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  Chapter 1

  
  










Danny “Gumbo” Malone folded the Cedar Key Gazette and placed it next to his eggs. The headline screamed about the First National Bank robbery in 72-point type, which was probably the biggest font the paper had used since Hurricane Debby took out the pier three years back.

“More coffee?” Dolores Ramirez appeared at his elbow, pot in hand, her dark hair pulled back in that way that made Gumbo forget what he’d ordered for breakfast.

“Sure.” He pushed his cup toward her and watched her pour. Dolores had steady hands, which Gumbo appreciated in a waitress and found attractive in a woman. She never spilled, never overfilled, never left you hanging with an empty cup while she chatted up the fishermen at table six.

She set the pot on the counter and stared at the newspaper’s front page. Her face went white.

“You okay?” Gumbo asked.

Dolores picked up the paper, held it close to her face like she needed glasses but was too vain to wear them. “They hit the safety deposit boxes too?”

“Says here they cleaned out the whole vault. Took everything that wasn’t nailed down and probably tried to pry up what was.” Gumbo cut into his eggs and watched the yolk run across his plate. “Police figure it was professionals from Miami. Organized crime type deal.”

The coffee pot slipped from Dolores’s grip and shattered on the linoleum floor. Coffee spread in a brown lake around her white sneakers.

“Shit,” she said, then looked around Mabel’s Diner to see if any of the morning regulars had heard her curse. Old Rog at the counter was deaf as a post, and the two fishermen were arguing about mullet runs loud enough to wake the dead. “Sorry. I just—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Gumbo grabbed a handful of napkins from the dispenser and knelt to help clean up the mess. “Happens to everybody.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Dolores knelt beside him, soaking up coffee with a bar towel. “I’ve worked here six years and never dropped anything. Not once.”

Gumbo looked at her hands. They shook as she pressed the towel into the puddle. “What’s got you rattled?”

She sat back on her heels and stared at the wet floor. “My safety deposit box was in that bank.”

“That’s rough. Lose anything important?”

Dolores laughed, but it came out wrong, like a hiccup mixed with a sob. “My grandmother’s jewelry. Some coins my grandfather collected. A few other things.” She stood and walked behind the counter, grabbed another towel from under the register. “Stuff I was saving for Miguel’s college fund.”

Miguel was her kid, maybe eight or nine years old. Gumbo had seen him at the diner sometimes after school, doing homework at the back booth while his mother finished her shift. Smart kid, quiet, polite. The kind who said “please” and “thank you” without being reminded.

“Insurance?” Gumbo asked.

“On what I could prove I owned, sure. But my grandmother’s wedding ring? The silver dollars from 1942? The deed to my great-grandfather’s farm in Cuba?” She shook her head. “How do you prove you own things that have been in your family for seventy years?”

Gumbo folded the newspaper and set it aside. “Maybe the cops will get it back.”

“Right.” Dolores wiped down the counter, scrubbing at spots that weren’t there. “Professional criminals from Miami are going to return family heirlooms to a waitress in Cedar Key because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Stranger things have happened.”

“Name one.”

Gumbo thought about it. “That time Jimmy Kowalski caught a tarpon with a hot dog and a safety pin.”

Dolores almost smiled. “That’s not the same thing.”

“Sure it is. Impossible things happen all the time in Florida. It’s what we specialize in.”

She leaned against the counter and looked at him. Really looked at him, maybe for the first time since he’d started coming to Mabel’s three months ago. Gumbo felt heat climb up his neck and hoped it didn’t show.

“You really believe that?” she asked.

“I’ve seen enough weird stuff to know that normal rules don’t apply here. This is a place where alligators show up in swimming pools and old ladies win the lottery twice in one week.”

“Mrs. Patterson won it three times, actually.”

“See? Impossible is just Tuesday in Florida.”

Dolores studied his face like she was trying to figure out if he was serious or just trying to make her feel better. Gumbo wasn’t entirely sure himself.

The bell above the door chimed and Detective Ray Castellanos walked in, his badge clipped to his belt and his shirt already showing sweat stains even though it wasn’t yet nine in the morning.

“Morning, Dolores. Coffee and a Danish, right?”

“Coming up, Ray.” Dolores grabbed a clean cup and filled it without being asked. She knew everyone’s order by heart, another thing Gumbo admired about her.

Castellanos slid onto the stool next to Gumbo and nodded. “Malone.”

“Detective.”

“Reading about our bank job, I see.”

“Hard to miss. Front page news.”

Castellanos bit into his Danish and chewed thoughtfully. “Organized crime boys from Miami. Had to be. Too clean, too professional for local talent.”

“You sound pretty sure.”

“Twenty-three years on the force, fifteen in robbery. I know a professional job when I see one.” Castellanos sipped his coffee and made a face. “No offense, Dolores, but this tastes like motor oil.”

“None taken. I’ll make a fresh pot.”

She walked toward the kitchen, and Gumbo watched her go. Castellanos followed his gaze and grinned.

“You got it bad, don’t you?”

“Don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do. Every man who comes in here gets a little moon-eyed around Dolores. Can’t blame them. She’s easy on the eyes and harder to catch than a greased pig.”

“That’s a hell of a way to talk about a lady.”

“Relax, Romeo. I meant it as a compliment. Dolores has had half the single men in Cedar Key asking her out, and she’s turned down every one of them. Woman’s got standards.”

“Good for her.”

Castellanos finished his Danish and wiped his fingers on a napkin. “You thinking about playing white knight? Riding to her rescue over this bank robbery thing?”

“Hadn’t thought about it.”

“Well, don’t. This is a real investigation with real criminals, not some missing cat case you can solve by asking around the neighborhood.”

Gumbo drained his coffee cup and left three dollars on the counter. “Who said anything about solving anything?”

“Nobody. But I know you, Malone. You see a damsel in distress and you start getting ideas about helping out. These Miami boys aren’t going to be impressed by your charm and your questions.”

“Maybe they’re not from Miami.”

Castellanos laughed. “Right. A crew hits a small-town bank for over twenty million in cash and valuables, uses professional techniques and leaves no witnesses, and you think it’s what—local talent?”

“Could be.”

“Could be a lot of things. Could be space aliens or trained dolphins. But it’s not. It’s organized crime, and they’re probably halfway back to South Beach by now with their score.”

Dolores returned with fresh coffee and refilled Castellanos’s cup. She moved like she was sleepwalking, going through the motions but not really there.

“Thanks, sweetheart,” Castellanos said, then looked at Gumbo. “Stay out of this one, Malone. I mean it. Real cops are handling real evidence, and we don’t need amateur hour mucking up the works.”

Gumbo stood and dropped a twenty on the counter. “Keep the change,” he told Dolores.

She looked at the bill and then at him. “This is way too much.”

“Consider it an investment in impossible things.”

He walked toward the door, the bell chiming as he pushed it open. Behind him, he heard Castellanos say something about crazy private investigators, but Gumbo wasn’t listening anymore.

Outside, the morning sun felt good on his face. He looked back through the diner window and saw Dolores watching him, the twenty still in her hand. She looked like she wanted to say something but didn’t know what.

Gumbo climbed into his truck and sat there for a minute, thinking about impossible things and family heirlooms and eight-year-old boys who deserved a shot at college.

Then he started the engine and drove toward First National Bank.
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First National Bank looked like a crime scene, which made sense since that’s exactly what it was. Yellow tape stretched across the front entrance, and two patrol cars sat in the parking lot with their lights off. Gumbo parked his truck next to a news van from Gainesville and walked toward the building.

A uniformed cop stepped in front of him. “Sorry, sir. Crime scene’s closed to the public.”

“Gumbo. I’m a private investigator.” He pulled out his license and showed it to the officer, whose name tag read HENDRICKS.

“You working this case?”

“Thinking about it.”

Hendricks studied the license like it might tell him something useful. “You’ll need to clear it with Detective Castellanos.”

“Where is he?”

“Inside, talking to the bank manager again.” Hendricks handed back the license. “Fair warning—he’s not in a good mood.”

Gumbo ducked under the tape and walked through the front door. The lobby looked like someone had turned it upside down and shaken it. Chairs were overturned, papers scattered across the marble floor, and the teller windows had been smashed. But something about the destruction felt wrong, like someone had made a mess on purpose rather than letting it happen during a robbery.

Castellanos stood near the vault entrance, talking to a short man in a rumpled suit who kept wiping his forehead with a handkerchief.

“—completely cleaned out,” the man was saying. “Every single box. Forty years I’ve been in banking, and I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Mr. Morrison, this is Gumbo,” Castellanos said when he noticed him approaching. “He’s a private investigator who thinks he can help us solve this case.”

Morrison looked at Gumbo with the expression of a man who’d been kicked by too many horses. “Any help would be appreciated, Mr. Malone. This is going to ruin us.”

“What exactly happened?” Gumbo asked.

“They came in right after we opened yesterday morning,” Morrison said. “Three of them, maybe four. Wore masks, carried guns. Professional operation from start to finish.”

“Witnesses?”

“Two tellers and myself. But like I told Detective Castellanos, they didn’t talk much. Just pointed and grunted.”

Gumbo walked closer to the vault. The heavy steel door stood open, revealing empty shelves where safety deposit boxes should have been. “They take the whole boxes?”

“Every one. Didn’t even try to open them here. Just loaded them into bags and wheeled them out on a cart.”

“Security cameras?”

Morrison’s face turned red. “They knew exactly where they were. Spray-painted the lenses before they started working. Like they’d been here before.”

Castellanos cleared his throat. “Malone, I need to talk to you. Outside.”

They walked through the lobby and out into the parking lot. Castellanos waited until they were away from the building before he spoke.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Looking around. Learning things.”

“This is a federal case now. FBI’s taking over as soon as their boys get down from Jacksonville. You need to back off.”

“Free country. I can look at whatever I want from the sidewalk.”

“Don’t be cute with me. I know you’re thinking about playing hero for that waitress, but this isn’t some insurance scam or cheating husband case. These are dangerous people.”

Gumbo knelt next to the bank’s front door and examined the sidewalk. “What kind of dangerous people leave footprints in the flower bed?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look.” Gumbo pointed to the landscaped area beside the entrance. “Fresh prints in the mulch. Size eleven shoes, maybe twelve. But look at the pattern.”

Castellanos crouched beside him and studied the impressions. “I don’t see anything special.”

“Orthopedic soles. See the extra support through the arch? And the way the heel’s worn on the outside edge? Whoever made these tracks has hip problems.”

“So what? Lots of people have bad hips.”

“How many bank robbers you know who need special shoes for their arthritis?”

Castellanos stood and brushed dirt off his knees. “Maybe one of the EMTs stepped there when they were checking on the tellers.”

“Maybe.” Gumbo walked around the side of the building, following a trail of disturbed mulch. “But EMTs don’t usually smoke Marlboro Lights.”

“How do you—”

Gumbo picked up a cigarette butt from behind a palmetto bush and held it up. “Filter’s barely smoked. Somebody stood here for maybe two minutes, took a few puffs, then tossed it.”

“Could be from anybody. Could be from last week.”

“Could be. Except it’s sitting on top of yesterday’s newspaper.” Gumbo lifted the butt to reveal a section of the Cedar Key Gazette underneath. “Sports page. Miguel Cabrera hit two home runs against the Rays.”

Castellanos took the cigarette butt and sealed it in an evidence bag he pulled from his jacket pocket. “Fine. I’ll have the lab check it. But this doesn’t change anything. Professional criminals from Miami—”

“You smell that?” Gumbo interrupted.

“Smell what?”

“Menthol. But not from the cigarette. Something else.” Gumbo knelt again and sniffed the mulch around the palmetto bush. “Bengay. Somebody with joint pain was standing here.”

“You’re reaching, Malone.”

“Am I? Professional criminals from Miami who need orthopedic shoes and arthritis cream? What kind of crew are we talking about here—the Golden Girls?”

Castellanos walked back toward the front of the building. “I’m not listening to any more of this. The FBI will be here in two hours, and when they arrive, I’m telling them about your theory that senior citizens robbed the bank.”

“I didn’t say senior citizens. I said somebody with hip problems and joint pain.”

“Same difference.”

Gumbo followed him to the parking lot. “Mind if I talk to the tellers?”

“Yes, I mind. This is a police investigation, not amateur hour.”

“Come on, Ray. What’s it going to hurt?”

“Plenty. These people are traumatized. Last thing they need is some private dick asking the same questions I already asked.”

“Different person, different questions.”

Castellanos stopped walking and turned to face him. “What is it with you and this case? You got a dozen other things you could be working on. Why this one?”

Gumbo thought about Dolores standing behind the counter at Mabel’s, her hands shaking as she cleaned up spilled coffee. He thought about her eight-year-old son doing homework in a diner booth and dreaming about college.

“Maybe I like the challenge.”

“Bullshit. This is about the waitress.”

“Her name’s Dolores.”

“I know her name. Known her longer than you have. And I’m telling you as a friend—she’s not interested.”

“In what?”

“In whatever white knight fantasy you’re cooking up. Dolores Ramirez is a smart woman who takes care of herself and her kid without anybody’s help. She doesn’t need you to rescue her.”

A white van with FBI markings pulled into the parking lot and parked near the entrance. Two men in dark suits got out and walked toward the building.

“That’s my cue to leave,” Gumbo said.

“Smart move. Go find yourself a missing dog case or something. Let the professionals handle this.”

Gumbo walked to his truck and climbed behind the wheel. Through the windshield, he watched Castellanos greet the FBI agents and lead them into the bank. One of the agents looked young enough to be in high school. The other had gray hair and the careful posture of someone who’d spent too many years sitting behind a desk.

He started the engine and backed out of the parking space, but instead of heading home, he drove through downtown Cedar Key toward the residential area on the north side of town. If professional criminals from Miami had robbed the bank, they would have been long gone by now. But if the robbers were local—if they were people with arthritis and hip problems who needed to take smoke breaks and rest their joints—then they might still be around.

Gumbo had lived in Cedar Key long enough to know that the town had three retirement communities within a five-mile radius of the bank. Sunset Palms, Golden Years Village, and Pelican Point. All of them were full of people with orthopedic shoes and medicine cabinets stocked with Bengay.

He turned left on Palmetto Street and headed toward Sunset Palms. If he was wrong, he’d wasted an afternoon. If he was right, Dolores might get her grandmother’s jewelry back in time to pay for her son’s college.

The thought of seeing her smile made the long shot seem worth taking.
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Sunset Palms Retirement Community looked like every other retirement community in Florida—low buildings painted in colors that were supposed to be cheerful but mostly looked like somebody had thrown up a rainbow. Palm trees lined the circular drive, and a fountain in the center courtyard featured three concrete dolphins that had seen better decades.

Gumbo parked next to a powder-blue Lincoln Town Car and walked through the front entrance. The lobby smelled like disinfectant and vanilla air freshener, with an undertone of something that might have been boiled vegetables.

A woman behind the reception desk looked up from her crossword puzzle. Her name tag read GLADYS, and she wore the kind of smile that people put on when they’re paid to be friendly.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m looking into the bank robbery yesterday. Wondering if anyone here might have seen anything unusual.”

Gladys set down her pencil. “Are you with the police?”

“Private investigator.” Gumbo showed her his license. “Just asking around the neighborhood.”

“Well, nobody here would know anything about bank robberies. Our residents are very respectable people.”

“I’m sure they are. But maybe somebody saw unusual activity in the area? Strange cars, people who didn’t belong?”

“Honey, half our residents can’t see past the end of their noses, and the other half forgot what they saw five minutes after they saw it. You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

A man’s voice called out from across the lobby. “Gladys, quit being rude to the nice detective.”

Gumbo turned to see an elderly man in a wheelchair rolling toward them. He had thick white hair, horn-rimmed glasses, and forearms that looked like they’d once belonged to someone who worked with his hands. His wheelchair was the expensive kind, all carbon fiber and precision engineering.

“I’m not a detective,” Gumbo said. “Private investigator.”

“Same difference. You’re trying to catch the bad guys.” The man extended his hand. “Morty Weinstock. Welcome to Sunset Palms, where the early bird special is the highlight of the week.”

Gumbo shook his hand and felt calluses that hadn’t come from shuffleboard. “Gumbo. You hear about the bank robbery?”

“Heard about it? Hell, it’s all anybody’s talked about since yesterday. Bank gets hit for twenty million, and suddenly everybody’s an expert on crime fighting.”

“You have any theories?”

Morty wheeled closer and lowered his voice. “Between you and me, I think it was an inside job. Had to be. These professional crews, they don’t just walk into a small-town bank without knowing the layout, the security, the schedules.”

“That’s interesting. You know much about bank security?”

“I know enough. Spent forty years installing safes for a living. Worked on half the banks between here and Tampa.” Morty adjusted his glasses. “Course, that was before my accident. Now I’m just another old guy in a wheelchair, watching game shows and eating jello.”

“What kind of accident?”

“Construction site. Crane collapsed on my legs fifteen years ago. Lucky to be alive, unlucky to be walking.” Morty shrugged. “Could be worse. Could be dead.”

A creaky voice cut across the lobby like a knife through butter. “Morty Weinstock, you get away from that man right now.”

Gumbo looked toward the voice and saw a small man with silver hair and eyes like a hawk. He wore a velour tracksuit and carried it like he expected people to get out of the way.

“Pete, meet Gumbo,” Morty said. “He’s investigating the bank robbery.”

Pete looked Gumbo up and down like he was pricing him for resale. “What bank robbery?”

“Pete, it’s been on the news all morning,” Morty said.

“I don’t watch the news. Too depressing.” Pete stepped closer to Gumbo. “You’re not very big for a detective.”

“I’m not a detective. I’m a private investigator.”

“Same thing. You carry a gun?”

“Sometimes.”

“Good. This place could use some excitement.” Pete grabbed Morty’s wheelchair and started pushing him toward the common area. “Come on, Morty. Eddie’s waiting for us in the game room.”

“Nice meeting you,” Morty called over his shoulder as Pete wheeled him away.

Gladys shook her head. “Don’t mind Pete. He thinks he runs this place.”

“Does he?”

“Pretty much. Been here longer than anybody else. Knows where all the bodies are buried, if you know what I mean.”

Gumbo followed the direction Pete had taken Morty and found himself
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