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      I spent nearly twenty years living in South Florida and consider that time to be the third stage of my education about the state.

      The first stage was reading Florida based novels before I moved to the US. Randy Wayne White and Carl Hiaasen featured prominently and yes, Florida seemed strange in a weird way. After I moved to the US, and read the latest Hiaasen’s, it was clear to me that Florida really was a strange and unique place but surely Hiaasen was exaggerating.

      And then I moved to Florida.

      In the first month, there was a news article about a police officer who accidentally shot himself while pulling out his gun. There was the serious and detailed news article about saving the Everglades and how the continual building threatened the water reserves, of which there weren’t enough. And right beside the article a full-page advert for the newest housing and retail mega-development in Port St. Lucie.

      Not only was Hiaasen right, he understated reality.

      And then my wife introduced me to Travis McGee. Twenty-One novels by John D. MacDonald that captured my attention and painted a stark vision of Florida without Hiaasen’s dark humor. I’ve read all twenty-one at least once, I’ve prowled the docks at Bahia Mar looking for Slip F-18 where Travis moored his houseboat, the Busted Flush. I wanted to be Travis McGee, but more I wanted to write like John D. MacDonald.

      Step One. Write 800,000 words in four months the way MacDonald did in 1946 as a way of learning the craft. It took me a lot longer than four months to write those 800,000 words but near the end of that I wrote a puzzle mystery about a man who runs a beach restaurant on the dunes in Palm Beach County. Dean Wesley Smith was kind enough to say the story - The Pink Hat Puzzle - reminded him of Travis McGee.

      I walked on air for several days, then wrote two more stories about Val, Lani, and Phil. Chasing the White Monkey is based on an actual event at a marina in South Florida. It wasn’t something that attracted media attention, fortunately for those involved, but it did have me sitting down with a story opening already in my head. I don’t remember what triggered the Dog with the Green Tattoo. Maybe something about walking dogs on beaches.

      The Parrot Plague is one of those stories I have no recollection of writing. I found the manuscript as I was putting this collection together. Looking at some of Val’s comments and opinions, I can make a guess as to when I wrote the story, but that’s all!

      After those three, or maybe four, I focused on my Jacob and Miriam historical novels for a while, until something I’d written about Jacob brought me nearly three thousand years forward in time to write The Passover Puzzle.

      The last story in this collection is due to Dean Wesley Smith. I don’t recall if it was on his blog or in a workshop, but Dean talked about professional golfers only getting a tan on one hand because of the golf glove. That was all I needed.

      There are a couple more Val and Lani stories around, and some notes for a full-length novel. That novel will have to come after the next Jacob and Miriam story – The Murder of a Dead Man. You’ll find the first chapter of The Murder of a Dead Man at the end of this book.

      I hope you enjoy the Val and Lani stories as much as I enjoyed writing them, and in the case of The Parrot Plague, re-reading them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PINK HAT PUZZLE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was two days before the official start of storm season and already the Hurricane Center had tracked two named storms off Florida’s east coast. The remnant of the last one was thumping heavy swells on the beach below me. The breeze was out of the east, damp and salty with the remnants of that second storm, making the white canvas awnings flap and crack, and grabbing at napkins, cutlery and condiments not securely held down.

      The one advantage was that my beach bar, The Dune Crest, was nearly empty. The snowbirds had fled back to New York, and Michigan, and Quebec, and left South Florida to the people who lived here year-round.

      My friend Lani calls it the Quiet Time. She’s somewhere in her thirties, five six, a natural blonde with blue eyes, a body to match and is usually on the arm of a man with a net worth of at least a billion dollars. Half a billion when she’s slumming. She’s been to Mar-a-Lago so many times she should have her own parking space.

      She was sitting opposite me that day, wearing something silk and tropical colored that had probably cost what I’d paid for the bar. She was sipping on a club soda and watching a flock of the gulls tearing at something the waves had washed up on the beach twenty feet below us.

      I’ve got twenty years on her, and should be happy with friendship, and I usually convince myself I am. Today wasn’t one of those days.

      I’d tipped my rickety plastic chair onto its two back legs and rested my feet on the rough surface of the deck rail. The varnish had been scratched, scarred, and scuffed from the hundreds of bottles and glasses scraped across it. Eventually, I was going to have to replace the railing and many of the picnic style tables and benches, but not today.

      Today was a day to kick back, sip another glass of iced vodka, and thank the weather gods for sending category one hurricane Bella out into the Atlantic.

      The last of the customers left. Katie, my waitress, closed up and left me the keys. I wasn’t serving anyone else today except Lani. I’d bought the bar four years ago just for afternoons like this, and I’d been working too damn hard lately. If someone wanted a drink, there was a bar in the Ritz Carlton a hundred yards away, or the Avocado Cottage on Ocean Avenue on the western side of the intra-coastal.

      You’re never far from a bar in Palm Beach County, which might explain why there’s over two-hundred AA meetings in the county each week.

      It wasn’t my job to worry about that any longer, and my glass was a couple of crumbs of ice and cold water. I swung my feet off the rail and looked across at Lani. She sensed my glance, and the question that went with it. She shook her head without taking her eyes off the gulls still squabbling on the sand.

      It was barely three-o-clock, so I poured myself a light one and as I put the bottle back, the floorboards at the far end of the bar creaked. When I looked across, a man had rounded the gate at the top of the steps from the parking lot.

      He was about my height, just under six feet, with thinning sandy hair, a rumpled white shirt unbuttoned at the collar and sleeves rolled to just below his elbow. His gray dress pants were baggy and sagged around the right pocket, where he probably stowed his Sig. He’d turned forty last year. Fifteen years younger than me, looked ten older, and carried twenty or thirty pounds too much around his waist. A thick manila folder was crumpled in his left hand.

      “Doesn’t the Bureau have better things to do than harass innocent citizens on a weekday afternoon?” I asked.

      “I’ll grant you’re innocent of the Saint Valentine’s Day Massacre, but nothing else,” he growled. “Give me one of whatever you’re drinking. I need your help.”

      “Hallo. Phil,” Lani said carefully, as we reached the table. “Would it be better if I left?”

      They were always awkward around each other. I think the root cause is they’ve both been my friend for a long time and think they know what’s best for me. And that best doesn’t involve the other one.

      He shook his head. “Everyone knows you’re brighter than Val. You’re likely to be more help than he is.”

      Phil dropped into the chair I’d been using, and I winced as it groaned and flexed under his weight. He placed the folder on the table and took a long suck from the glass. “You’ve heard about our latest serial killer?”

      “Between him, or her, and the storms, the media’s had little time for anything else this past month,” I said. “What’s the count now? Seven bodies?”

      “Eight. There was another one this morning. I suppose we should have been expecting it. It’s two weeks to the day since the last one.”

      “And a pink hat?” Lani asked.

      Phil nodded. “It’s a consistent thread through each killing.”

      “Are there other consistent threads?” I asked.

      He hesitated, then nodded. “Each murder was a single bullet through the ear. Ballistics estimate all the bullets came from the same weapon. A Russian Grach.”

      “That’s a familiar combination,” I said carefully. “Have you spoken with Eric Natanson?”

      “For all the good it did.” He drained his glass, and I nodded for him to help himself.

      “We talked to him after the second one, and again after the seventh, two weeks ago. He has a solid alibi for at least three of the murders. One of them he was at a Save the Everglades event, where he got his picture in the Sun Sentinel standing beside the Governor.”

      “Of course, Natanson wants the Everglades saved,” I said. “He’s been feeding the gators out there for years. How did he seem?”

      “Relaxed but guarded. You remember how he had that occasional twitch over his left eye when the pressure got to him? It was almost constant, and I don’t think it was because of our visit. He had two bodyguards with him. I checked them out and they’re expensive. The type you hire when you’re a politician, or afraid for your life.”

      “Same difference. What about the victims?”

      “Hoodlums, and no-names. They could be loosely associated with Natanson’s organization, but it’s not something we feel a need to prove at this stage. There’s no apparent geographical correlation either. The killings took place between Boca and Stuart, and as far west as Glades. Last night’s murder was in Lake Worth. The only other connection we have, apart from the method, is the pink hat momento left on each body.”

      His glass was empty, and he refilled it. Lani frowned. I shrugged. It wasn’t my job to clean him up, but he’d need one of those two-hundred meetings soon if he wasn’t careful.

      When he returned, he opened the folder, pulled out a photograph, and placed it on the table before me. It was a composite of eight smaller images.

      “Can we see the originals?” Lani asked.

      Phil pursed his lips, hesitated, then jerked a thumb toward me. “I might get him in under the old pals’ act, but not you.”

      She swung her long legs around and leaned toward him, so the tropical colored dress gaped and give him a full view of her cleavage. “You could always book me for soliciting and leave me alone in the wrong room for ten minutes.”

      For a moment, I thought Phil was going to choke, then he saw the laughter on Lani’s face, and relaxed enough to smile back.

      “How about full-size photos of each hat?” I suggested.

      “I can do that,” he said.

      “Where did they come from?” Lani asked. “I mean, what store or outlet?”

      “They look homemade,” Phil said. “You can buy the felt and card and ribbon at any local craft store. We contacted the stores, and again there was no correlation.”

      “If this was my plan,” I said. “I’d have paid cash or driven over to Tampa and still paid cash.”

      Phil nodded. “That’s what we figured after the fourth store.”

      “Let me look at the picture again.” Lani held her hand out and laid the photograph on the table. She reached behind her, rummaged in her red leather shoulder bag, and pulled out her phone. She did something with the phone and held it over the picture, moving it slowly, her forehead creasing in the small frown she makes when she’s concentrating hard.

      Finally, she sat back, and I could see she’d
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