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Chapter One
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Key West, Florida

Rick Marlow was enjoying breakfast at Harpoon Harry’s not far from Turtle Kraals when he felt eyes watching him. Some preternatural instinct honed when he was a New York City cop alerted him to the interest and he got an itch in the center of his back. Marlow looked up, his dark tinted sunglasses masking his searching eyes, the wind ruffling his hair. Today he was wearing a pale green Guayubera shirt open over a white wife-beater tank shirt and a pair of knee-length cargo shorts and a pair of blue canvas deck shoes and no socks. He also had a .38 special snub nose revolver clipped in a holster inside his waistband. 

The crowd on the street was lively as a cruise ship had docked the night before and Key West was living up to its reputation as a party town. Then he spotted the guy, leaning against a palm tree across the street looking badly out of place in a pair of khaki Dockers and an over-sized aloha shirt with the tails hanging out. The guy had dark hair, a pale complexion and a pair of dark glasses. He was making no secret that he was watching Marlow. Rick took another bite of his western omelet and a sip of coffee.

He wasn’t working on any cases at the moment except for a couple of routine skip-chases that Walter had given him. It was a slow month. Marlow finished his coffee and stood up, carrying his trash to the trash can and depositing it. Marlow looked both ways and stepped out into the street heading towards the guy. 

Suddenly the guy was moving, turning and walking away, heading towards a cross street down the block. Marlow stuck his hands in his pockets and followed, sauntering after the guy. The man walked like he was from New York and he looked familiar.

Marlow thought about it, trying to place him. Marlow stepped off the curb only to jump back when he heard a loud curse and a fat tourist on a bicycle nearly clipped him. He thought about kicking the back tire but decided that was just being petty. He looked up and the mystery man was gone.

Marlow scanned the streets but the guy was gone. He pulled out his cigarettes and shook one loose. He tucked it into the corner of his mouth and stuffed the pack back in his shirt pocket, then pulled out a Bic lighter and fired it up. It was his first smoke of the day. He had been working hard to break the habit but hadn’t conquered it yet. Still he was down to half a pack a day from three packs a day. 

Exhaling a cloud of smoke Marlow made his way back to Harpoon Harry’s. He had left his bike there. Climbing on the vintage Huffy, Marlow pedaled to his office, a back room in the home owned by Walter Loomis, who also had his law offices there as well. Marlow chained his bike in the rack outside the building and went around to his private entrance. 

It was still too early for Walter’s secretary, the delightful Lola Ponsberry to have come in yet. Lola carried a torch for her boss since the death of his wife and she had finally confessed the fact after Walter had been shot on Marlow’s first case for him.

Walter was slowly coming around to the fact and beginning to reciprocate her feelings a little. Marlow smiled as he shook his head thinking of the two people who had taken him in when he had come down from New York.

He unlocked his office door and stepped inside. He flipped on the lights and it took a couple of minutes for the fluorescent bulbs to blink to life. The office looked just like he had left it the day before. Except the drawers to the filing cabinet were open.

Marlow frowned. He didn’t remember leaving them that way. Marlow walked back over to the door and opened it, stepping back outside. He knelt down and examined the lock. There were scratches. Someone had picked the lock.

Marlow went back inside. A cold fury was burning deep inside him. Somebody had been in his office. Why? What could they have possibly been looking for? Marlow carried his coffee pot down the hall and filled it from the bathroom faucet and walked back to his office. He put fresh grounds in a filter and put it in his coffeemaker and then added the water and turned it on, he wondered if it had to do with the guy that had been watching him at Harpoon Harry’s. He figured it was a good bet it did.

As he waited for his coffee to brew he fired up his computer. The welcome screen showed that somebody had tried to get in but hadn’t been able to get past the password. That was a relief. The smell of coffee was filling the office and he could hear Walter stirring upstairs where he maintained his living quarters in the grand old house that served as both home and law office for the elderly lawyer. Marlow figured he had about half an hour before Walter came down to start the day. Marlow grabbed the files on the two skips, people that had run out on their landlords and set to work tracking them down via the internet...

≈ ≈ ≈

Walter Loomis was wearing a mint green tropical weight suit over a pale yellow shirt with a matching pale green tie. His white hair was slicked back and parted neatly on the side. He never failed to remind Marlow of Andy Griffith when he was playing the character of southern lawyer Ben Matlock on television. While he looked like a southern good Ol’ boy, Marlow knew his friendly open exterior masked one of the sharpest legal minds he had ever seen. Walter had once been a prominent State’s Attorney in New York and Marlow’s father had been his chief investigator.

Walter had been responsible for bringing Marlow to Key West and helping him to get back on his feet after Marlow had been shot in the line of duty while a member of the New York Police Department. Given the fact that Marlow had been shot by his partner while responding to a call about a dead body, and the body was a dead narcotics officer, and that Marlow’s partner had then shot himself, Marlow left the NYPD under a cloud.

To this day, Marlow still had nightmares about that night. Nightmares or memories, he was never sure which. Wally had offered several times to put him in touch with a counselor specializing in Post Traumatic Stress Disorder but he had declined.

“Ricky, my boy. What brings you in so early this morning?” Walter asked when Marlow met him at the foot of the stairs.

“I’ve got your coffee waiting in the conference room,” Marlow turned and led the way, carrying his own cup of French Vanilla flavored roast. Marlow took a seat and waited for Walter to do the same. Two folders lay on the table. Walter sat down and took a sip of his coffee and looked at Marlow expectantly.

“Did you hear anyone downstairs last night?” Marlow asked.

“No, why?” Loomis asked.

“Somebody was in my office. Noticed it when I came in this morning. They had picked the lock and gone through the files, tried getting into my computer. No evidence that they went any deeper in,” Marlow explained.

“This is most disturbing, Ricky. Why would someone do that?” Walter asked.

“I don’t know, Walter. That’s what is so puzzling. These two skip traces were all I was working on, oh and I found them both by the way.”

“How very odd,” Walter shook his head.

“There was also some guy watching me while I was at breakfast this morning. When I went to confront him, he disappeared into the crowd.”

“So what do you make of it all, Ricky?” Walter looked at him, taking another sip of coffee.

“I’m not sure what to make of it, Walter. This is pretty damn freaky,” Marlow shrugged, drinking some of his coffee.

“Could the man be DGI? Fall out from the diamonds for nukes affair? Or from the Mary Colsom case? You made some enemies on both as I recall,” Walter suggested.

“Could have been one of the Militia guys I suppose. Except, there was something really familiar about the guy and the way he moved. I know him from somewhere,” Marlow shook his head.

“Be careful Ricky, until we can figure out what is going on,” Walter sipped more of his coffee.

“That goes without saying, Walter.”

“How is Della?” Walter asked. Della was Detective Della Martin of the Key West Police Department, Marlow’s girlfriend. Della had been shot several weeks before by a Cuban Intelligence agent that had been gunning for Marlow and missed.

“As well as can be expected. She’s still going to physical therapy but this is her first day back at work,” Marlow replied. Marlow and the beautiful cop had become involved after his first case on the island and their feelings had continued to grow. Especially since Marlow had almost quit smoking and his alcohol consumption was down as well. Della had convinced him to quit trying to finish what those three bullets in New York City had started. He had lost two thirds of a lung when he had been shot and left for dead in that snow covered alley.

“Is she still seeing the psychiatrist?” Walter asked softly. He had known Della most of her life just as he had Marlow. She was almost like a daughter to the elderly lawyer. In fact, more so than his own two estranged daughters.

“Department mandates it. She has to continue for at least a month after returning to work,” Marlow shrugged. He had little faith in shrinks and the voodoo they called medicine.

“What does Della say about it?” Walter asked.

“She’s okay with it. I’ll be in my office if there’s nothing else,” Marlow stood.

“Not now,” Walter acknowledged looking at his watch. “Time to unlock the front door, Lola should be getting here soon,” Walter smiled as he waddled out of the room and headed to the front door to unlock it. Marlow smiled as he watched then turned and headed back to his own office. Once there he closed the door and settled into his chair and reached for his phone, dialing the Key West Police Department.

≈ ≈ ≈

“Key West Police Department, Detective Division,” Della Martin said.

“I want to report a crime,” Marlow said.

“And what crime would that be, Sir?” Della asked.

“That I haven’t seen you today, Della.”

“How sweet Marlow. So what are you doing besides harassing honest cops this morning?”

“Running skip traces, the usual. You free for lunch today?”

“Far as I know. The Chart Room at noon?”

“Sounds like a plan. See you then sweetheart,” Marlow broke the connection. Della Martin put the phone back in the cradle and went back to looking at the file in front of her. Vandalism was up and the chief was having a hard time getting a hand on it. Seemed like the vandals knew when the patrols were coming around.

Could be smart crooks using cell phones, or it could be somebody on the department was letting them know where the night patrols were gonna be and when. If Carlo Reynaldo hadn’t been killed, she would have sworn it was him. It reeked of Carlo. Maybe something he had set up before his death? Him being such a dirty cop, anything was possible.

Della stood up. Today she was wearing a soft orange colored skirt and jacket over a mint green blouse. Orange heels completed her ensemble and her long dark hair was pined up in a bun behind her head. Standing up still hurt, but the sawbones had told her that would be normal for awhile. Muscle took time to heal after it had holes blown through it.

Taking a deep breath and letting it out, Della went to see the chief. Chief Thomas Learner was at his desk, his uniform looking rumpled his blond hair in disarray. His face was deeply lined and not all of it was age. Much of it was the stress of watching over the island’s population and several thousand tourists a year.

She felt sorry for him on one level, but knew that he would be mad if he knew she felt that way. Chief Learner liked to think that he was an island. Della however, understood better than most, that no one person could ever be an island. Life just didn’t work that way. She knocked on his door and entered when he beckoned her forward.

≈ ≈ ≈

Marlow looked out the window, searching for some sign of the man he had seen earlier. There was nobody in sight but that didn’t really mean anything. Any decent cop could find a hundred places to watch the house without being seen. Marlow looked at his watch. 

He still had more than an hour before he was supposed to meet Della for lunch. The guy he had seen earlier was still bothering him. He had looked familiar. Too familiar. Marlow slipped outside, locking the office door behind him and headed for his bike.
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Chapter Two
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Marlow headed towards Duval Street. Most of the tourists would be found along there and he hoped his mystery stalker would be as well. Street vendors and acrobats were performing already to enthusiastic applause and their tip jars, hats, or guitar cases were collecting money. Marlow peddled past a nearly naked man with parrots perched on both shoulders and atop his head. Marlow shook his head as he dodged a large Iguana that was crawling across the sidewalk. Only in Key West.

Marlow found an empty space at a bike rack and chained his Huffy in the slot. He had been down here six months and still had not gotten used to the particular brand of crazy that was Key West. Marlow scanned the crowd with his eyes as he strolled along the street. Sloppy Joes was doing a booming business despite the fact that it was still early, as was the Hog’s Breath.

As he walked, Marlow noticed a couple of pick pockets working the crowd. He bumped one of them, a young kid who went by the name of Kevin, though Marlow was pretty sure that wasn’t his real name. Kevin had drifted down from somewhere up north and lived on the beach with a gang of other kids. The grifters were one of the police departments biggest problems. Kevin turned and looked and then his face went pale when he recognized Marlow. They had run into each other before. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” Marlow asked, looming over the kid.

“Shit! Marlow—uh yeah I do!” Kevin stammered.

“Before you go, and there’s twenty bucks in it if you find the guy and can lead me to him. There’s a man I’m looking for, about six foot, pale skinned, dark hair, khaki Dockers and an oversized aloha shirt, wearing sunglasses. Find him and you’ll earn some honest money for a change,” Marlow said.

“I’ll keep an eye out,” Kevin replied and then vanished into the crowd. Marlow knew the kid would keep an eye out for him and the guy he was looking for.

Marlow worked the crowd for an hour and saw that it was getting close to noon. He retrieved his bike and pedaled toward The Chart Room. Della’s car was parked outside when he got there and Marlow quickly put his bike in the rack and locked it up before heading inside. Della was sitting at the bar and Marlow slipped up beside her without her noticing.

“Penny for your thoughts?” he offered. Della glanced at him sharply.

“Seriously undervalued, Marlow,” Della told him.

“Yeah but it is the most I can afford, being a poor gumshoe,” Marlow replied with a grin.

“Right,” Della rolled her green eyes.

“Had some weird shit happen this morning,” Marlow told her.

“Such as?” Della asked.

“I have a stalker.”

“Female?”

“I wish,” Marlow grinned.

“A guy? What did he look like?” Della asked.

“Pale, dark hair, sunglasses, Khaki Dockers, Aloha shirt.”

“You recognize him?”

“No. But he looked familiar,” Marlow told her. The bartender came up and he ordered a Killian’s Red.

“Thought you were quitting?” Della arched an eyebrow.

“Baby steps,” Marlow told her.

“How goes the smoking?”

“Down to less than a pack a day.”

“Good for you.”

“Thanks,” Marlow told her.

“Got a real problem going on with vandalism all over town. The Chief is having a hard time getting a handle on it,” Della shook her head. Della ordered conch fritters and sweet tea.

“Chief Learner has a hard time getting a handle on anything, if you ask me,” Marlow sighed.

“It’s almost as if they know where the patrols are and what time they’ll be around,” Della pointed out.

“They tried mixing up their patrols, running them backwards even?” Marlow asked, intrigued despite himself.

“Not yet, but I suggested it. We’ll have to wait and see what happens,” Della shrugged. Their food arrived and they both ate with gusto, enjoying a comfortable silence between them.

“How are things going with the Doc?” Marlow asked finally, bringing up a subject that was not one he really wanted to approach.

“Pretty good. Dr. Harmon has been very helpful in dealing with the post traumatic stress. I couldn’t have made it without you and her. You should talk to her, Marlow. It might help you with what happened in New York,” Della replied.

“You know I don’t believe
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