you might start by remembering that many of the men and women on today’s police force are new to their jobs. Only a few old-timers may know or recall a murder that happened over twenty years ago.”

“Right,” Maxine agreed. “That’s why I need a private person, maybe you, to help me dig into the long-ago. I got no money to hire no detective, but you—you’ve shown everyone you know how to talk to the police and make them listen.”

I massaged Maxine’s feet, saying nothing. Last year during the uproar over Margaux Ashford’s murder, I’d had no magic charms that had worked on Detective Curry or on any of the police force. After I’d found Margaux’s body, I’d only done what I had to do to protect myself, my name, and my business. I’d listened to Detective Curry remind me over and over that the person finding a corpse was of special interest to the police. My learning the identity of Margaux’s killer came as the result of a long series of eliminations on my part and a lot of life-saving efforts on Punt’s part.

“Randy…is…bitter.” Maxine’s voice reminded me of a pair of shears snipping the words from a string. “I can’t fault him for those feelings. Florida State Prison. My Randy, he spent years in a cement cell at Raiford while the real murderer walked Scot-free doing as he pleased. I went to visit Randy as often as I could afford the bus fare or gasoline for the car, but in the visitors’ room, a glass partition separated us, making talk hard. And a guard always stood in the room listening.”

I could think of no reasonable response. “Maybe that person walking Scot-free is a she. You don’t know it’s a man.” I remembered the breathy voice on the phone.

“He or she, that person’s still walking free. Maybe right in Key West. That thought scares the bejabbers out of me.”

Maxine’s voice took on a hollow, frightened quality that made me wonder if she had received a warning message, too. And perhaps a phone threat. I wanted to ask her, but I felt wary of hearing her answer. Nor did I want to tell her about my threats. If I learned that we’d both received threats, it’d be harder for me to refuse her request for help. Yet, I wondered what help I could offer. I didn’t want to build up her hopes.

“I’ve read about Randy’s case, his arrest, his imprisonment, but many of the details have slipped from my memory.”

“They’re still very fresh in mine, Keely. And in my Randy’s. You willing to listen to them? You got time to hear me out?”

“You’ve traded me an hour’s cleaning for an hour’s massage. I can listen while I work. If you want to talk about your son, I’ll listen, but I still can’t promise you help.”

Maxine squirmed into a more comfortable position. “Back in the 1980s Randy worked as a diver for treasure salvor Mel Fisher. You’ve heard of him, right?”

“Everyone in Key West hears a lot about Mel Fisher. Guess every boy who could swim and dive wanted to dive for him. Wanted to help find the sunken galleon Atocha. Punt’s dad, Beau Ashford, was one of those boys. Punt, Jass, his twin sister, and I were high school friends and because of that, Beau and his first wife were my mentors for many years after the death of my mother. If it hadn’t been for Mel Fisher’s generosity to Beau and the Ashfords’ generosity to me, I might never have been able to open this business.”

It embarrassed me to realize that I’d been doing much more talking than Maxine. I hushed and listened for whatever might come next.

“My Randy was one of Mel Fisher’s Atocha divers. In those days Mel had little money to pay the boys. He managed to feed them, and he housed some of them in an Old Town apartment so crowded they had to sleep in shifts. Dive. Sleep. Dive. Sleep. That formed their routine. My Randy had it a little better than most. He could sleep at home and that’s what he did on most nights.

“In his time off, Randy dated Dyanne Darby, a waitress at Sloppy Joe’s who lived in an upstairs apartment near the bar. When my Randy went to call for Dyanne one Christmas Eve, he found her lying dead with blood all around her.”

I said nothing, but I empathized with anyone unlucky enough to find a corpse.

“My Randy, he rushed to her to see if he could help her, to see if she might still be alive. But no. She lay dead. Randy called the police for help. But instead of helping, they arrested him. Although he shouted that he was innocent, he faced a murder trial. People presented lies against him. They lied. And I think some jury members were prejudiced against him right from the git-go.”

“Why would they be prejudiced?” I asked.

Maxine cleared her throat, then cleared it again. “My Randy had two or three arrests on his record. Minor things like shoplifting. Traffic problems. Nothing major.”

“So he had a rap sheet.” Criminals—the underbelly of society.

“That shouldn’t have mattered in his murder trial. And to make matters even worse, each day’s court happenings made national headlines. The bigwig judge turned into a grandstander. He enjoyed playing Mr. Important while he heard the jury verdict and then sent my Randy to prison.”

“Randy’s lawyer didn’t appeal his case?” I asked.

“Oh yes, he appealed, but it did no good. I think he had a bad lawyer—a what-do-I-care lawyer. I couldn’t afford to hire no lawyer for him, so the court appointed one. Not top-notch in his field. A low-notch lawyer. That’s my opinion. Top-notchy lawyers had so many clients they didn’t have to depend on court appointments for a living.”

I agreed with Maxine’s assessment of court-appointed lawyers, but just then my office door burst open and Consuela flounced inside interrupting Maxine’s story as well as her appointment. Her intrusion spared me from having to voice my opinion on court-appointed lawyers.

Today Consuela wore a bright purple sarong, five-inch heels, and a hibiscus tucked behind her ear peeked through the flow of her dark hair. Consuela’s a wannabe writer, and her present state of excitement made me wonder if she’d finally found a publisher willing to publish her Spanish-First-Language book for children. 

“Keely! Keely! I have good news for both of us.”

Consuela’s appearance seldom meant good news for anyone, but I smiled at her.

“What’s up, Consuela?”


FOUR

Consuela stood close to my front window, and I knew she hoped passers-by would look inside and admire her as they would an exotic picture. She misses few chances to seek the limelight, and her actions made it clear that she thought nothing of interrupting me or my client in the middle of a treatment.

“I have the name of a new client for you—Ace Grovello.” She did a turn in front of the window and waved at a friend passing by. “Perhaps you already know him?”

“No. I’ve never heard that name before. Tourist or local?”

“Local. And he’s my new boyfriend.”

“So what else is new? I mean you have a new boyfriend every few days.” I stepped back to Maxine and continued her massage.

Consuela’s gaze followed me and she scowled when she stepped closer. “Maxine! I didn’t know you were Keely’s client. I suppose you think I’ve been two-timing Randy.”

“Randy don’t blab to me about no girlfriends,” Maxine said.

“Well, Randy and I have been dating—quite a few times, but that doesn’t make him my significant other. We aren’t in a serious relationship or anything like that. I have every right to date Ace or Gus or any man I choose to date whenever I choose to do so.”

“Consuela, you have an appointment with me at ten.” I glanced at my watch. “How about leaving Maxine and me alone now and telling me your big news when you return? This’s Maxine’s first appointment and I guaranteed her privacy.”

“You’re telling me, Consuela, that I’m intruding?” She took up her stance by the window once more, and I wondered if she intended to spend the morning posing there.

“Please don’t get bent out of shape, Consuela, but we can talk about your big news later. I’m dying to hear more.”

“Well, I don’t want you to die, so I’ll tell you right now as I intended to do all along. Is okay with you, Maxine?”

Without waiting for Maxine’s response, Consuela continued. “Keely, we have a deal, you know?

“Refresh my mind, please.”

“You know perfectly well what deal! You promised me a free treatment for every new customer I bring in who signs up for your introductory six-week series. Today I give you the name of Ace Grovello, my new friend. If Randy had told me his mama was interested in reflexology, I could have recommend her and earned a second freebie.”

“Please, Consuela.” I nodded toward the door. “If Ace Grovello comes in asking for treatments, I’ll give you credit—as promised.”

Consuela walked to my desk and helped herself to some brochures before she flounced from my office, slamming the door as she left.

“I apologize for the intrusion, Maxine. Guess I should have locked the door, but few people barge in unannounced.”

Maxine chuckled and wiggled her toes. “No problem. No problem at all. In fact I’m interested in my Randy’s friends. He doesn’t talk much about his comings and goings. Like to know who he’s hanging out with. What’s Consuela’s last name?”

“Nobody knows. She keeps it a deep secret—says really famous people don’t need last names. Then she cites Cher and Madonna. And Boy George.”

“Well, I hope my Randy don’t go ga-ga over Consuela. He may fall like a ton of squid for the first woman who smiles at him. My Randy, he’s had enough of being treated like pond scum. Wish I could warn him that Consuela has lots of fish in her sea.”

“Don’t see how you can do that without letting him know you’ve talked to her. Has Randy found a job yet?”

“He’s looking. But no luck yet.”

“Maybe you could give him some of your extra clients. Cleaning is an equal-opportunity job. Would he consider cleaning houses?”

“He might, I suppose. But who’s going to want an ex-con roaming their home? Any little thing gets lost, he the first one they call a thief.”

“What about the hotels? They’re always advertising for cleaning people. I see Help Wanted signs in lots of windows.”

“Same problem. What hotel wants an ex-con on the premises? Any little thing go wrong and my Randy, he’d be blamed. Anyway, I couldn’t recommend hotel cleaning to him when I refuse hotel work myself.”

“Maybe you could take on a hotel job and then after a few days, a week or so, pass it on to Randy. Think that might work? If he really needs a job, he can’t be as picky as you are.”

“No, that won’t never work. I don’t talk to hotel people. Don’t want any of ’em thinking I’m even slightly interested in their offers. I’m not into cleaning up broken furniture and spring-breaker vomit in rooms that have held eight or ten kids besides the one or two who rented it. No way.”

“I can’t fault you for that.” I sighed. “So you’re Randy’s sole support?”

“So far that’s true. Last week he did win some money up on Ramrod Key. Boondocks, the tiki bar, has a mechanical-bull game on some nights. Last Wednesday they offered a prize to the guy who could stick on that bull the longest. Randy won. One hundred dollars. Not much, for sure. He gave most of it to me for groceries, but he held a little back for marijuana.”
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