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Conch Shell Murder

A Katie Hassworth Mystery

Dorothy Francis


For Richard, Ann, and Pat


PROLOGUE

The sleeve of Alexa Chitting’s black caftan caught on the conch shell sitting on her polished desk, but she shook it free and crossed the white carpeting of the third-floor office at Chitting Marina like a dowager queen balancing a crown on her sable hair. Her nails gleamed scarlet against the satin drapery she pushed aside in order to see into the January night, where murky moonlight honed masts and riggings into black skeletons.

At her orders, her office had been carpeted and soundproofed against the roar of motors, the cry of dockmasters, the babble of wealthy seafarers on the move. But tonight, Alexa fought a feeling of foreboding, sensed something disconcerting in the silence as her gaze probed the rows of sleek sailing vessels and motor yachts rocking in their slips.

When she heard footsteps grate against the pine of the balcony outside her door, she called out. “Who’s there?”

She bristled, well aware of her autocratic tone. All the dockmasters respected her predilection for privacy when she worked late. All had orders never to disturb her. Could there be an emergency? Her cavalier attitude softened a bit. Tyler? Po? It didn’t surprise her that she thought of her lover before her husband. She doubted it would have surprised Po, either. Or Tyler.

“Who is it?” She moved from the window to the door. Nobody replied. How dare this intruder ignore her!

Her breath snagged in her throat as she peered through the peephole, seeing a yellow and black wasp-shaped hood, which hid the face of someone wearing a dockmaster’s uniform. The black sweatshirt bore the familiar white-lettered words CHITTING MARINA Key West. White pants gleamed in the moonlight filtering between the wrought-iron balcony rails. Alexa screamed as she turned and ran toward her desk phone. Before she could grasp the receiver and dial Marina Security, a key clicked in the lock and the door opened, admitting a chilling blast of sea air along with the sound of waves lapping against boat hulls. Then the door closed.

“Stop!” The command was a muffled hiss. “Don’t move.”

What sort of an intrusion was this? Thrusting her chin up, Alexa steeled herself to keep in control. She turned to face the intruder, but her voice quavered as she looked at the gun held in a black-gloved hand.

“Who are you? What do you want?” Fright left a bitterness at the base of her tongue.

“Money. Open the safe.”

The intruder spoke in a frog-like croak, and Alexa could discern neither sex nor ethnicity. Taking a chance, she reached for the telephone, but her captor pounced on the instrument, jerking the wire from the wall without lowering the gun.

“Open the safe or you die. It’s the will-o-the- wasp. Do it!”

“There’s no money here. A courier takes all cash to the bank at five.”

“Open the safe.”

Was this a Chitting employee? Or had a thief stolen a master key from the dockmaster’s office? Through the holes in the wasp mask she saw dark eyes blazing like lasers.

“Move!” A nudge with the gun barrel enforced the command.

Hairs at her nape rose as she faced the wall safe, reached for the knob with shaking fingers. The cold steel turned smoothly and easily, and she heard the tumblers fall into place. The door opened.

“Hand over the cash.”

A robber! How could she be at the mercy of this unsavory person? An addict needing a fix? The Keys abounded with them. Crack cocaine made users both desperate and dangerous. Where had this one procured the uniform? She would check the supply department tomorrow. Deftly she pulled out a small bundle of bills secured with a red rubber hand, hoping her foe wouldn’t find the fat envelope of cash she had shoved to the back of the green felt compartment.

“Give it to me.”

She noticed a slight tremble in the intruder’s gun hand. He was scared—unsure. Maybe she could overpower him. Why should she acquiesce to a hophead? She extended the packet of bills, but when the thief reached out, she dropped it and chopped at his wrist. The gun flew through the air, then thudded onto the carpet.

They both made a dive for the gun. Alexa’s perspiring fingers clutched the cold barrel, but her grip slipped. She felt the pistol wrested from her grasp. In seconds the intruder would again be in control. Seizing the fleeting chance for escape, she jumped up, ignored the ripping of her caftan as she stepped on its hem, and rushed into the bathroom, slamming and locking the door.

“Now get out of here! Take the money and go.”

The thief pounded on the door. “Open up!”

Alexa sucked in air, her heart pounding. The thief had the money. The phone was out. He knew she couldn’t identify him. Why didn’t he go? She cowered beside the toilet, waiting for a shot to shatter the fragile door lock. Was he a rapist?

No shot came. Instead she heard a scraping and saw the door handle move. He was using a plastic card to spring the lock. She still cowered by the toilet on aching knees when the door opened.

“Get up or you’re dead!”

The threat reverberated against her eardrums, and as she tried to pull herself to her feet, once again she saw the gun hand tremble. What if the gun fired accidentally? She’d been a fool to take a stand. The few dollars lost meant nothing to her. Only in the dark recesses of her mind did she admit that the gunman wanted more than money.

“Go to your desk and sit down.”

Gripping the cold porcelain of the toilet, she heaved herself to her feet and limped toward her leather-padded swivel chair. She felt all of her sixty years. Why wasn’t this person leaving? He had his money. Or was it a she who had her money? She still couldn’t be sure. She sat at her desk, gasping as the intruder raised the gun.

“Wait! What are you doing?” Alexa braced her palms on her desk blotter, trying to help herself stand.

“I’m going to kill you.”

“But why?” Her voice escalated with fear. “You’ve got money for the crack house. Take it and go. Better a robbery rap than a murder rap. Think of the consequences, you fool!”

The thief raised the gun, pulled the trigger, but the shot went wild. Alexa turned, seeing the faint outline of a bullet hole in the corner of the Oriental carpet hanging on the wall behind her desk. The man was crazed. As if by reflex, Alexa grabbed the conch shell on her desk, hurled it at the gun. Smart move. The gun clattered against the desktop. She wanted to snatch it up, but her body ignored her mental command. She could only stare as fear immobilized her.

This time the intruder knocked the gun from her reach and grabbed the conch shell. He eyed its pink and coral spiral for a moment, then stepped behind her desk. With the heel of his hand, he shoved on her chest, slamming her into her chair.

“Take your money and go,” Alexa whimpered, hating being forced to beg for anything—even her life. Begging had never been the Chitting style. She tried to divert her attacker’s attention by telling him about the money still inside the safe. But it was too late.

With fingers curled inside the conch and thumb gripping one end, the thief slammed the shell’s protrusions against Alexa’s temple and forehead. She felt blood trickle into her eyes, her mouth, and as a rusty taste coated her tongue, she saw her desk blotter flecked with red stains that quickly darkened to brown. Excruciating pain exploded in her head, expanding from a central core and radiating in all directions. She raised her hands to protect herself, but the blows rained faster and harder until all fight left her.

She slumped, her head a pulpy melon dangling wetly over the chair arm and dripping blood onto the pristine carpet.


ONE

Gloom shrouded Key West, and Katie Hassworth shivered in the dusky twilight as she turned her old Ford convertible onto South Roosevelt Boulevard, passing the remains of Houseboat Row and heading toward the McCartel and Hassworth Detective Agency on Simonton Street. The sky was an inverted gray bowl. A January gale mixed fallen palm fronds, torn newspapers, and fast-food cartons like a malevolent salad, tossing them across the narrow spit of island from the Gulf to the Atlantic.

Home. In spite of the nasty weather, she was glad to be back. Slowing her speed, she imagined she could taste salt along with the grit blowing in the air.

“Move it along, lady,” a porky teenager shouted from the hood of a speeding purple van bearing the logo CRUISE HOG. “Get that heap going or you’ll get run over and miss the parade!”

Kids. Katie ignored the caveat, slowing even more. After two years of island living, Key West seemed more like home than the orphanage where she had spent eighteen years, or the college dorm where she had lived the ten semesters it had taken her to earn a master’s degree. It even seemed more like home than the close-to-the-school cottage she had rented while she taught English for five years in Miami.

She was so glad to be back from her Tampa business/pleasure trip that she took the scenic route to Simonton Street, watching the agitated ocean on her left as the wind churned the gray-green waves and wet down the gulls huddled on the low seawall. She passed East Martello Gallery, the airport, posh motels, which on a more pleasant day would have been palm-shaded from the late afternoon sun.

Although it was after five o’clock and she knew most of the action would be at Mallory Dock on the other side of the island where tourists congregated, hoping for a sunset, she drove slowly toward Smathers Beach. In the distance clouds closed in on a gray merchant ship, and she could count three schooners and a shrimper anchored closer to shore.

“Hey, Blondie! How about a lift?”

In an ordinary car she could have been impervious to the call. A convertible made one vulnerable. Not only was it a crazy kind of car to risk one’s life in on the overseas highway, but it also allowed one to hear exhortations one might otherwise miss. She pulled over, conscious of traffic whizzing by. Seizing the chance, she stretched her slim legs, kicked off her shoes. Sometimes nothing felt better than kicking off her shoes.

“Where to, Bubba?” she asked as a thin jeans-clad man, shoeless and wearing a gold necklace and a gold stud in his left earlobe, opened the passenger door and slid into the seat.

“Duval.” Bubba sniffed as he tucked a long strand of oily black hair behind his right ear. “One of the buskers is reading tarot cards at Duval and Angela, Blondie. Got to see where my fortune lays.”

“Lies.”

“No lies. Tarot cards speak true. Got to see where my fortune lays.”

Katie smiled, knowing she should have ignored the solecism. No use trying to explain the finer points of the language to Bubba, and no point in asking him to refrain from calling her Blondie. He had nicknames for everyone, and many of them were fitting. She gunned the Ford into a short break in the traffic.

“Your fortune might lie in steady employment.” She had known Bubba for a year. He odd-jobbed around town, and now and then he supplied her and Mac with valuable information gleaned from the street. He had no qualms about pocketing their money.

“A steady job would cut into my prime time, Blondie. No way.”

Katie laughed. “Anything go down while I’ve been away?”

“Naw. Some old biddy got bumped off last Monday, but I can’t recollect her name. Robbery, the police say. It’s already fallen out of the news because the buskerfest’s been the big deal this week. You seen any of the acts?”

“I’ve been away.”

“The celebration ends tonight with a street parade and a dance. Should be a blast. Got street performers here from sixteen states and five foreign countries.” Bubba sniffled and wiped his nose on his shirt sleeve. “The tarot reader’s from Germany.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing the parade. Sure you can’t recall the name of the murder victim?”

“Naw. But for a certain consideration I could look into it for you.” He peeked at her from the sides of his eyes.

“Not this time, Bubba.” She disliked dealing with a druggie. It wounded her sense of justice. Any help gleaned from Bubba was pure serendipity, and seriously depending on him for assistance would be like hanging paper moons. She drove a few blocks out of her way to let him off near a motley throng on Duval Street, then she returned to her office on Simonton.

Leaving the convertible, Katie strolled to the center of a bricked patio and stooped to dampen a tissue in a small gurgling fountain shade by a sea grape, an apricot sapling, and a Christmas palm. Retreating a few steps, she polished a salty scum that collected nightly from the gold and black sign that hung on the white picket fence. McCartel and Hassworth. Private Investigators. The fence also supported three bougainvilleas whose wind-damaged blossoms now lay on the old paving brick like drops of pale blood. Even at that, Katie thought the office looked a lot more inviting on the exterior than it did on the interior.

She snapped on the dim hall light inside the white frame building that had once been a small residence. The pine-planked floor slanted toward the rear door, and she wrinkled her nose at the smell of stale cigarette smoke that had penetrated the dingy jute draperies. A glance at the closed doors to the two rear rooms where Mac lived told her he wasn’t there, but she looked into his office to make sure before going to her own desk.

They shared the two front rooms as office space, where they each had a battered oak desk and a captain’s chair, a typewriter, and a steel filing cabinet. A straight-backed chair for clients sat beside each desk.

“Austere. There’s no other word for it.” Katie unlocked the bottom file drawer, checking to see that her gun was still there. She hated guns. Only at Mac’s insistence did she own one, and its residence in the file drawer served to chronicle her hate.

The light from the hallway streamed into the room and she opened her center desk drawer. Pulling out a bag of mints, she began nibbling. Her stomach growled. Maybe the sweets would dull her appetite. She quashed that idea and promised herself to eat a nutritious meal that night. She wasn’t fat, but she felt fat and she hated the feeling. Frequently, inner fears compelled her to look in a mirror to reassure her that she was still tall and willowy. Maybe it was her round face that made her think fat. Anorectic. Miami doctors had helped her put that scene behind her and she was determined to keep it there.

Just as she was reaching to turn on her desk lamp, the telephone rang.

“McCartel and Hassworth. Katie Hassworth speaking.”

“Glad you’re back, Katie girl. Been trying to get you since noon.”

“Mac! Good to hear from you. Where are you?” Katie relaxed in her chair, welcoming his sonorous voice. “Tallahassee. Be here until a week from Monday.”

“That long?”

“The Gillian case requires lots of perusal into real estate transactions. With luck I may be able to cut some of the red tape. You can manage the office while I’m away, can’t you?”

“Sure, Mac.” She spoke with more confidence that she felt. “Anything new on tap?”

“No. The report to John Lowery is due on Wednesday, and see if you can collect some of the bills, okay?”

“Right.” Katie sighed. Collecting the bills frequently burgeoned into a big problem.

Disappointment at knowing she wouldn’t see Mac for over a week made her reach for another mint. No romance linked them, but at the forensic session in Tampa, many of the unusual terms and techniques she had heard discussed were beyond her comprehension. She needed Mac to explain them, to bolster her confidence in herself as a detective. They had worked together for two years, but she had only earned her P.I. license and been bonded a few months ago. She hoped nothing big would come up in the next ten days.

The room grew dark as night fell, but instead of turning on the lamp, she closed the door, blocking out the glow from the hallway. Sometimes she still felt as if she were play acting as a detective and if she turned on a bright light, her job might vanish and she’d find herself—where?

She’d come a long way from that orphanage where nobody really cared about her. It had been years since she had bothered to wonder why her parents abandoned her. She also tried to avoid thinking about her marriage to David and the excruciatingly painful divorce when he found “someone else.” That was when the anorexia started. She sighed. She had faced the knowledge that people didn’t come to the Keys blindly. Tourists might. But not real people. Real people who came here were either running away from something or toward something. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference.

After five years of teaching English in a Miami middle school, she thought she had put David behind her. She thought she had arrived. But just when she began eating normally again and could think of David without an emotional upheaval, Jon McCartel brought a gun to class. He shot and killed another student before turning the weapon on her and then on himself.

That had ended her teaching career. The experience shattered her confidence, transformed her in a way that allowed no turning back. For weeks nightmares traumatized her, replaying the terrorizing moments on the screen of her mind. For months a fog of guilt added to her sense of failure. Why hadn’t she realized that Jon was homicidal and suicidal? She found no satisfactory answers.

She recovered from her bullet wound, but she finished out the school year on sick leave. Mac McCartel, Jon’s father, resigned from the Miami police force, and she helped him find his son’s drug supplier and bring him to justice. His incarceration had given them both satisfaction.

Mac wanted to forget everything about Miami. And so did she. When he invited her to work with him in opening a private detective agency in Key West, she said yes, knowing that many of their cases would be drug related. Maybe she had taken the line of least resistance. She preferred to think she was evening a score for Jon McCartel, but in spite of that, she sometimes still felt guilty at abandoning her teaching career.

Outside, someone sounded a woeful blast on a conch shell, snapping Katie from her reverie. She reached for another mint, then locked the office and headed for the buskerfest parade.


TWO

Darkness fell quickly in the Keys once the sun had set, and Katie locked her car door before she set out on foot, lowering her head into the wind as she walked down Simonton toward Front Street. No point in taking wheels. There would be no parking place unless she pulled into her own driveway. Some tourist eager to see the busker parade might have encroached upon even that small spot.

Now she wished she had gone home first, showered, changed into fresh clothes, stopped at Loguns for a meal. Her third-floor apartment in Diane Dade’s old Victorian mansion was only a few blocks away, but the flow of the crowd carried her toward the parade route.

“Hot dogs! Get your hot dogs here!”

The stentorian cry of the Front Street vendor along with the smell of grilled pork pulled her in that direction. Food. Hardly a balanced meal, but she promised herself to pick up some fruit and milk later. She would have to grocery shop first thing tomorrow.

“One, please.” She paid for the hot dog then added copious portions of mustard, pickles, onions. Standing on a low retaining wall to view the parade scene, she savored the saltiness of the meat, the tartness of the toppings, as she tried to keep mustard from dripping on her shirt.

The street performers were an anachronistic mix—like visitors straight from the Middle Ages, straight from some wealthy lord’s castle where they had crossed the drawbridge and performed in exchange for roast boar, wine, and a night’s lodging.

The juggler in the hot pink leotard tossed five oranges in the air as he pranced to a Highland tune played by a kilted bagpiper strong on the drone bass. With his hands gripping his ankles, a contortionist wearing an electric blue bikini walked along, grinning at the crowd from between his knees.

“Ladies and gentlemen—The Great Gorinni!” A sword swallower stopped long enough to ease a flashing steel blade down his gullet, remove it, and bow to his audience.

“The Great Gorinni, ladies and gentlemen, and you saw him at the buskerfest parade.”

Garbed like a skeleton, the tarot card reader walked beside a man who had draped his shoulders and arms with iguanas and what Katie hoped were nonpoisonous snakes. She felt like a cliché as she shuddered. Why did snakes bring out such fear in people?

“Katie! When did you get back?”

Looking in the direction of the familiar voice, Katie smiled as she saw Diane threading her way toward her. Diane had that effect on everyone. People automatically smiled at her. Her denim wrap-around skirt emphasized both her plumpness and her short stature, but her wedge-cut brown hair, sky-blue eyes, and oval face held one’s attention. Usually Diane exuded an enviable contentment, but tonight her face looked pinched and the corners of her mouth drooped.

“How’s the happy homemaker?” Katie teased gently. Diane was a feminist, but her career choice centered on home and family. It surprised Katie to see her without Randy and their two kids.

“Why didn’t you stop by the house?” Diane asked when she reached Katie’s side.

“I just got in town so thought I should check in at the office first. Then I got caught up in the parade.” She stopped talking when she noticed Diane’s strained expression hadn’t eased. “Something’s wrong?”

Diane gripped Katie’s elbow, guiding her to the edge of the throng. “I’ve been hoping you’d get home soon. I need to talk to you—about Mother. You haven’t heard?”

Katie shook her head, sensing bad news to come as she followed Diane, the parade forgotten.

“She’s dead, Katie. Murdered. Last Monday night.” Diane’s voice sounded distraught, but not tearful, and Katie reached for her hand.

Some old biddy got bumped off last Monday. Alexa Chitting. She should have pressed Bubba for more details.

“I’m sorry, Diane. So very sorry.” She squeezed Diane’s hand as she looked into her eyes. “Who…why didn’t you let me know? Why didn’t you call? You had my emergency number. Why didn’t…”

“Your first vacation in two years,” Diane said. “I wasn’t going to spoil it. But I did talk to your partner.”

“And?” Katie thought it strange Mac had left no message about the murder. Nor had he mentioned it in their brief phone conversation. Alexa and Porter Chitting were prominent and wealthy citizens of Key West.

“McCartel said he felt that the police were handling the case adequately.”

Katie heard Diane’s note of bitterness, or perhaps it was despair. “Listen, let’s go home. I want you to tell me all about it, but not here on the street.” She knew Diane and her mother had been estranged in recent years, but…

“Good evening, ladies.”

“Mayor Layton!” Diane forced brightness into her voice as she called above the sound of the wind. “Nice to see you.”

Katie wished she felt less wary. Why did Rex Layton seem to be turning up in her life so often lately? She sensed a planned casualness that bothered her, but maybe she was wrong. Perhaps it was Diane who had caught Rex’s attention. Diane served on several civic committees. A mayor would do well to have Diane on his side of an issue.

Rex Layton towered over Katie by several inches, and the mid-thirties had added pounds to his rangy frame that flattered and gave him the appearance of stability. Eyeing his white slacks and red sports shirt that the wind was pasting to his body, Katie thought mayors shouldn’t look so tanned and handsome. Nor should they drive Corvettes. It bothered her that she noticed such a multiplicity of details about him.

“Enjoying the parade?” Diane asked Rex when Katie seemed tongue-tied.

“Buskers and buskerfests have never been my big thing, but the tourists seem charmed.” Rex’s hazel eyes flashed and he ran his strong fingers through his thick brown hair.

“I find the buskers interesting,” Diane said. “Up to a point.”

“To each his own.” Rex slapped his car keys against his palm. “I was just passing by when I saw you two chatting. May I treat you to a cup of Cuban coffee?” He nodded toward a small hole-in-the-wall grocery. “It’s out of the wind, and Mama Montez brews the best on the island.”

“Thanks, Rex, but not tonight.” Katie spoke up quickly, hoping she didn’t appear unfriendly as she demurred. “I just arrived back in town a few minutes ago and I’m really bushed.”

“And I’ll take a rain check, too,” Diane said, smiling.

“Another time then.” Rex turned to leave, calling over his shoulder, “Enjoy the parade?’

“Why are you so perverse?” Diane asked. “I know he has a rakish reputation as a ladies’ man, but maybe he just hasn’t found the right lady yet. I know a dozen women who’d…”

Before Diane could complete her sentence they saw a tall, dark-haired woman approach Rex, turn to link her arm through his in a proprietary manner, and walk on through the crowd with him, gazing into his face as if mesmerized.

“Who’s that?” Katie asked.

“Her name’s Elizabeth Wright. She’s head of the local office of the Department of Community Affairs. Now aren’t you sorry you refused that coffee?”

“It’s you I want to talk to, Diane. Let’s walk the few blocks home. I can get my car later. I want to hear about your mother. Give me the details. When? Where? How? Who?”

“It happened last Monday night—almost a week ago now.”

“Just after I left town.”

“Right. Mother chose to work late at the marina. She was in her third-floor office when an intruder entered and killed her.” Diane’s voice broke, and Katie remained silent until Diane regained her composure.

“The intruder broke in?” Katie asked.

“There was no sign of forced entry.”

“She was shot?”

“No. She was bludgeoned with a conch shell. I can hardly bear…to think of it.”

“Maybe we should wait until tomorrow to discuss it:” Katie said, wondering what sort of person would choose a conch shell as a murder weapon.

“No. No. I’m all right. I want you to hear about it now. Maybe you can help find the killer.”

“Aren’t the police working on the case?”

“They say they are, but they seem only to see what they want to see. The obvious. The killer took money from Mother’s safe. Over five hundred dollars.”

“So I suppose the police are calling it a snatch and grab,” Katie said.

“What?”

“They’re guessing that some druggie grabbed the money to help support his habit and your mother happened to get in his way.”

“Right. That’s their theory at this point. But it’s never been my theory.”

“You think your mother had a mortal enemy?”

“I believe that’s quite possible. Mother wasn’t exactly the Miss Congeniality of the Keys. Many people knew her as a hard-nosed businesswoman who demanded her way about things and who had the money to back up those demands.”

“Every community has its hard-nosed businesspeople, and they don’t get murdered with conch shells.”

“It’s no secret that Mother and Tyler Parish were lovers. Their assignations were well known. That miffed some of the city’s lovely ladies who envisioned themselves as possible companions of a glamorous artist.”

“I can hardly picture a lovely lady murdering with a conch shell.”

“But it could be possible. And as president of the Key West Preservation Group, Mother stepped on lots of toes in the business community. She could have had a mortal enemy.”

“Who discovered the body?”

“Mary Bethel, Mother’s secretary.”

“When? A discoverer of bodies is always of special interest to investigators, as is the victim’s spouse.”

“Mary discovered Mother’s body on Tuesday morning when she went to work. It was a terrible shock to her, but she has been most cooperative in the police investigation.”

“What are the cops saying now?”

“Not much.” Diane snorted. “When they don’t have a strong lead on a suspect within the first twenty-four hours after a crime, they say the trail grows very stale.”

“That’s true. But it’s no reason to give up.”

“I think they’ve done just that. Given up. Sometimes I think the druggies are going to decimate the whole state—the nation. How can a police force with minuscule funds fight criminals who can pour billions of dollars into their defense?”

“A good question. But you said you didn’t think your mother’s death was drug related. Why?” They had reached the Dade mansion, and Diane paused a second at the wide horseshoe drive.

“There are some things I haven’t told you yet. Come on inside.”


THREE

The Victorian mansion loomed above them, its first- and second-story verandas and gingerbread trim gleaming white in the glow from the street light. On sunny days the house reminded Katie of a grand dame decked out in frills and lace, but tonight in the cold, dank wind, the mansion was more like a mausoleum. Katie felt the cold of the black iron handrail and heard the gray painted steps squeak under their weight as Diane peered through the leaded glass window in the door before opening it and stepping inside. Katie sniffed the ever-present fragrance of lemon oil.

As they closed the door, Randy Dade called to Diane from the kitchen.

“Parade over, Hon? The buskers all back in busker-land?”

“We left early. Katie’s here and we need to talk. Where are the kids?”

“In bed sleeping like dead dolphins. Too exhausted to last out the parade.” Randy poked his head through the kitchen doorway to greet Katie. “Can I get you a beer?”

Katie thought Randy’s sleek, muscled frame seemed at odds with the fragile-looking boiserie of the entryway, just as the elegant gold doubloon he wore around his neck seemed at odds with his worn jeans and T-shirt. Before going into business for himself as a backcountry fishing guide, Randy had once worked as a diver for Mel Fisher in his search for the Atocha. He still wore his long blond hair secured by a leather thong at his nape, much as he had worn it while diving for the Spanish galleon.

“No beer, thanks,” Katie said. “But I might go for a cup of strong tea.”

“Gotcha,” Randy said.

“Tea,” Diane agreed. “Fewer calories. Let’s sit in the kitchen.”

As Diane led the way through a front parlor decorated in the French style from the Napoleon II era, Katie admired both the furniture and the ornate display of ginger jars and cut glass in the china cabinet. Diane’s family rated her first attention, but the house with its turn-of-the-century frills and its antiques showed the effects of her scrupulous attention. She spent hours keeping the mansion and its tropical garden in tip-top shape.

“Have a chair, Katie,” Diane said when they reached the kitchen. She laid her purse on the bricked center bar as Randy filled a copper teakettle and set it on a modern stove ensconced on a tiled hearth within the arch that once had housed a much larger wood range.

Randy pulled out chairs for Katie and Diane, then joined them. “I think we need your help, Katie. But I guess Diane’s already hinted at that.”

“Yes. But I need more facts about the…murder. And I also need to know what Mac McCartel told you. Katie said you talked with him.”

“Mac agrees with the police that Alexa was murdered during a robbery. Probably a drug-related robbery. He wasn’t interested in the case—said he was leaving for Tallahassee and that he had more work than he could handle right now.”

Katie wondered about that. The agency was fairly new. They seldom had so much work that they could afford to turn down more. Intuitively she knew Mac must have believed the police were on top of the Chitting murder.

“Diane said there were more things about the murder that I needed to know. Care to tell me about them?”

“I’ll let Diane do that,” Randy said. “Hear her out and then see what you think. McCartel could be right. Maybe the police are doing an adequate job. Maybe we really don’t need a private detective.”

“I think we do.” The teakettle whistled and Diane poured boiling water over the tea bags in their cups, serving the drinks when the brew grew dark. “Sugar?”

“No thanks.” Katie sipped the hot liquid, almost burning her tongue. “So what else is there to know about your mother’s death?”

“The murderer stole money, Katie, but he also left an envelope of cash in the back of the safe. If robbery was his motive, why didn’t he take all the money?”

“Maybe he overlooked it.”

“Could be, I suppose. But I doubt it. Then there’s the murder weapon to consider.”

“Right,” Randy agreed. “I’m with Diane on that one. Wouldn’t a robber go armed with a gun? Surely he wouldn’t depend on finding an appropriate weapon at the scene. Of course, with a druggie, you never know what to expect.”

“Mother was robust,” Diane said. “She had a personal trainer. She also worked out at a gym four times a week. It would have taken a strong person to overpower her.”

“Tell me about the conch shell,” Katie said. “Where did it come from?”

“Mother always kept it on her desk. Lots of people keep conch shells around for their beauty, but this one was more than a decoration. Mother was a fifth-generation Conch—born and raised in Key West. Her family followed old traditions.”

“Meaning?” Katie absently stirred her sugarless tea, waiting for Diane to continue.

“In more bucolic times Key West had no telephones. When a new baby arrived, the family made the announcement by pounding a stick into the ground and suspending a conch shell from it. The conch on Mother’s desk had announced her birth. It was special. At least special to her. She loved telling its story to anyone who asked and would listen.”
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