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Daiquiri Dock Murder

By Dorothy Francis




Chapter 1

Choking and tasting salt spray, I clawed tendrils of hair from my face and eyes and lowered my head into the stinging wind and rain. Once I stepped onto the swaying catwalk, the world turned into a pulsing blackness. Fighting my way forward, I struggled toward the slip where our family docked The Bail Bond. I’d promised Mother and Cherie, my sis, to check on the family’s cabin cruiser every day while they vacationed in Colorado. Rafa Blue keeps her promises. Once again I lowered my head into the storm. Sometimes lines loosened. Sometimes boats slipped their moorings. 

Because Dad, Mother, and Cherie, were friends of Brick and Threnody Vexton, our family had rented a slip at their marina the week they opened their business. So far, the Vexton dock masters posted an excellent safety record, but our family never depended entirely on them or any other service people to keep our boat safe. During the past few days, weather announcers had pinpointed a tropical storm brewing in the Gulf. Tonight around midnight the winds escalated to a Category 1 hurricane heading for the Florida Keys. This made my second trip today to Daiquiri Dock Marina to check on our boat. Gritting my teeth, I inhaled the damp sea air, and balanced unsteadily against the sway of the catwalk. I took care in walking on the slippery boards underfoot. One misstep could throw me into crashing waves.

I lurched from side to side along the catwalk until at last I reached the row of tethered boats, their bow lines tight and tied to sturdy dock cleats. I read the names on some of the hulls I passed. Seaduced. Vitamin C. The Sea Witch. All the boats appeared secure and in place. After tonight’s Fantasy Fest parade, a local family threw a party at their private beach home near the marina. Sometimes, unknown to their host, party-goers trespass, and board any nearby boat that looks inviting and unoccupied. Dock masters can’t guard everyplace at once. Wise boaters kept an eye on their crafts. 

I clutched the brine-crusted line along the side of the walkway, felt it cut into my fingers while my flashlight’s icy coldness chilled my other hand. The Bail Bond! There! It floated safely in its slip. Relief flooded through me, warming me for a moment. In spite of the storm, I’d kept my promise to Mother and Cherie—and perhaps to Dad, too. He’d always loved The Bail Bond. 

Turning, I headed back to my car then stopped short. I gasped, stunned by what I glimpsed below me in the choppy water between The Bail Bond and the sailboat in the slip beside it. 

Impossible! I blinked sea spray from my eyes, squinted, and let go of the security line in order to shield my eyes from the storm. I scrutinized the brine. The wind shrieked at almost gale force now. My imagination had not been playing tricks on me. Someone was swimming in the chop below me. At first I thought the person must be a tourist because the locals know that sharks feed at night. After watching for several moments, I thought I knew the swimmer, and once I saw his uniform, his dark hair, I recognized him for sure.

Diego Casterano! Diego, our family’s long-time friend, was struggling in the chop below me. Diego, the subject of my next “You Should Get to Know—” weekly column in The Key West Citizen. Brine darkened the pale orange of his chief dock master’s uniform and glistened on long strands of dark hair that escaped from his ponytail. 

How could this be! Why would Diego swim during a squall, seemingly unmindful of the seas raging around him? The boats beside him bobbed in their slips, tethered, lines taut. I watched for only a moment as his head broke the surface of the incoming tide and almost hit the port side of The Bail Bond. For a terrifying moment, I held my breath. His head disappeared, then rose into view again. Maybe he was trying to rescue someone who had fallen from one of the boats or perhaps from the catwalk. I clutched the security line more tightly. Fantasy Fest meant a week of revelry, and anything could happen on parade night. Maybe I could help Diego or at least call for help.

“Diego!” I shouted. “Diego, it’s Rafa!” The wind whipped my words into the wet blackness. “Diego!” Squatting at first, and with one hand still clutching the security line overhead for support, I knelt, leaning so close to the water I could taste the salt spray on my tongue and lips. I shouted to him again. If he answered, I couldn’t hear his words above the wind and the pounding water. Then in a flash of lightning, I saw a sight that chilled me more than the storm around me. 

Strands of Diego’s long hair now lay caught and snarled in the anchor line of The Bail Bond. 

Was he still alive? Was he dead? I knew the stupidity of jumping into the water fully clothed to rescue a drowning person. But was Diego drowning? He wasn’t waving to me or shouting for help. I refused to believe he might be dead. He might be alive. CPR might save him. Maybe he was doing the dead man’s float, gasping for breath between the times when the waves and the sea covered him. 

Cell phone! Find the cell! I slid my right hand down the side of my yellow slicker feeling for a familiar lump in my jumpsuit pocket. No. No lump. No cell. I remembered leaving it in the glove box of my Prius. Bad decision. My only option now—a dash to the car to call help.

Diego’s head still bobbed in the water, disappearing, then bobbing again. I forgot about dashing. Impossible in this storm. Gripping the catwalk line, I struggled toward my car in the parking lot. No problem finding the Prius. At this time of night and in this storm, it stood alone in front of the marina. Groping in my pocket for my keys, I pressed the open button, missed it, and hit the alarm button instead. In seconds the car horn began an intermittent blaring. I struggled for a moment, trying to quash the noise. But why stop it? Maybe the sound would signal help.

It took all my strength to open the car door and hold it against the gale that threatened to tear it from its hinges before I could slip inside and slam it shut. I welcomed the car’s dryness and warmth for a few seconds before I opened the glove box. Scrabbling in its contents, I breathed easier once I found the cell and punched in 9-1-1. The dispatcher’s voice, tranquil, businesslike. helped me calm down long enough to give the necessary information.

“Your name and address please.”

“Rafa Blue. The Blue Mermaid Hotel on Whitehead Street. In Old Town.”

“Phone number.”

I spieled out the number of my penthouse suite.

“Where are you now, Ma’am?” she asked.

“The Vexton Marina. Daiquiri Dock.” I almost panicked. “Bayside. I don’t know the exact address.” The dispatcher’s voice calmed me again.

“I know the place well, Ma’am. You’ll have help in a few minutes.”

“Catwalk C,” I said.

“The officers will find it. You stay right there.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Where did she think I might go?

I tried to think of friends I might call for more help. Pablo? Diego’s son. Pablo lived mostly on the beach. No phone. Brick and Threnody? Yes. I’d keyed their number into my speed dial. Now I punched it and let the cell ring 5 times. Five rings. No answer. No invitation to leave a message. 

Kane Riley? I’d placed my boyfriend’s name first on my speed dial. But no. No point in calling Kane. Damn! If he’d spent the night with me as he did many nights, he’d be here right now. Tonight, the Fantasy Fest traffic would be backed up around the Historic Seaport District and the Harbor Walk where Kane docked his shrimp boat. By the time he left The Buccaneer and started his work truck, the crisis would have ended. Stop wasting time, Rafa. Do something. Think! I debated a moment about leaving the cell or taking it with me, then I tucked it back into the glove box. Better a dry phone here than a wet phone on the catwalk or dropped into the sea.

Leaving the Prius and letting the horn continue its blaring, I tried to hurry to Diego. The diminishing squall allowed me to jog along the catwalk. What if I couldn’t find him again? I peered into the water near The Bail Bond. For several moments I didn’t see him. Then his head appeared again, a little deeper in the water. 

“Diego! Diego! Help’s coming!”

Peering into the water, I waited. 

Again, I couldn’t see him. “I called 9-1-1!” I shouted. “Help’s on the way.”

After what seemed an eternity, I saw his dark head bobbing closer to the surface again, his hair still tangled in the anchor line. Now he appeared to float. Face down into the water. I could see his back, his hips. Good sign. No point in exhausting himself trying to swim if he could save his strength by floating for a few moments.

“Diego!” I shouted again during a short lull when the wind dropped.

He didn’t respond, but turned his head slightly and looked as if he were trying to raise an arm. Was he trying to motion for me to join him? To help him? I could do that for him, couldn’t I? And I could yank his hair free. Or, if he had a dive knife strapped to his leg, I could cut his hair loose from the anchor line. 

Seeing someone near might give Diego the will to hold on until more help arrived. And what about sharks! Sharks fed at night. I couldn’t bear the thought of Diego’s body, nor mine, being ripped to bits by a hammerhead or a yellow. I forced myself to forget that thought. One could never tell about sharks. Even weathered seamen couldn’t say for sure what a shark might do. 

Skinning from my slicker and the jumpsuit I’d grabbed when I left my bed, I regretted my predilection for sleeping in the altogether. I stood for a moment, shivering until I felt the sting of rain against my bareness. Then I slipped beneath the security line I’d been clutching and splashed into the sea near Diego. I told myself a shark would never notice my small splash among all of Mother Nature’s gigantic splashes.

I held my breath, yet I sucked in a mouthful of brine. I tried to stay calm and breathe with greater caution. Tread water. Tread water. Following those silent commands, I kept afloat until I caught a clear view of Diego—until I saw his face. The sea splashed into his open mouth. His eyes looked like white marbles rolled back into his head. I knew then for sure he was dead. 




Chapter 2

(Sunday Morning)

Footsteps. Stealthy footsteps padding closer, retreating, then padding closer again. Stalking footsteps. I tried to cry out for help, but my tongue clung to the roof of my mouth as if glued there. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t speak. With great effort I managed to swallow. Footsteps. Someone walked nearby. Where was I? I turned my head from side to side, trying to shake a memory to a place in my mind where I could think about it. At last, the medicinal smell that permeated the room along with the hardness of the mattress under me told me I lay in a hospital. I peered through slitted eyelids in case someone stood watching me. Crazy idea. Why would anyone be watching? When I saw nobody in the room, I opened my eyes.

I tested my extremities. Feet. Toes. Hands. Fingers. Everything worked. My head felt like someone stood playing The Anvil Chorus on a glockenspiel near my brain, but I managed to push myself to a sitting position. Where were my clothes? A hospital gown barely covered me. I felt the lanyard Kane had braided for me around my neck. At least I hadn’t lost that. 

I reached for a glass of water on a bedside table, sucked great gulps through a straw, and began to think about my situation. I saw no bloodstains. Why the hospital? Did headaches require hospitalization? I couldn’t feel any other injuries. Mother. Cherie. Had something happened to them in Colorado? Then snips of memory wafted in and out of my muddled head.

Diego! Dead! Why? How? When? Reporter-like queries floated in my mind, but I found no answers. My head whirled and I felt icy cold when a nurse opened the door and entered the room. Smiling lips. Friendly blue eyes. I imagined MISS EFFICIENCY typed on her badge.

“And how are we feeling this morning?” she chirped.

I didn’t know how she felt, but I felt rotten. Before I could reply I heard Kane’s voice in the hallway outside my room. 

“Rafa Blue,” he said. “Rafa Blue. That’s her name. I know she’s in there. I need to talk to her. I have to talk to her! Tell her Kane’s here.”

“You have a friend named Kane?” Miss Efficiency asked me, smiling.

“My boyfriend. May he come in? Please?” I tried to scoot from the bed, but she shook her head at me and stepped closer, pushing gently against my shoulders as she eased me farther back onto the mattress and against the wafer-thin pillow.

“No company yet, Rafa. I need to take your vitals and make out a chart for you. Then the doctor will want to see you. How are you feeling?”

“Fine. I want to go home, please. Kane will drive me. I’m sure he’s come to get me. Our friend, Diego Casterano died last night. A terrible accident. I need to talk to Kane.”

The nurse smiled but said nothing more to me while she placed the blood pressure cuff around my upper arm and began squeezing the bulb. I squelched my questions while she recorded figures on a chart, checked my temp with a gadget she stuck into my ear, and then took my pulse. 

Grim scenes from last night replayed through my mind. What had happened to Diego? He’d grown up in Cuba with the sea for a back yard. He knew how to handle himself around water. Why had he been swimming during last night’s storm? I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to blot out the image of his dark hair tangled in the anchor line—and his eyes. I knew I’d never forget those unseeing eyes. And how had his hair become caught in that anchor line? Had there been a problem with someone’s boat? A problem Diego felt he needed to deal with during a storm?

Someone banged on the door. 

“Rafa?” Kane’s voice wore hammer and tongs—a hammer eager to pound his way to my bedside, tongs ready to yank me from the hospital. “Rafa Blue? Rafa, are you in there?”

“Yes.” I drew a breath to say more, but the nurse hushed me and strode to the door.

“Sir, I have orders that Miss Blue is to speak to nobody until the doctor sees her—and after that, the police. If you can’t sit and wait quietly, I’ll call Security to escort you from the building.”

“Yes, your highness.” Kane’s voice dripped sarcasm, but if the nurse noticed, she ignored it. I heard a chair scrape against tile and guessed Kane conformed to her orders. Miss Efficiency left the room, closing the door behind her. I half expected, half hoped, Kane would come barging in, ignoring her orders. But he didn’t.

I knew I’d have to talk with a doctor before I could leave the hospital, but the police? Why the police? I hadn’t considered talking to them. As a TV viewer addicted to crime shows, I should have guessed the local authorities would want to question me. But surely Diego’s death had been an accident. I refused to visualize the police hanging crime scene tape on a marina catwalk. An unexplained death usually called for crime scene tape until the police understood the cause of the death, until the medical examiner finished making his call, until photographers took all the pictures they needed. I couldn’t imagine Diego’s death as anything but accidental. Yet who knows what might have happened during or after the Fantasy Fest parade? Unless a person was in a celebratory mood, home offered the best place to hang out during the annual Halloween celebration. 

A rap on the door announced the doctor’s visit. I took another sip of water and hoped I’d be able to answer his questions quickly and to his satisfaction. He ducked his head when he entered the room—a mannerism many tall people acquire to avoid bumps on the skull.

“I’m Dr. Mathis.” His voice, soft and low, projected a soothing quality that helped put me at ease. “Rafa Blue, right?”

“Right.” 

Neither of us spoke again until he finished perusing my chart the nurse left for him.

“Blood pressure normal. No temperature. Breathing normal.” He laid the chart aside and smiled. “Are you experiencing any pain?”

“No,” I lied, hoping he couldn’t see my head throbbing, hoping he wouldn’t ask me to rate my pain on a scale of one to ten. “I feel fine and I’d like to go home, please.”

His smile broadened. “Under the circumstances, the nurse will bring some insurance papers for you to sign so you won’t have to stop at the main desk. Once the papers have been approved, you’ll be almost free to go.”

Almost? I squelched the word from my vocabulary. “Thank you, doctor.” Under the circumstances? What did that mean? What circumstances? I began to slide from the bed before he left the room, closing the door behind himself. I took cautious steps toward a tiny closet, then stopped. Where were my clothes? Instinctively I pulled the hospital gown closer around my rear end. Who found me nude at the marina? How could I leave this hospital with no clothes? Jumpsuit? Slicker? Where were they? Before I could push the call button to summon the nurse, she entered the room.

“Will you please read and sign these forms? We’ll need your insurance numbers, too.”

My heart sank. More delay. “My insurance cards are in my billfold and I left my billfold in my jumpsuit. I’ve no idea where it is now. At the bottom of the sea, maybe.”

Kane stepped into the room unannounced. “I have her billfold. I have fresh clothes for her.” At first the nurse seemed startled, perhaps by his height, his shaggy blonde hair, his black tank top and jeans. She took a step back as if expecting an attack, and Kane, seizing on her hesitation, hurried toward me. We exchanged a long kiss before Miss Efficiency intervened. 

“I unlocked your suite for Threnody. Figured she’d be better at deciding what you needed than I would. She packed this stuff for me to bring to you.” Before the nurse escorted him from the room, Kane thrust a plastic bag toward me. I sighed in relief when I saw fresh clothes and billfold, a makeup kit, and a hairbrush. 

I perched on the edge of the bed to sign the papers, provide the insurance numbers. When the nurse retreated, I applied a bit of lip gloss. After tugging the hairbrush through my shoulder-length hair, I considered having it styled again in a pixie cut. But now was no time to be worrying about hair. I barely finished pulling on my jeans and tee when the nurse tapped on the door again.

“Chief Ramsey and Detective Lyon are waiting to talk with you, Miss Blue. An informal questioning, they say. May I show them in?”

Informal? Hah! But at least she had asked my permission before she admitted them. I knew police officers geared their questions in ways they hoped would help them catch criminals. They could say anything they pleased, ask any questions they pleased. When spouting questions, they never swore on a Bible to speak the whole truth and nothing but the truth. I pulled myself to my full five feet eleven inches. Sometimes my height gave me an advantage—perhaps even with police, if the charge in question amounted to no more than some minor offense. I stood beside the bed and waited. 

Short, fat, and bald, Chief Ramsey reminded me of the Pillsbury Doughboy. Detective Lyon met my eyes on a level, and his mane of tawny colored hair might have belonged to the king of beasts. I’d met both men last year when burglars hit The Blue Mermaid three times in one week. Surely these officers remembered me. But if they did, they didn’t let on.

“Your name please?” Chief Ramsey asked.

“Rafa Blue.” I hoped they’d recognize my name as author of Rafa’s Repartee, the biographical column I wrote for the Citizen. In addition to calling favorable attention to some of Key West’s talented underdogs, I wanted to make a name for myself as a writer. But no. These officers didn’t remember me. At least not today. If Chief Ramsey recognized my name, he didn’t let on.

“Address?”

“The Blue Mermaid Hotel on Whitehead. Penthouse Suite No. Three.”

“Your family lives there, too?”

“Yes.” 

“Are they in residence at this time?”

“No.”

“Where are they?”

“My mother and sister are vacationing in Colorado.”

“Do you have an address and phone number where they can be reached?” 

“The Hand Hotel, Fairplay, Colorado. I don’t have their phone number with me. It’s on a pad in my suite at The Blue Mermaid.”

“Do you plan to make the hotel your permanent residence?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“How long is permanent?” What did this man expect to find out from me? 

“I’ve heard a rumor that you’re planning a new venture. Are you willing to share that with me?”

“No.” It is okay to say no to the police, isn’t it?

“Your new venture, Ma’am? A novel, perhaps?”

“No comment.” So he did recognize my name as a writer. Since graduating from Vassar, I had a burning desire to write a novel. I planned to use my newspaper experiences as the basis for a book. In fact I’d already made an outline for a novel. I hoped to begin on chapter one soon, but I couldn’t see that as an important bit of knowledge necessary to the police. 

I wondered who tipped Ramsey off about my planning a new venture. I couldn’t remember talking about it to anyone except Kane, or maybe Threnody, one of my few close friends. Ramsey would probably laugh out loud if he knew Kane had given me a three-hundred page book with blank pages along with his instructions to fill those pages with a New York Times best seller.

I intended to say no more to Ramsey about my future career plans, and I wished he’d change the subject. Why tell either of these men I was sick of living in my sister’s shadow? If my book venture bombed, no one would be the wiser—if I kept my mouth shut about it now. Surely my writing career had no bearing on Diego’s death. 

I wondered. Had either Ramsey or Lion ever embarked on a venture that failed?

“Did you know Diego Casterano?” Chief Ramsey asked.




Chapter 3

Ramsey’s last question startled me into silence. But I felt more than ready to change the subject. 

“Yes, I knew Diego.”

“You were friends?”

“Yes, Diego and I were friends.”

“How close was your friendship?” Chief Ramsey cleared his throat and looked me in the eye—not easy with his head 5 or 6 inches below mine. Detective Lyon stared out the window.

I resented the chief’s insinuation. “I knew Diego as a family friend. My mother, my sister, and I—all three of us admired and respected Diego as did my father when he was living.”

“When the ambulance crew rescued you, your manner of garb indicated that you and Diego may have experienced a relationship closer than that of the rest of your family.”

For a moment I said nothing, not wanting to protest too much or too little. “Diego and I were nothing more than good friends. I admired him because I’m for the underdogs in society—talented people who have worked hard to be noticed, or perhaps who still have that work ahead of them. A Cuban refugee, Diego came to Key West with empty pockets. He worked up to a position as chief dock master at Brick Vexton’s marina. He won the regard of Keys’ citizens who elected him to a position on the board of Monroe County Commissioners. I’m proud to claim Diego as a close family friend. I looked forward to writing about him as the subject of one of my columns in the near future.” 

I knew I’d said too much, yet I didn’t know what I’d withdraw, had I been given the chance.

“That was the total extent of your relationship? A family friend? An interesting subject for your newspaper column?”

“Right. I’m a history buff, and Diego’s story reaches beyond his life and into Cuban history. His son, Pablo, sometimes plays drums or string bass in the combo that performs in The Frangipani Room at The Blue Mermaid. Our family always enjoyed having Diego drop around after work to watch the action, to enjoy a sandwich and a drink, and to listen to the music.”

“When did you last see Diego alive?”

“I thought he was alive last night when I saw him in the water at the Daiquiri Dock Marina. Then I realized, realized he was—dead. You’re calling it an accident, right?”

Ramsey avoided my question. “Didn’t you think it strange for anyone to be swimming at that time of night?”

“Yes, of course I did. I thought at first he might be trying to help someone who’d fallen from the catwalk while checking on the security of a boat. People do strange things during Fantasy Fest. Sometimes trespassers board and vandalize boats. But I saw no sign of that last night. I realized Diego was in trouble. I saw his hair snarled and tangled in the anchor line of The Bail Bond.”

“When was the last time you saw Diego alive before last night?”

I hesitated, wishing I didn’t have to answer, wanting to be sure of myself and my next words. The person who last saw a deceased person alive is usually of special interest to the authorities—especially if the victim’s death wasn’t accidental.

“I saw him at The Frangipani Room the night before the Fantasy Fest parade. That would have been on Friday night. He joined Mother, Cherie, the Vextons, and me in listening to the combo and watching the people dance.”

“How long did he stay?”

“The Frangi closes at midnight. As I remember it, Diego stayed a while after closing to have a drink on the house. The Frangipani Room is roofless—an open-air setting with torches flaring along its outer rim. Friday night Diego helped Brick Vexton extinguish the torches. According to Dad’s will, The Frangi is my responsibility, but Mother always likes to oversee the closing of this special dance floor, to be sure it’s ready for the next night’s opening.” I refused to tell him that Mother disliked Dad’s leaving me in charge of The Frangi—or anything else. But the court was on Dad’s side. Lawyers refused to let Mother change Dad’s will. 

“Thank you, Miss Blue,” Chief Ramsey said. “You are free to leave the hospital now.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“You are free to go anywhere you please on the island, but if you decide to leave Key West, please get in touch with me or someone in my office first.”

“Are you investigating Diego’s death as an accident?”

“No. His hair might have been caught in the anchor line accidentally, but the concrete block weighted to his feet rules out an accidental death. Don’t you agree?”

“Oh.” Surprise left me speechless. I tried to erase the mental image of a concrete block weighting Diego’s feet. 

“At this point in the police investigation, I’m ordering you to avoid discussing this case with reporters or with strangers.”

“Yes, Sir.” He hadn’t said I required his permission to leave the island, but that’s what his order about letting him know my plans meant. “Sir, am I a suspect? I called 9-1-1 because I needed help. Are you going to hang me without a trial or jury?”

“Nobody plans to hang you, Miss Blue, but everyone close to Diego Casterano may be a person of interest to the police.” Chief Ramsey left, making no further comment.

The minute I stepped from the hospital room into the hallway, Kane strode to my side. I knew he must have been listening and I wondered how much of that Q/A session he heard. He linked his arm through mine, pulling me close. After a long kiss, he took my hand and urged me toward the hospital door. Was my shakiness a result of the kiss or was it a delayed reaction to last night’s trauma, a delayed reaction to Diego’s death?

“Are you okay?” he asked when we stepped into the overcast day and headed toward his truck parked in a visitor’s slot.

“I’m okay. But where’s my car? Still at the dock? And how did I end up in the hospital? Who brought me here? The last thing I remember, I was choking, trying to tread water—in the sea—with Diego. I don’t remember my feet touching a concrete block.” I shuddered and eased closer to Kane. “And I realized Diego was dead. Who…”

“Officers from Emergency 9-1-1 rescued you—pulled both you and Diego from the sea. You were barely conscious, exhausted, and unable to say anything that made sense. They brought you here by ambulance. Took Diego’s body to the morgue. I heard the news on the radio and drove to the police station immediately. Since you’d given me a spare key to the Prius, Chief Ramsey trusted me to pick up your car at the marina and park it near my boat slip. He said the horn had blared for so long that the key’s emergency button had been damaged. Other than that the car’s okay. You can relax about that.”

“Thank you, Kane!” I squeezed his hand. “How can I ever thank you?”

Kane grinned at me and raised an eyebrow. “I can think of several exceptionally pleasant ways. Want to hear some of them?”

“Not if they require more from me than flowers, candy, or a good book.”

“I was afraid of that. But we’ll talk about it later, okay?” I changed the subject quickly. Kane wanted our relationship to progress to a deeper level, but I balked, unready for that change. At least not ready yet. I still needed to face my past, live with what I’d done, my mistakes. Live with my fear of being corrupt. Although I’d always looked forward to love, marriage, and family, I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready for any of those things. And if I changed my mind, I didn’t want Kane to think I came to him in gratitude instead of love. I wasn’t ready for Kane to know the details of my past. He was a fairly new resident in Key West, and by the time he moved here a few years ago, the gossip about me had died down—almost. 

“Kane to Rafa. Kane to Rafa Blue. Please return to planet Earth and tell me what you’re thinking.” 

“I’m working through the shock of hearing the police calling Diego’s death a homicide.”

Kane stared into space for a few moments before he spoke. “According to this morning’s Citizen, the cops first thought he died accidentally, but, when in addition to finding his hair tangled in an anchor line, they found his feet and ankles bound with duct tape and roped to a concrete block, reality changed their thinking. Accident? No way!”

“But why? Diego had enemies? Who?” 

“You heard Chief Ramsey’s take on it. Back at the hospital, I couldn’t help overhearing him say that at this time, any close friend of Diego’s is a person of interest. Guess you’re not the only one. Be glad of that.”

“Has anyone called Mother and Cherie? This news will hit them hard—ruin their vacation. Glad they were off-island when it happened.”

“Brick said he called them, but the hotel manager told him they were on a week’s pack trip in the Rockies and couldn’t be reached for a few days. Guess cell phones don’t pick up signals in some parts of the high country.”

Kane opened the door to the pickup and helped me inside before he grabbed the newspaper from the dashboard and dropped it into my lap. 

“Read all about it. They’ve managed to keep your name out of it—at least for now.”

“Not much to read,” I said after Kane pulled himself into the driver’s seat. I ran my finger down the couple inches of type the news editor allotted to the story. “A man dead, an important man in this community, and he rates only two inches of type.”

“I’m sure there’ll be more later, but for now, just the facts, Ma’am.” Kane snorted. “They always keep the bad news short and on the back pages. Mustn’t alarm the tourists. Mustn’t let them know blood has been spilled here in paradise. Where to, Rafa? Your hotel? Vexton mansion? I promised Threnody we’d stop by for a few minutes and bring her up to speed on what’s going on. Think you feel up to that now?”

“I guess so. I’d rather not talk to anyone, but I wouldn’t have had any clothes at the hospital if it hadn’t been for Threnody—and you. So, let’s stop at the Vexton’s, I guess. I feel disoriented. Wonder what happened to my wet jumpsuit.” 

“The police might have it. Guess someone wrapped you in a blanket for the ride to the hospital. Maybe the police consider the clothes you were or weren’t wearing evidence.” Kane keyed the truck to life, backed from the parking lot, and drove from the Stock Island hospital toward Key West. When he snapped on the radio, the weather announcer still spouted news about the hurricane stalled off the coast of Cuba. It might turn. It might dissipate. Whatever. Key Westers try to take these hurricane threats in stride and they succeed most of the time. We locals secure our property as best we can and leave the island only when authorities order evacuation. I can remember a few times when both lanes of Highway One were open only to traffic moving toward Homestead and Miami. This morning we saw little sign of last night’s storm other than a few downed palm branches and green coconuts. 

Kane slammed on the brakes when the van ahead of us bearing Wisconsin plates jerked to a stop and pulled toward the shoulder of the highway. Two kids jumped from it almost into our path…

“Dumb kids,” Kane growled. “Don’t they know they could get killed doing that?”

“Dumb parents, Kane. Tourists. It’s not the kids. Visitors don’t understand how dangerous the traffic on this highway is.”

The kids snatched up two coconuts, dashed back to their van and jumped in. “I suppose they’re gloating over having found a couple of free souvenirs to take home.” Kane shook his head and left more space between us and the van once we drove on.

A salt-scented trade wind blowing through the truck windows cooled my cheeks, and the roar of a jet drowned out traffic sounds as it zoomed in for a landing at the air station. The clouds began to lift, and before we reached Old Town, Kane took a round-about tour along South Roosevelt and Smather’s Beach. 

Dressed in orange vests and denim pants, inmates from the road prison on Big Pine Key worked at clearing Fantasy Fest trash from the sand and the shoreline. They filled black plastic bags, then, still moving in slow motion, they flung the contents into city dumpsters, making way for the tractor that would rake and smooth the sand into readiness for today’s tourists.

Winding back east a few blocks, we turned on Palm Avenue and crossed the bridge spanning Garrison Bight. Before we reached Grinnell Street, I thought for a few moments that a car was following us—a rusty Ford.

“Kane?” I nodded toward the rear window. “We’ve got a tail.”

“Don’t think so.” The driver of the car tailgating us seized a chance to pass, waving a hearty greeting to Kane. “Ben Bahama. Used to anchor his boat near mine at the shrimp dock before big business crowded us out.”

“You and many others, Kane. But that’s in the past. Glad you know Ben Bahama. I hate being followed by a stranger.”

“Relax. Why would anyone be tailing us?”

“Why, indeed! Someone must have followed Diego yesterday.”

Kane turned into The Little Whitehouse gated driveway where a security guard on duty looked us over and then, recognizing me, waved us on through. Along this secluded street, old Conch mansions built decades ago ruled like royalty. Kane slowed at a sign saying THE VEXTONS. I loved living at a posh hotel a few blocks from here and took it for granted as my lot in life—most of the time. But in spite of our upscale neighborhood, the Vexton home gave me the creeps. I understood how and why an enterprising entrepreneur had talked the Vextons into allowing him to list their mansion on a visitor’s ghost walking tour. 

Squelching a shiver, I said nothing as we drove forward, easing into the deep shade of two towering banyans. A strangler fig that had fastened itself to the trunk of the larger tree threatened its existence. 

Brick and Threnody’s three-story home could have appeared in an antique, sepia-toned photo as an example of a Spanish Colonial design. Built of age-darkened limestone and native coral rock, it had weathered through the years, huddling under a wide roof supported by iron-flanged pillars on either end of the veranda. A ship’s bell, its dull brass unpolished, dangled from a weathered post at the foot of cracked concrete steps.

For a few moments I forced myself to enjoy the breeze that fluttered the banyan leaves until Kane stopped the truck. Almost immediately we saw Dolly Jass who called to us from where she stood pulling magazines from the yellow recycling box set near the street. My mood lightened. Only the hard of heart could look at Dolly without smiling. But Kane refused to smile.




Chapter 4

(Still Sunday Morning)

“Rafa!” Dolly called, walking toward us. “Are you okay? I heard the news. What a terrible scene you’ve been through. I feel so sorry for Diego. He and I were just getting to know each other well.”

“I’m fine, Dolly. Just dropped in to talk with Threnody, to thank her for sending me clothes at the hospital.” 

“Sorry, but she’s out for the morning. I’ll tell her you stopped by.”

As usual Dolly’s silvery hair swirled around the shoulders of her long-sleeved blouse with its elaborate neck bow. I seldom saw her in anything but a poet’s blouse and black satin pants, skin-tight across the hips then flaring at the ankles. 

“Some work outfit.” Kane chuckled as Dolly approached the truck, trying to keep a grip on her armload of magazines. “She’s probably hiding a severe case of tattoo regret under those long sleeves. People do that. Women. Even guys who’re tired of the macho scene.”

“At heart Dolly’s a poet, not a cleaning lady. I can’t help admiring anyone who works two jobs and still finds time to write poetry.”

“Lots of service people having moved to the warmth of paradise work two jobs, maybe three—especially if they’ve formed the unfortunate habit of eating. Lucky for her Brick gave her a job and the maid’s room at his mansion. Good thing he vouched for her work and her honesty with your mother and Cheri.”

“A plus for Dolly, and also an extra plus thing for our hotel. We need her help.”

“I’ll admit she’s an asset as kitchen help at The Frangi. Thanks to Brick, she’s lucky to have two good jobs.” Kane grinned. “Hey! You suppose Brick and Dolly have something going?”

“Kane! Women have a rep for being the gossips of the world, not men.”

“Well, even though Dolly’s an old lady…”

“Hold it right there, buddy.” I grinned at him. “I’m guessing Dolly’s ten years away from collecting social security.”

“Humph. No matter her age, she flirts with anything wearing pants, and all the locals know Brick has an eye for the ladies. Threnody better watch her back.”

“What’s going on with the magazines, Dolly,” I called to her as she reached the truck and two magazines slipped from her grip, flopping to the ground. 

“Need a hand?” Kane called, opening his door, offering to help her.

Dolly smiled at me before she batted her eyelashes at Kane. “I can manage okay, but thanks, Kane.” She laid the magazines on the ground, tugged a piece of paper from her pants pocket and tucked it into the pocket on my shirt. 

“Threnody asked me to get rid of the mags, but when Brick saw them in the recycle box, he slipped me an extra five and asked me to bring them back inside and stack them in his den.” Then she lowered her voice as if someone might be listening. “He’s a packrat, you know, a sweet guy, but a packrat. Has a problem letting go of stuff, magazines, old clothes…anything. But it’s nothing to me. He pays me to do what I’m told.” She grinned. “May write a poem about a packrat some day.”

With a quick wave, Dolly picked up the magazines, turned and headed toward the mansion while Kane followed the circle driveway back to the street and pointed us toward the hotel. I guessed Dolly had tucked a poem into my pocket, but I didn’t read it right then. No point in giving Kane a chance to laugh at her. 

Compared to the Vexton mansion, The Blue Mermaid looked like King Neptune’s palace—five stories tall, a lattice-and vine-covered portico, and hundreds of overhead windows that caught the sunlight and reflected back silvery blue images. Out front, a bigger-than-life sculpture of a mermaid guarded the entryway. Kane followed the bricked driveway that led to our family’s private entrance at the back of the hotel. Mother always hated having his battered work truck out front where potential patrons could see it and perhaps decide to book rooms someplace else. We went inside and took the service elevator to the penthouse.

“I locked the door to your suite this morning after Threnody packed your clothes for you.” 

The elevator door closed behind us, and we stepped into the hallway where Wyland, famous marine life artist of the day, had painted sea-creature murals on the inner walls—whales, manta rays, and mermaids relaxing in a bed of sea fans and conch shells.

“Glad you locked the place, Kane. Wouldn’t dream of going out and leaving my suite open. Got my key ring?”

Kane pulled my keys from his pocket and unlocked the door for me. I stepped inside my suite, then hesitated. 

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.” I walked on, unwilling for Kane to see my nervousness. I refused to admit to fear. A searching look around told me that nobody had been inside the suite except Kane and me—and Threnody. But if someone had murdered Diego, I might be next on the killer’s list. To hide my uneasiness, I strode to the refrigerator and pulled out a carafe of iced tea.

“How about a drink, Kane? I’m dying of thirst and that hospital water tasted like pure formaldehyde.” 

“You swig down lots of formaldehyde?” Kane stepped close and blew his warm breath into my ear. I laughed, kissed him lightly on the cheek, then eased to the cupboard to get glasses.

“No formaldehyde when there’s something better at hand.” I poured us tumblers of tea and added some ice cubes before I remembered the special treat Kane made for us yesterday noon.

“Kane! Your crème brûlée! We have two ramekins left from yesterday. Shall we eat them now?”

“Glad you remembered!”

Kane carried the ramekins and I carried the tea to the snack bar. Before we sat down to enjoy the treat, Kane kicked off his shoes, walked across the living room to open the sliding doors that opened onto a half-balcony overlooking the hotel pool. Mother and Cheri’s suites opened onto full balconies and I tried not to resent that although, in my mind, it stood as another example of my underdog status in the family. I followed Kane onto the balcony, gazing into the distance where our view included Key West harbor, and beyond that, the Gulf of Mexico.
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