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Here’s something different…Color Me Weird is a twenty-chapter mystery with a drawing suitable for coloring at the end of each chapter making it possibly the world’s first coloring novella.

Color Me Weird is the story of a young man’s escape from winter to pursue his dream of becoming a tropical detective.

Walter Buffet expected Key West to be laid-back and festive with warm breezes and colorful locals. He also expected, or at least hoped for, murder. And there is indeed a murder case waiting for him. He just didn’t expect to be the prime suspect.
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One

Winter in Dayton, Ohio can make you do crazy things. Especially after weeks of record-setting cold and snow.

It was a typical January morning. Walter Buffet got ready for work while his cousin snored in the other room and the television droned on about ice storms and power outages. It seemed there was a good chance the Dreariness Index would set a new record high for the month.

Walter left for work five minutes early. They’d somehow managed to run out of both coffee and juice, and he hoped if he got out the door a little early there might be time to grab a coffee on the way.

After his morning exercise routine, which consisted of shoveling snow from the driveway and scraping ice from his car’s windshield, Walter was numb with cold but on his way. His mind locked on an image of hot coffee from the bagel stand next to the parking garage at work.

The day was just not going well. Besides the coffee and juice crisis, the neighbor’s cat had once again shit on the hood of his car, and it was Monday.

The morning traffic sucked and it soon looked like not only would Walter have to skip the coffee, he might also be late for work, again.

But then Walter started threading his way through traffic so well in the gray light of dawn that a small spark of hope appeared. A hot coffee, maybe even a warm, toasty bagel? But it started to rain and traffic slowed. Then, just as he got on the expressway, the rain turned to sleet and traffic stopped.

So he sat. The delivery truck in front of him belched exhaust and blocked his blurred view of miles of snarled traffic and gray cityscape.

If the truck would move up a little more at least Walter could indulge in one of his favorite fantasies while looking at the latest brown stain on the hood of his car and breathing noxious fumes. He reached to turn on the radio and saw movement to his right. He went for it, slipping in front of a gray Ford and moving ahead fifty feet before stopping again, behind another truck. He still couldn’t quite make out his fantasy sign up ahead through the sleet.

With little else to do, he took a good long look at the back of the truck in front of him which had one of those colorful suntan lotion ads of a buxom young lady in a bikini.

He’d been staring at it for twenty minutes with a Jimmy Buffett song leftover from the radio bouncing around in his head when the big truck finally moved forward enough for Walter to see the familiar street sign.

The sign said what it said everyday, only today Walter saw it with a crazed look in his eyes. It was an arrow pointing toward the off-ramp and just one word: SOUTH.

Sixteen hours later, scared shitless and dead tired, an ecstatic Walter drove across the Florida state line.
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Two

Walter told himself he wouldn’t get a motel room until he was in Florida, but he was so wired when he crossed the state line he didn’t want to stop. He’d never been to Florida in his twenty-eight years, but he’d sure thought about it, especially lately. Just a little further, then he’d stop.

A new life and a new career? What did he have to lose? What little he owned worth anything he could get his cousin to send later. He didn’t even have a girlfriend. The last one dumped him on his birthday so she wouldn’t have to buy him a present.

Walter had spent the last three years, three years of his prime, sitting in a cubicle driving a desk. For no less than eight hours a day he stared at a computer monitor, mostly daydreaming. Mostly about moving to Florida.

Florida! He still couldn’t believe he’d actually done it! Well, actually he could. Hearing his cell phone ringing and seeing Old Man Walters number on it several times during the long drive was one thing letting him know he’d done it. That and the road signs. And the palm trees. He was pretty sure he’d seen some along the road in the dark.

A new life and a new career, plenty to think about. He’d gotten his diploma two weeks ago from the correspondence school. All those hours of work studying had finally paid off. The diploma still in the glove compartment where he’d put it to show the guys at work.

Walter might be doing something rash, but he was a man with a plan. As soon as he got to south Florida, he’d start looking for a job and then he’d get to use the Associates Degree in Criminal Intrigue he’d earned from the University of Amarillo.

There was no telling what awaited him in south Florida, but one thing was sure, he wasn’t bored any longer.
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Three

Not until he got halfway down through the Keys on US1 did the disappointment of Miami start to ease. He’d figured an international city like Miami with its great weather and sandy beaches would be a perfect breeding ground for crimes of passion and deception, and therefore require a full contingent of private investigators.

Actually, the phone book was full of them. So many, in fact, it took him five very long days to apply to and be turned down by every single one.

The only flicker of hope, after almost a week of living on his credit cards and staying in the seediest motels, was Key West. The only PI firm in south Florida he hadn’t checked was Short Investigations and they had a Key West address.

He’d planned to go to Key West anyway, someday. Like for a long weekend after he’d been working in Miami for a while and gotten settled into his new condo. During his Dayton daydreams he could see the ocean from the window of his condo in Miami. He’d gone ahead and decorated the place as well – stylish, yet comfortable furniture, a wet bar, the best sound system, ninety-inch hi-def television for watching the Dolphin road games, closet full of white suits and Italian shoes, and a sexy Latin lady with great boobs lying on the bed.

“Sorry!”

He hadn’t noticed when US1 started merging back into two lanes again. That guy pulling the flatsboat on the trailer didn’t look too happy, laying on the horn and giving him the finger. Focus. Need to stay focused.

Walter eased over behind the boat and tried not to think about what was on the bed in the condo. There were other things to think about. Like his car.

He didn’t like the engine noise coming from his elderly Yugo. When he left Miami it was kind of a small rattle that turned into a steady knock that now sounded like horses walking on a tin roof. He didn’t know much about mechanics, but thought he might want to have that checked if it kept up.

The Seven Mile Bridge took his mind the rest of the way off the disappointment of Miami. He’d never seen anything like it. The sun shining bright and bringing the colors out in the water. Here he was in the middle of winter with the windows down in his shirt sleeves, salsa music on the radio, driving across the northern part of the Caribbean Sea. Sweet.

More bridges and the water even more beautiful the further he went. He remembered reading about Key West being the southernmost point in the US and the northernmost point in the Caribbean. He could never go back to Dayton now.

By the time he crossed the last bridge and found himself in Key West, the horses were stampeding in the little car’s engine. He dug out the address for Short’s. Twenty minutes later he still couldn’t find a parking place so he pulled up at an auto shop. He left the mechanics looking at the smoking engine and set out on foot for Short Investigations, his last chance at the end of the road.

[image: ]

Four

Walter walked along with the tourists enjoying the bright skies and clean sea air in the historic section of Key West called Old Town. He looked for the world headquarters for Short Investigations. He couldn’t find it.

Finally he asked a bored young woman with generous eye shadow and bright green hair. She was smoking a black cigarette and leaning against the doorway of a shop called Dirty Dick’s Treasures. At first he thought she might be a streetwalker, he’d seen a few in Miami, but realized she probably worked in the shop. He assumed she wasn’t Dirty Dick. She rolled her eyes at his question and pointed across the street to a tiny sign next to a doorway.

The doorknob turned, but the door didn’t open, so he gave it a little extra. Then a little more.

The door gave finally and he burst into a small waiting room with steel drum music, wicker chairs, a receptionist desk, and a startled woman with a very pronounced chest behind the desk.

“Oh, sorry!”

The lady jumped up from behind the desk, but smiled and found her seat again.

“You gave me a start!”

“The door…”

“Yeah, I keep telling Mr. Franks we need to get that fixed.” She ruffled some papers and pushed at her hair a little. “Can I help you?”

Walter had been down this road a few times since arriving in Florida. He didn’t want to fill out forms and be sent on his way.

“My name is Walter Buffet. I’m from Ohio and I’m here to see Mr. Franks.”

“You came from Ohio to see the maintenance man?” She started looking through a Rolodex. “I’m sure he’ll be surprised.”

“No, I don’t want to see the maintenance man. I want to see the boss.” There were two more doors, the one in the corner likely the bathroom. He pointed to the closed door behind her.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Would like to make an appointment? Mr. Short is very busy.” She gave him the same cold smile he’d seen in Miami too many times.

But this was Key West, his last hope. Time to show some initiative, a little backbone. He started for the door.

“You don’t understand, I really need to go in there.”

The woman stepped in front of him, then seemed to come to a decision, turned the doorknob, and stepped aside. Without taking her eyes off Walter she motioned with her hand.

“Well, in that case, go right in.”

Walter closed the door behind him and looked around.

All those hours of studying PI work paid off for Walter then. The moment he saw the man lying on the floor with a large knife sticking out of his chest he immediately knew this was trouble.
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Five

“The secretary says you did it.” Walter had been sitting in the Key West police station for two hours answering the same questions over and over. “Says she opened the door for you, then went for a latte. When she came back you were standing over the body. The kid at Starbucks backs up her latte.”

Walter figured next it would be the one about who sent him coming up again.

“Look, buddy, you just tell us who sent you, this could go a lot easier.”

At least they’d gotten over his name relatively quickly. Walter Buffet had spent a lifetime explaining that no, he wasn’t related to the singer, or the famous investor. His name was spelled with one ‘t’ not two. Thankfully, he only had to go though the routine with people when they saw his name in writing since with one ‘t’ his name was pronounced more like the food bar than the legendary musician.

He again patiently explained to the cops that no one had sent him, and an hour later they put him in a cell with two other men. One, a passed-out drunk tourist on the floor with conch fritter puke on his shirt. The other, a small man whose baggy clothes and slouch hat were the same color as dirt. Guy looked like a depression era dustbowl Okie. He smiled a little and showed Walter a deck of cards with ‘Feeling Lucky?’ written on the back.

Which seemed a strange thing ask someone just as they sat down in a jail cell. Even during the rare times he did feel lucky, Walter knew from past experience not to play cards.

“No, thanks.” The guy said something he didn’t catch. “What’s that?”

“Mmm. Mhmm. Mm.” He had a hard time understanding the man, even when he spoke louder.

“Your name is Mumbles?” Geez, not hard to figure out why. “Nice to meet you. I’m Walter.”

“Mmm. Mmn mmm mhnn?”

“They say I killed a man.” His cellmate turned his head a little to the side and gave him a better looking over.

“Mm mmn? Mm mmhm mnn mm.”

“Well, panhandling’s not too bad. Want to trade?” The man called Mumbles opened his eyes big and laughed softly into his hand. Then shook his head to let him know he wasn’t interested in trading charges. The drunk on the floor started to snore.

“Panhandling, I’ve heard that does pretty good sometimes.” The man nodded, looked around cautiously, then pulled two big rolls of money out of his pockets and fanned out the bills. Looked like mostly hundreds.

“Holy shit! How’d you get that in here? They took everything I had, even my belt. Guess so I wouldn’t hang myself.” Mumbles pointed to his own belt and offered with a look. “No thanks. Things aren’t that bad, yet.” Which set Walter to thinking. Things did look pretty bad. Mumbles saw him glance towards his belt.

“Mhnmm. Mmm mnnm mm?”

“Well, up until a few days ago I was an assistant software solutions tech for a big company in Dayton, Ohio.” Walter sighed. His old life didn’t look too bad from where he sat at the moment. “But I took a course in criminal investigations and hoped to get a job with a PI in Florida.” The full weight of his predicament came to rest on his shoulders. “I guess I should have stayed in Dayton.”

Walter hung his head and Mumbles came over and gave him a consoling pat on the back.

“Mhmm mhm mm mnn?”

“Yeah, that’s one of the things a PI does.”

“Mhnm mm. Mnmm mmn mhnn.”

“Have you been looking for your brother very long?”

“Mmm. Mhn mm?”

“I guess I could try to find him for you.” Walter wasn’t good at this part. “I’d have to charge you something.” Mumbles peeled off a few bills and stuck them in Walters hand.

“Mhnm mm.”

“Yes, that should do nicely.”

Both men were smiling now. Walter happy to have his first client and Mumbles seemed happy to see his cellmate forget his troubles for a little while.

The two kept up the timeless jailhouse tradition of passing time with the stories of their lives. A guard brought some supper, and when he came back to collect the plates he brought a chair and small table. He set up next to the bars outside the cell and Walter spent the next two hours watching his new friend and client win most of the guard’s weekly paycheck. When he finally fell asleep, they were still playing.
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Six

Walter had plenty of time to think about the circumstances leading up to his current state of incarceration. Jail being an excellent place for such recollections.

After the door to Mr. Short’s office closed behind him and he saw the dead man on the floor, the first thing he’d done was stand there staring with his mouth open. After a few seconds of that he bolted back out to the other room, but the secretary was gone. He eased back inside the office and stared at the dead man some more. He thought about calling 911, but here was the real thing, what he’d dreamed about while taking the PI course. Well, mostly he’d dreamed about the condo in Miami, but to someday find himself in a real crime scene situation ran a close second.

A few minutes of careful observation wouldn’t hurt, not like the dead guy was going to get any deader.

The room was the size of a small bedroom and had one window. The old frame building looked like it might have been a house at one time. The window was open, the screen outside, lying on the ground. He thought it might be a good idea to take a look out there later, might be some footprints.

A handful of diplomas and yellowing pictures on the wall. The only things in the room besides the dead man were a desk, a file cabinet, an old couch against the wall, and three chairs – one behind the desk, two in front. On the desk plenty of papers and the usual desk clutter, a couple pictures – one of a fishing boat and several smiling men holding fish for the camera, the other a man and a woman, both white, mid 40s. Just their faces. The man likely the now very deceased Mr. Short.

The knife blade was big and mostly inside the man’s chest on the left side. Got him in the heart.

Walter had just leaned down for a better look at the knife and pool of blood when the secretary returned, looked in the room at him and the dead man, and screamed.

The sudden scream in the small room made Walter jump. One, because this woman with the great chest had a set of lungs to match. The other reason he jumped was because she dropped a large paper cup that exploded latte all over the floor. Then, still in full scream, she ran out of the building and across the street. She grabbed the Dirty Dick’s girl outside having another smoke and pointed towards the PI office screaming, “He killed Mr. Short!”

The satisfaction of his first bit of sleuthing being proved right – Walter soon found out it was indeed Mr. Short with the heart problem – was dampened considerably when the police handcuffed him and hauled him off to police headquarters.

♦

The next morning a different guard showed up at the door to their cell. The drunk had been taken away during the night and Walter hoped the guard had some news for him. The guard did – Walter was free to go. He thought to ask why, but decided to let it go for now. He hoped his being totally innocent played into the decision somehow.

He shook Mumbles’ hand and told him he’d do what he could to get him out as well. The strange little man in the baggy clothes just smiled and followed him out the cell door. Walter expected the guard to grab him, but he didn’t. The guard just rolled his eyes.

“His fine was taken care of last night. He just wanted to stay here with you.”

Walter looked at Mumbles who shrugged and motioned towards the exit.
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Seven

Walter had no idea what to do. The only thing he’d been able to come up with while in jail was to pick up where he left off. So he got a cab, and along with Mumbles headed back to Short Investigations.

Surprisingly, the door not only opened easily, but the secretary was again sitting behind her desk. Like nothing had happened. When she saw him she jumped up.

“You!”

Walter held up his hands to try to calm her down.

“Hold on! Please don’t start screaming again!”

She didn’t, instead she started crying, loudly. Walter felt uncomfortable and slowly eased over and gave her a soothing pat on the back. She threw her arms around him, her breasts firmly pressed against his chest, and went into full wail. He looked back at Mumbles and gave him a what-can-you-do? shrug. After a minute she calmed a little. When she looked up Mumbles handed her a tissue.

“Thank you.” She honked into the tissue then flinched a little when she saw where it’d come from.

“Who’s he?”

“Someone I met in jail. Mumbles is his name.” The little man pulled off his floppy hat and bowed deeply, showing a shiny bald head. The secretary took the opportunity to step back from Walter and compose herself. She sniffed into the tissue, pushed at her hair and briskly brushed at the front of her low-cut t-shirt. The effect of this brushing was not lost on Walter who tried not to stare.

“My name is Walter Buffet, by the way, and I didn’t kill your boss.”

“I know. Well, that’s what the police told me this morning when they called. And my name is Rosanna Thorn, everyone calls me Rose.” She looked ready for smart remarks from the two men, but both just nodded politely. “I have a cousin who’s kind of famous. He lives in a stilt house in the upper Keys, somebody wrote some books about him.” Walter looked at Mumbles, who just shrugged.

“Sorry, like I said yesterday, I’m from out of town.”

“Yeah, the police mentioned something like that. They said your story checked out with the garage where you left your car.” She looked about to start with the tears again. “It must have happened before I got here. I was late, and saw the door closed. I didn’t want to disturb him.” Her big brown eyes filled with tears now. “With that damn music playing all the time, it could have even happened while I was here and I wouldn’t have noticed.”

She plopped into her chair and cautiously accepted another tissue. Walter paced the room. The size of the room didn’t allow for any serious pacing, but he remembered from his studies that pacing was good. The door to Short’s office was closed and the steel drum music was turned off. Mumbles made himself comfortable in one of the chairs with a copy of Cosmopolitan.

“Rose, did the police mention any suspects?”

“Well, they didn’t say a lot, just asked me if I knew his wife, or where she’d gone. I told them I’d never met her, she never came around here. The crime scene people finished last night and the cleaning service left a little while ago.” She opened the door. “I don’t think I want to go in there.”

Walter walked into the office that now had much fewer dead men in it than the last time he’d seen it. He took a look at the mounds of papers still on the desk.

“Looks like Short Investigations has some clients.”

“Oh yeah, no shortage of cases, that’s for sure.”

“No one helping Mr. Short, besides yourself?”

“No. Actually, he’d been thinking about hiring someone.” She shrugged. Walter couldn’t believe his lousy luck. Talk about being a day late and a dollar short. The front door opened and Rose turned to greet someone. Walter took the opportunity to poke around a real private investigator’s desk. With the door open he could hear everything Rose and the man with the accent said.

“Good afternoon, Mr. De Leon. I guess you heard about Mr. Short.”

“Yes, señorita, terrible thing. Do the police know who did it?”

“No, I don’t think so. Not yet at least.”

“I was wondering, since I hadn’t heard from Mr. Short in a while, if there had been any developments in my case?”

“Oh, gee. I guess I could look in his files. His lawyer called me last night and asked me to keep the office open for a few days. At least until Mr. Short’s personal and business affairs could be taken care of.”

Walter heard them coming and put the papers he’d been reading back on the desk. Rose went to a file cabinet and started opening drawers. A man who looked a young forty with delicate features and a pointed goatee appeared at the door and smiled pleasantly at Walter. Rose looked toward the desk.

“Your file isn’t where it should be, Mr. De Leon. I can call you later if I find it.” Walter held up some papers from the desk. He asked permission from Rose with raised eyebrows. She looked uncertain, but nodded. Walter walked over to the man in the doorway and shook his hand.

“Mr. De Leon, my name is Walter Buffet. If you could just give me a few minutes to review your file, I’d be happy to go over your case with you.” And just like that, to everyone’s surprise, especially his own, Walter was in the investigation business.
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Eight

“Mr. De Leon.”

“Please, call me Ponce.”

Rose still didn’t seem too sure about letting Walter talk to clients, even after he’d offered to show her his diploma. But she needed to run some errands and told him they’d talk when she got back. She obviously trusted Walter and he thought maybe she even liked him a little.

“Okay, Ponce. I see from your file that you’re a performer at the Mallory Sunset Celebration?”

“Yes, I am a cat juggler.”

“You actually juggle cats?”

“Of course! Would you like to see?”

The juggler got up from his chair in front of the desk and walked around to the lone window. As soon as he opened the window two orange cats appeared on the sill. He picked up the cats, rolled each into a ball, and started tossing them into the air.

“I usually do three at a time. I guess my other little ones are at the front door.”

Walter had never seen anything like it. He still had a scar from the last time he’d tried to just pick up a cat. A couple of minutes later the cats were back outside and the two men had again taken their seats.

“Ponce, I’ve looked though your file, but I was wondering if you could explain to me in your own words just what it is you hired Mr. Short to do.”

“Certainly. You see, I come from a long line of seekers. One of my ancestors came to Florida many years ago seeking perpetual youth. Alas, he did not succeed, nor did his son. Many De Leon’s have since searched Florida and now I, Ponce De Leon XIII feel compelled to look as well. I came here hoping for some professional help in my quest.”

Walter just stared at the man, then at the file, then the man again. “You want someone to help you find the Fountain of Youth?”

“Yes! Exactly!”

Walter didn’t remember anything like this in his correspondence course.

“Well, according to his notes, it looks like Mr. Short had spoken to some people about this.” Walter looked up from the papers in his hand. The man across from him smiled anxiously. “It looks like he’s still waiting to hear back from them. I guess I could make some calls, see what I can find out.”

“Excellent! Thank you very much, Señor Buffet.” He reached across the desk and pumped Walter’s hand. “You have my number, so please give me a call as soon as you find out something?”

“Of course. Good day, Ponce.”

“Good day!”

After showing his client to the door, Walter dropped into the chair and rubbed his hands over his face. Now he was committed to trying to help this man. Committed being an appropriate word since the people Short had contacted were mostly doctors. Three psychiatrists and a geology professor from Miami Dade College. There was a tap at the door.

“Come in!”

Mumbles slipped into the room and took one of the seats in front of the desk. He bounced his eyebrows and smiled big.

“Hey Mumbles, what’s up?”

“Mmmn mhm mnmn?”

“Of course. Mr. De Leon’s case is pretty weird and I’m ready to hear about a more normal case like a missing person.”

Walter leaned back in the chair and let the strange little man tell his tale.

“Mhmmn mm mhmn mmm. Mnhm mmm mhmn mm mnn m mhnnm. Mnmhm mh mmm, mhnmn n mhm.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“Mhm nn.”

“Okay, let me get this straight. Your brother is in Texas, but you don’t like Texas,” The little man nodded and made a face like he’d tasted something bad. “So you’re looking for your brother in Florida instead?”

“Mmn.”

“And when you find him you want to start a band?”

“Mhnm. Mnm nn mhn.”

“So you and your brother used to have a rock and roll band, and you want to get the band back together.” Walter was afraid he knew the answer, but asked anyway. “Do you play an instrument?”

“Mn, mmm mhn.”

Singer. He knew it.

The phone on the desk rang and both men jumped at the sound. Walter remembered Rose was out of the office.

“Hello?” Walter put his hand over the phone and whispered to Mumbles. “One of Short’s clients.” Mumbles nodded approvingly and gave a thumbs up.

“Mr. Tourbut?…I’m just filling in for a few days…Yes, terrible thing. I’m sure the police will have the person responsible in custody soon…Yes, I’ll look over your file later today. While I’ve got you, is there any new information regarding your case?…I see. I’ll make a note of that and give you a call tomorrow…Oh, if you insist. I’ll just wait for your call then.” Walter hung up the phone and rolled his eyes.

“Real charmer, this Tourbut. Can’t wait to see his file.”

“Mhnn?”

“Sure sounds like it.” Walter looked at his watch. “Interest you in a late lunch?”
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Nine

They left as soon as Rose got back. She seemed to have forgotten she wanted to have a talk.

Walter brought the Tourbut file with him to look over at lunch. There were several cruise ships in town and it seemed everyone had headed for the same restaurant. There was a line at the door.

They gave their names to the hostess and settled in. It looked like a long wait. Walter took the opportunity to peek at the file. Mumbles slipped by the hostess, then returned a few minutes later.

“Mnn mn.”

Walter followed to a booth occupied by two attractive young women in tourist clothes. The little man slid in next to a petite blond and motioned to the seat next to a redhead wearing a Green Parrot Bar t-shirt. Both women looked unsure. The redhead fiddled with a menu.

“We’re supposed to meet someone, but I guess you guys could sit here while you wait for your table.”

A few minutes later they’d done the introductions and ordered drinks and appetizers. Mumbles hadn’t said anything and Walter wondered how he’d managed to get the two women to let them sit at their table. Turns out they were both kindergarten teachers from Michigan on vacation. The blond didn’t say much, mostly just looked at Mumbles like she’d never seen a man before. She finally nudged him and whispered in his ear. He just blushed and shook his head. She whispered more and one of her hands went below the table. Mumbles eyes popped wide open and to Walter’s utter amazement, the little man began to sing an Ozzie Osbourne song.

“MENTAL WOUNDS STILL SCREAMING, DRIVING ME INSANE. I’M GOING OFF THE RAILS ON A CRAZY TRAIN.”

Walter stared at his friend, as did the two women and several people from surrounding tables. The blond had a grip on Mumble’s shirt sleeve.

“My Gawd! He sounds just like Ozzy!”

Mumbles looked embarrassed but the blond looked like a hungry lioness who’d just found a prize morsel. She leaned into Mumbles and whispered in his ear while pushing him out of the booth. She looked over her shoulder as she pushed Mumbles through the crowded restaurant towards the door.

“Sally! I’ll catch up with you later!”

Walter was still in shock sitting next to Sally when the crowd parted and two sunburned linebacker-types stomped up to the table. They looked like finalists for the Unsportsmanlike Conduct Award.

“Sal, where’s Rachel? And who the fuck’s this?” Sally scooted further away from the budding private eye.

“Uh, she stepped out for a minute. With his friend.” A long, red-tipped finger pointed at Walter who managed a weak smile.

“Hello, I must be going!”

The waitress showed up at that moment with a platter of food and drinks. Walter dropped some money on the table, slipped around behind the waitress, and ran for the door.

♦

After a stop by the garage to pick up his car, Walter got some takeout to eat back at the office. He figured his luck must be turning since his car only needed a pcv valve and other than being pretty much completely worn out, was just fine.

Back at Short Investigations, things were quiet. Rose left early after going over a few things about the phone answering service and how to lock up. Twenty-four hours ago he was in jail and his prospects were at an all time low. Now he leaned back in the swivel chair looking over case files with the keys to a private investigator’s office in his pocket. Time to go to work.

Besides the juggler’s, there was one other odd case. This one involved pirate treasure.

Marty Fitch, direct descendant of a 1700’s privateer, had what he claimed was a treasure map handed down for generations. Short had made some notes to the effect that a ship had gone down with Fitch’s ancestor during a winter storm and the water stained map showing Key West was one of the few things salvaged. There was a photocopy of the map in the file. A few words scrawled on the map explained the treasure: ‘golde coins and golde bars’, how it would be buried: ‘as deep as a man with a shovel and picke can dig in a day’, and when: ‘this spring’. But not where, a vital piece of information when dealing with buried treasure. But it seemed Fitch, after years of doing most of his research at the bottom of rum bottles, had become convinced the treasure was not lost at sea, but hidden somewhere in Key West.

Another client had lost a pet – a three foot iguana named Major Tom. Another was looking for a six foot husband. Mr. Short had made a few notes about these and each had the word ‘Shorty’ underlined and circled.

Tourbutt’s case was the most interesting. Harry Tourbutt owned a topless bar in town, The Clam. He’d hired Short to find a dancer who’d gone missing at the same time a considerable amount of money had done the same. Short’s notes were extensive on this one. Roxanne Stinge was a student at Keys Community College studying accounting. Tourbutt had given her a job dancing and she’d filled in for the Clam’s vacationing bookkeeper for a couple weeks just before her disappearance.

Short had contacted Roxanne’s parents and friends from school but had drawn a blank. A missing persons report had been filed and Short planned to distribute flyers around town. This all sounded fine to Walter, but there were some disturbing things written on a page in the back of the file. It seems Mr. Tourbutt had some rather unsavory friends in Miami of the organized crime variety. From what Short had in his notes, it sounded like the whole investigation into the dancers disappearance was suspect. If the police weren’t looking for Short’s wife, Walter would think Tourbutt might even be a suspect in Short’s murder.

Walter looked over a few more files and it was late when he decided to go out to his car to get a few things. He planned on sacking out on the couch in the back office. When he opened the door he found Mumbles and another man playing poker in the waiting room. Neither man looked up from his cards. The stranger held a badge in Walter’s direction, then showed Mumbles three fingers. The little man dealt three cards for the plainclothes policeman.

“How did you guys get in here?” They both pointed toward the door. “I must have forgotten to lock it.” Walter went out and got his stuff and when he came back the cop was gone and Mumbles was curled up on the waiting room couch fast asleep.
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Ten

“Did you spend the night here?”

“Yeah, I was reading files until late. I hope that’s not a problem.”

“No, Mr. Short did that sometimes.” Rose turned away, looked at some papers on her desk. “Did you find anything interesting?”

“A few things. A Mr. Tourbutt called after you left yesterday. He asked for an update, so I told him I’d call him after I reviewed his file, but he said not to, he’d call me.” Rose looked Walter in the eye.

“Most of Mr. Short’s clients are sweethearts, but that one’s a real shit. My advice to you: be careful.”

“Thanks, Rose, I will.” He smiled and got one right back. The door opened and Mumbles came in. Rose obviously didn’t approve of Mumbles.

“Did he sleep here last night too?” Like the little man wasn’t standing right there. Mumbles handed over a Starbucks foam cup for her and one for Walter. Rose took the top off hers and tasted. She nodded approvingly. “Thanks.” Then gave Mumbles a look out of the corner of her eye as he went for one of the chairs and opened a cup for himself. Walter had been up for a while, his day planned, but he had a few questions.

“Rose, in Mr. Short’s notes he mention’s Shorty. Any idea who that is?”

“Yeah, kinda reminds me of this one.” Mumbles got the disapproving look again. “Shorty’s just this weird little guy in a wheelchair who hangs around Duval Street a lot. I think he’s a distant cousin of Mr. Short’s, and kind of a source of information.”

“I think I’d like to talk to him about some of these cases. Anything else you can tell me about him?” Rose got settled behind her desk and took a contemplative sip of coffee.

“I think he lived in San Francisco before he came here, something to do with trout fishing.”

♦

Walter and Mumbles took a walk down Key West’s famous Duval Street, sometimes called the world’s longest street because it goes from the Atlantic Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. Before long they spotted a man in a wheelchair talking loudly to a small group of tourists. Walter had asked Mumbles when they left the office if he knew Shorty. The little man had just shrugged and held his nose. When they got close to the wheelchair Walter got it then, the tourists obviously got it too, they were in a tight group, upwind.

“You Yankees want to hear what happened then? Huh?” Walter stepped around, and settled in a few feet behind the tourists. Shorty had a handwritten cardboard sign on his chair, ‘Dirty Stories – $1’. The two couples wearing tropical shirts and holding plastic drink cups looked uncertain of their ongoing encounter with authentic local color. Shorty gestured wildly. “Well, I’ll tell you what happened then! I fell out of the boat, and the tarpon ATE MY LEGS!!!” At which point Shorty pulled the towel off his lap to reveal two wiggling white leg stumps. The double amputee burst into mad laughter as the tourists made a hasty retreat. After he caught his breath Shorty busied himself stuffing the dollar bills he had in his hand deep into his underwear.

“Mhn mm.”

“Hey, Mumbles! Who’s the civilian?”

“Mnn mm mnm. Mhn mn.”

Shorty squinted his bloodshot eyes and gave Walter a good hard look. “I heard the PI got whacked. This new guy any good?”

“Mm mnhn.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” He stuck his hand out for a shake, the same hand that had just been stuffing dollars where no one cared to go. “Name’s Shorty.”

Walter shook hands, wondering about the nearest washroom. “Walter Buffet. I understand you sometimes provided Mr. Short with information.” The man in the wheelchair shot a look at Mumbles and smiled.

“You bet! Step into my office.” They followed the shiny chrome wheelchair down a nearby alley. Shorty looked in several trash cans along the way, settled on half a grouper sandwich for his pocket, then leaned back in his chair. “What you need to know?”

“An iguana named Major Tom is missing from the photographer on Duval.”

“You know, this kind of information doesn’t come cheap.” Walter had felt Mumbles slip something into his hand as they followed the wheelchair. He looked now at the bill and after getting a covert nod from his partner, handed it over. After only the briefest glance the bill went into the Fruit-of-the-Loom depository.

“I haven’t heard of anyone with a lizard for sale. Did you check with that restaurant, ‘Tastes Like Chicken’ over by the marina? How about the pet stores?” Walter made some notes before going to the next.

“I haven’t talked with her yet, but Mrs. Brown is looking for her husband.”

Shorty rolled his eyes.

“That broad is always looking for a husband. Been looking for years. She didn’t have the build and personality of a hay barn she might have found one by now.”

Walter started to say something, but scribbled more notes instead.

“Fountain of Youth?”

More eye rolling.

“I told Short that juggler should be locked up. Obviously a nutcase.”

“Marty Fitch? Treasure map?”

“Ah, now you’re talking!” Shorty rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth. Mumbles handed their confidential informant an additional inducement in the form of a pint bottle. “Bless you, my friend!” Well-practiced fingers spun the cap and a generous slash went down the hatch. “Yes, much better! Now, where was I? Oh yeah, Fitch.” A wet belch erupted from Shorty that surprised no one.

“Fitch has been going on about that crap for years. Used to say the treasure was lost at sea and he wanted to get some men together and go look. Unfortunately he always held his planning sessions in bars and only a couple of times did he ever get out on the water. Both times everyone who wasn’t hungover and throwing up ended up seasick and throwing up.” Shorty held the small liquor bottle against his chest as tenderly as one would a tiny baby. “I was the one told him to check on land. You should always look for missing things in the easy places first.” Mumbles nodded in full agreement with this. Shorty worked on the pint, smiling and smacking his lips. Walter sighed and wrote in his notebook.

“The only other case we have now is a missing person and possible embezzlement. Do you know anything about Tourbutt?”

The little old man in the wheelchair started choking on a slug from the pint. After some therapeutic back pounding Shorty finally recovered enough to speak.

“Please, don’t even mention that name around me.”

Walter reached into his pocket. “If it’s a matter of money…”

Shorty shook his head.

“As you may have noticed, I’m self employed, semi-retired some might say. A big part of being either one of those things requires I stay alive, which is why this discussion is over.” And with that Shorty wheeled himself down the alley and around the corner.
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Eleven

“I’m here to see Mr Damatio. I called earlier, he’s expecting me.”

“Down that hall. The door on the right just past the restrooms.”

Walter thanked the harried waitress and headed toward the back of Tastes Like Chicken with Mumbles right behind him. He knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

“Mr. Damatio? I’m Walter Buffet, with Short Investigations?”

The thin man sitting behind the desk pulled a cigar stub out of his mouth and glared at Mumbles.

“Who the fuck is that?”

“This is Mumbles, my associate.” Mumbles was smiling big, but his eyes were ice. The man with the prominent Adam’s apple finally pulled his eyes away to look at Walter.

“You said you got some prime lizard on the hoof? I run a class joint here. No roadkill unless it’s fresh and cheap.”

Walter tried a smile of his own.

“That’s good to know. Actually, I might not have made myself clear on the phone. We’re actually in the market for an iguana ourselves. One that looks like – THIS!” Walter held up an eight by ten glossy of a big lizard on the shoulders of a nervous tourist lady. He slapped it on the desk in front of Damatio. In spite of the little air conditioner blowing directly on him, the owner of the restaurant broke out in a big sweat as soon as he saw the picture.

“I never seen that lizard! I swear!”

Mumbles was at the man’s side in a flash. He stuck a stiletto up Damatio’s left nostril and held. Walter casually picked the photo up and put it close to the man’s face.

“Take another look.”

The thin man was sweating buckets now, holding perfectly still. His panicked eyes shot to Mumbles who had lost the smile and whose eyes were now a ten on the psycho scale.

“Some Cuban kid brought it in, somebody I never seen before. Probably a crack head.”

“You bought the lizard, for your restaurant?” The knife slowly moved up and inch, Damatio with it, trying to keep his nose.

“No! Those iguanas, they get big like that, they’re tough, too tough for chowder even.” The knife moved up again, Damitio looked like a turtle sticking his head out of his shell. “I told the kid to take it to Miami, sell it to Frankie for the pet stores.”

“Who’s Frankie?”

“My cousin. Frankie goes to Hollywood, Homestead, and all around Miami buying animals for the pet stores. He’s one of my suppliers. His number is in the Rolodex here.”

Walter nodded to his partner, who slowly withdrew the knife, then wiped snot and a tiny bit of blood on Damitio’s shirt. Walter pointed to the phone.

“Make the call.”

♦

“We found Major Tom…In Miami…You’re welcome…If you could stop by with a check for the amount in your contact that’ll be thanks enough…Yes, an hour would be fine. Rose can give you the details on Major Tom when you get here…You’re welcome, goodbye.”

Walter leaned back in his chair, looked at the computer screen, tapped a few keys, then nonchalantly laid the palm of his hand out to his side. Mumbles leaned over from his seat in front of the desk and slapped it a good one. Both men smiled big.

“Mhnm mm mnm mhm.”

“With Damatio? Oh, just a little something I learned in detective school. It’s called the direct approach and I must say, you handled your part just fine.” The little man bounced his eyebrows and gave a thumb’s up. “That kind of approach always worked in those Elmore Leonard books they had us read for homework. Glad I finally got to try it out.”

Walter checked another dating service on the computer.

“How’s this sound? ‘Male seeks stout female. Must like barns’.”

“Mm mhn?”

“Nope, not in jail. Sounds like middle Keys and the age is about right.”

Ten minutes later Walter was back at his desk after showing the information to Rose so she could call Ms. Brown and get her on her way to internet dating bliss. Mumbles looked up from a copy of Vogue as Walter sat behind the desk. They heard Rose’s phone ring, a few seconds later the phone in front of Walter rang.

“Yes, Rose? Sure, put him on…Yes, this is Walter Buffet…I see…That’s very interesting, I never would have thought of that…That would be great. You have our fax number? Yes, thank you very much.” Walter looked up smiling. “That was Professor Moore, a geologist with Miami Dade College. Seems one of the big power companies did some tests around the state years ago. They were about to build a nuke plant and some of their scientists got curious about sinkholes in the area. They dropped drums of dye down the holes and got aerial pictures of the results. Said it worked so well they did it in several more places around the state and pinpointed a few hundred springs and wellheads, some of them offshore even. Took him a few days to run it down, but he’s faxing a copy of the results along with some of the aerials.” Walter made a call to let the juggler know they might have something for him.

“Mumbles, my man, looks like we’ve about got this private eye thing figured out. Can I buy you lunch?”
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Twelve

Rose smiled at Walter when he came back from lunch. It was a cautious smile that fell off a cliff when she saw Mumbles. Suddenly she was all business.

“Which first, bad or good?”

“Bad.”

“Tourbutt called while you were out. Said he’d call back.”

“And the good?”

“I heard from Mr. Short’s attorney. He’s still trying to get things wrapped up with the estate. Since the missing wife is listed as beneficiary it’s going to be at least a few more days. He says for us to keep things going here at the office for a while longer if we want.” She held up a check. “I told him you solved a case and we got paid. I had to work at it a little, but he finally gave the okay for you to get a salary, the same as Mr. Short’s.” Walter got a look that said he owed her. He took the check and thanked her sincerely before heading for his office with his partner in tow.

“Mn mmn mhn.” Mumbles took a seat and made a coke bottle shape with his hands. His eyebrows danced like caterpillar clog-dancers and his eyes winked. Walter blushed a little.

“Yes, she is a nice looking woman.”

A soft knock on the door. Rose brought in some papers.

“I forgot to give you these faxes from the professor in Miami.” She set the papers on the desk and gave Walter a much better smile. As she walked back out of the room her hips swayed about three feet in each direction. When the door closed and the show was over, Mumbles turned with eyes as big as dinner plates.

“Don’t say it.”

“Mn mnmm!”

Walter looked through the papers from the geologist, but his eyes kept going to his check on the desk. His check. His first pay check as a private eye.

“I’m going to call Mr. De Leon, set up an appointment.” He held up the check. “Care to join me for a trip to the bank? I figure half of this is yours.”

The little man shook his head decisively, then pulled rolls of money from his clothes.

“Mmn mm nm.”

“If you say so. Let’s get out of here before Tourbutt calls.”

The phone rang.

♦

“Are you sure this is the way to the Scorpion Pit Bar?”

“Mmm nmn.”

“Oh, that’s encouraging. I thought you said you knew the way.”

Walter turned the car down a shell path that opened onto a parking lot that looked like it could pass for a tropical junkyard. Rusty cars and trucks with a sprinkling of shiny motorcycles in the shade of coconut palms. The bar an old block building that had probably been a fish house at one time.

With the Yugo parked between an old pickup with Ohio plates and a Harley with no plates, the two budding investigators headed for the door.

“I guess Tourbutt owns this place as well as the topless bar. I can’t wait to meet him, see if he’s as much of a jerk in person as he is on the phone.”

“Mm nn mhmn.”

“Yeah, really.”

A flatbed truck came roaring into the lot and backed up to the front door of the bar. Walter and Mumbles stepped back and watched as five very drunk men dragged a big, bloody shark off the back of the truck and carried it into the bar. A wiry old man wearing a tattered captain’s hat barked orders to the group. Walter followed them inside with his partner close behind. After considerable yelling and cussing by the old man, the drunks somehow managed to get the shark up some stairs leading to the roof.

Not many people in the bar this early, the bartender writing a sign, “Fish Fry Today!” for the front door. Walter pointed up when the barkeep returned from posting the sign.

“That shark is for a fish fry?” The burly, shaved-head man gave him a bored, droopy-eyed look. Walter got the hint. “Actually, we’re here to see Mr. Tourbutt.” More of the same look with a dash of suspicion thrown in. “He’s expecting us.”

Without taking his eyes off Walter, the bartender picked up a phone behind the bar and talked low. He put the phone down and pointed to a door marked, “Private! Stay the Fuck Out!”

Before Walter got to the door it flew open and a crying young woman with orange hair and a black eye ran out. Walter looked at Mumbles who just shrugged. They went through the doorway, down a hall, and knocked at another door also marked private.

“Come in!”

A man built like a barrel with short graying hair and a scowl sat behind a battered desk talking on the phone. The man gave them a quick look, then motioned to a chair in front of the desk for Walter. He hung up the phone and turned his full attention to Mumbles.

“You, sit there on the floor by the wall.” The man put a large handgun on the desk. “You move from that spot and you and I got problems, capisce?” Mumbles nodded and sat. So much for plan A.

“Okay, I’m Harry Tourbutt, you can call me Mr. Tourbutt. You’re Walter Buffet, right? Guy taking over for Short?” A nod. “Yeah, his secretary calls the other day, says he wants to see me. I get there and the place is crawling with cops. They got any suspects?”

“No, his wife is – ”

Tourbutt cut him off.

“Here’s the deal. What I need from you turkeys is a report, make it a weekly report, on your investigation into the disappearance of the bitch who stole my money. You got what I told you to bring?” Walter handed over a folder.

“This is a copy of what Mr. Short had so far.”

“Lemme see.” A quick glance at the papers. “This ain’t bad.”

“Mr. Tourbutt, I’m going to need more information on your financial – ”

“Look, kid. That ain’t gonna happen. What’s gonna happen is for the money I’m paying, you’re going to come up with one of these reports just like this every week.” He’d been holding the papers, but dropped them on the desk. “Lemme make this real clear, okay? I want you to look real hard for this broad, not find, look. Got it?” Walter started to say something, but Tourbutt held up his hand. “Here’s a copy of her employment application. That should give you enough to go on.”

“Mr. Tourbutt, I don’t think you understand – ” Tourbutt’s face went red and he slapped a big hand down on the desk.

“No! You don’t understand, so listen up! I’m a big man in this town. I own three bars, a t-shirt shop, and four houses. I don’t have to be a nice person. My idea of a good time is to run around on a jet ski in front of Mallory Square wearing tight little swimtrunks with my big brown beer belly hanging out, then get obnoxious with the tourists at a hotel tiki bar, then top it off by renting a woman for the night to slap around and have my way with.” He pushed a button on his phone. “Starting now you work for me and our conversations don’t leave this room. You don’t like it, ask your predecessor what he thinks.” The door opened and a very large and ugly man filled the doorway. “Bruno will show you out.” Tourbutt picked up the papers. “One week from today!”
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Thirteen

The next day was the funeral. They closed the office and went to pay their respects. Not too many people at the ceremony but Rose cried enough for ten. Walter told her to take the rest of the day off. After he made sure she would be okay and make it home safely he headed for the office. Ponce de Leon XIII was there ten minutes later. Mumbles had taken over for Rose.

“Mhm mm?”

“Yes, I have an appointment with Señor Buffet.”

“Mnm mm.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“MNM MM!”

“Oh, yes. Thank you.”

The door to Walter’s office was open and he motioned the juggler to come in and have a seat. Walter put down the papers he’d been going over.

“Come in, Mr. de Leon. Take a look at this.” Walter opened a file folder and handed over an aerial photo. “There’s several of these and information on the locations of the springs. This should give you some areas to check for your fountain.”

The juggler carefully looked at the pictures and the pages of notes. He was smiling.

“Yes, this is very satisfactory! I will have to compare this with my own notes and those of the other De Leons, but this is very satisfactory indeed!”

Walter had been going over the file on Fitch the treasure hunter. De Leon picked up the copy of the map lying on the desk.

“Is this part of it as well?”

“Oh no, that’s from another case.”

The direct descendent of many generations of searchers read from the old map.

“Golde coins and golde bars as deep as a man with a shovel and picke can dig in a day will burie this spring.” He pointed to a spot in the middle of the map. “I wondered, since it says ‘spring’ here I thought it might have been part of my case.”

“No, that’s spring, like the season.”

“Ah, I see. It’s just that there is a spring in that area. I checked that one years ago.”

Walter looked at Mumbles looking back at him from the doorway.

“Mr. de Leon. There’s a spring in Key West?”

“Oh yes! Just a small one, not more than a trickle, really. But that and collected rainwater was the only water for the first settlers of Key West. As you know, the water for Key West has been piped in from the mainland for many years.”

Walter and Mumbles stared at each other.

♦

Marty Fitch was obviously well aware of his standing in the community and made sure his appearance didn’t distract from his reputation as an unsavory character and hopeless rummy. Thin, pot-bellied, wearing shorts and a seriously stained t-shirt, Marty stumbled into the office an hour after Walter called.

“I figured a celebratory drink was in order is why I’m a little late.” Which would explain why it had taken so long to walk the four blocks from where he lived to the offices of Short Investigations.

“Mr. Fitch, my name is Walter Buffet. I’m filling in since Mr. Short’s untimely death.”

“Yeah, I heard. Hey, Mumbles. You work here now too?”

“Mnm mn.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean. You said you got some news on my case?” Fitch fell into one of the chairs in front of Walter’s desk.

“Marty, mind if I call you Marty? Good. We’ve been looking at the map you gave Mr. Short.”

“Yeah, me too. For like about the last thirty years.” Even Fitch didn’t seem to think his joke was funny. Walter continued.

“According to Mr. Short’s notes, your ancestor, a Mr. John Barleycorn, traveled from the New England coast to Key West every year for the winter pirating season.”

“Mhnn mm nmnh.”

“I hadn’t thought of that, but I guess it would make Marty’s great, great uncle one of the first tourists.” Fitch didn’t seem to think this was funny either. “Anyway, in his notes, Mr. Short says you told him Barleycorn planned to bury his gold in the spring of 1785 before returning up north. But he never made it to Key West. A hurricane put his ship on the reef off Key West in October of 1784. All hands were lost, this map was found in Barleycorn’s belongings.”

Fitch looked bored and about to fall asleep, but nodded his agreement of Walter’s rendition of the story. The investigator held up the map.

“‘Golde coins and golde bars as deep as a man with a shovel and picke can dig in a day will burie this spring’” Walter handed the map to Fitch. “We’ve learned from our research that an alleged pirate named Will Burie was found murdered behind a Boston bar in late September of 1784.”

Fitch stared at the map. The clouded eyes seemed to focus.

“I’ll be damned!”

“No doubt. Anyway, it has also come to our attention that near the word ‘spring’ on the map, there is an actual water spring.” Fitch’s eyes went big. “We have also learned the exact location of this spring.”

“Yeah, I heard something once about some kind of spring in Key West.” Fitch’s hands started shaking, still holding the old map. The rummy totally intent on what Walter was saying.

“Notice the ‘WB’ in the bottom corner?”

“I always wondered about that!”

“I would say there’s a strong chance that WB, Will Burie, is the original owner of this map and Barleycorn planned to steal his gold.”

Fitch was smiling and shaking all over.

“Well, the man was a pirate, you know.”
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Fourteen

“Could you excuse me for just a few seconds, Mr. McGreed? Thanks.” Walter put the phone to his chest. “Mumbles? Could you come in here? I think Marty needs to use the facilities.”

The little man came in Walter’s office and gathered up the bound and gagged Fitch and let him hop into the bathroom in the outer office. Mumbles left Fitch in the bathroom and came back into Walter’s office.

“I see. Well, that does sound good, then. I just wanted to check with you to make sure everything was all legal…We don’t really have anything solid yet, but we’ll let you know if we do…Yes, you too. Goodbye.”

“Mhmn mm?”

“Yeah, that was Short’s attorney. He says the contract Fitch signed with Mr. Short is solid. Short Investigations gets a real nice chunk if we happen to find any of the treasure.”

“Mmnn?”

“Typical shark lawyer I guess. I mentioned treasure and he got real interested. Amazing what treasure lust can do to a person.”

There was a loud knocking from the outer office. Walter and Mumbles ran to the front. Instead of finding Fitch, the girl from across the street stood in the open front door.

“You guys missing one of these?” She pulled a struggling Fitch from behind her and pushed him hopping into the room. Fitch was still trussed up and gagged, his cargo shorts just below his knees. He didn’t have any underwear.

“He fell down in the street and was scaring the tourists. This is Key West and all, but you might want to keep whatever it is you guys are up to behind closed doors.” She gave them all a disgusted look. “I got to get back to the shop.”

She was gone before Walter could explain. He gave Fitch a disapproving look.

“Marty? Is this how it’s going to be? We patiently explained to you why we had to gag you and tie your hands and feet. We trusted you, and this is how you repay us?”

Fitch looked truly sorry and started to whimper.

“No, none of that now, Marty. You know we can’t turn you loose or within the hour you’ll be drunk and talking. Half the people in Key West will be digging up yards.” Walter crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. “Remember our agreement? We keep you like this, for your own protection, while we scope out the site. If we get to that point, you’ll get your chance to help dig. Okay?” Sorrowful nodding from Fitch. “Let’s go do a drive-by then. We have the address, so let’s check it out.” Walter gave the man who reeked of rum sweat a pat on the shoulder. “You want to come along? Fine. You’ll find Yugos are actually roomier than you’d think.”

♦

“I don’t like it, Mum. The driver looks a lot like that Bruno goon at Tourbutt’s office.”

“Mmm.”

The two investigators had been staking out the house Mr. De Leon told them about for two hours when a long dark Mercedes pulled up and a very big man got out. A couple of minutes later the passenger door opened and Tourbutt himself got out talking on a cell phone.

“Mhnn mm mnm.”

“Doubt it. The way my luck with this guy has been going it’s probably his house.”

Tourbutt stood by the car a minute and looked around like he was expecting someone. Two occupants of the Yugo across the street slumped even further down in their seats. The third occupant was taking a nap in the trunk. Tourbutt started to look their way just as a cab pulled up and deposited a chesty blonde. The local bar magnate gave her a sloppy slap on the ass as they headed for the house.

“Looks like his house all right.”

Three hours later another cab pulled up on the now dark street and took away the blonde. The talk in the Yugo had been of shovels, flashlights, picks, and other tools of the treasure trade. Mumbles had left with a list and returned with tools and some aromatic sacks of food.

“Mhm nn mn.”

“Great. Let me help you. I think we can get it all in the back seat for now.”

In the correspondence course, Walter had aced the surveillance class. He knew all the tricks to stay awake on stake-outs, how to look inconspicuous, and how to pee in a coffee cup.

While dining on the Jerk Chicken Casserole his partner had brought, Walter went over the plan again. By the time they got to dessert they had things worked out.

“So, we’ve got it down then. We just need some kind of cover or distraction.” Walter didn’t remember anything from the correspondence course about Key Lime pie while on stake out. He looked over at the house. “If we don’t go in tonight, tomorrow I’d like to check the library, or maybe the museums, see what I can find out about this house. I wonder what was here two hundred years ago.”

Mumbles stopped eating and cocked his head, listening. After a few seconds he held up one finger. Walter held his breath and listened. Above the occasional traffic noise he heard a distant rumble. He looked at the little man smiling big, eyebrows dancing in the faint glow of a street light.

“Thunder?”
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Fifteen

It was after midnight when Walter felt someone shaking his shoulder. He looked where Mumbles pointed. The lights of the big house were out and the wind was blowing. The storm was much closer, the thunder almost constant.

“Sounds like a big one coming. How long have the lights been out?”

“Mhn mm.”

“Good. Let’s give it a few more minutes, then try that gate like we talked about. Anything from Marty?”

“Mhn mn nm mmm. Mhn mm.”

“Well, that’s pretty disgusting. I trust you put him back in the trunk afterwards.”

A flash of lightning was followed a few seconds later by the loudest thunder yet.

“I think that’s our cue. Let’s get to work.”

While Walter helped their client out of the trunk, Mumbles took the big sack of tools and ran low across the dark street toward the gate in the wood privacy fence. By the time Fitch was cut loose, briefed on the plan, and given one long drink of rum, Mumbles had given the signal with his flashlight.

With a firm grip on Fitch, Walter walked quickly across the street and found his partner already in the backyard.

“Mhm mm nmn mmn.”

“Yeah, that’s got to be it.”

There was a small, scummy concrete pool in the middle of the overgrown backyard with a trickle of water coming from a moldy concrete urn held by a moldy concrete cherub. The only light came from a bare bulb on a neighbor’s back porch, but enough so they could see no one had done any yard maintenance for a long time. A few drops and more thunder.

“Okay, we stick to the plan. Each man takes a rod. I’ll start here.”

The three men started poking the ground with steel rods. Since most of the ground in Key West was actually coral rock, they figured anyplace around the spring that had been dug into with pick axes for say, burying bags or boxes of gold coins and bars, would be softer than the surrounding solid ground. But then, Walter realized, that was over two hundred years ago, the ground might be packed back just as hard.

The rain started to pick up and the three men poked the ground and tapped their steel rods with hammers anytime they thought they hit softer ground. Even Fitch had stopped whining and was working hard. A bolt of lightning hit a tree a block over and all three men jumped.

In the brief flash Walter thought he saw something a few feet away. He took a chance and used his flashlight for just a second, but it was only a plastic grocery bag. Though he was reasonably sure it hadn’t been left by anyone burying treasure two hundred years earlier, the soaked private eye gave the ground in that area a good poke anyway. Solid rock six inches down. The same a foot over next to a small palm. But on the other side of the palm the rock was a few inches deeper.

Walter gave the rod a tap and it seemed to move just a tiny bit, He gave it a better tap. The rod definitely moved.

By the time they had the little palm dug out, the hole was filling with rain water. It was miserable work in the dark and all three men were covered in mud before long. The house was only fifty feet away, but the noise from the storm was enough to cover any sounds they made.

With the palm gone they had more room to dig. Mumbles fit inside the deepening hole the easiest so he was the one who found it. Under three feet of packed coral rock pieces his shovel scrapped against something different.

“Mmm mn.”

Walter and Fitch got on their stomachs and reached down into the hole. When they had more of the muddy coral dug away with their hands they tried a flashlight. Fitch was so excited he almost slid headfirst into the hole.

“That’s it! I’m rich!”

Mumbles clamped a hand over Fitch’s mouth while Walter took a closer look.

“It’s pretty big, whatever it is. We got a lot more digging to do.”

In spite of the rain and mud they worked hard and fast and had something big and heavy dragged out onto the ground less than an hour later. The rain had slacked off some, but not much. Walter put his flashlight on the bundle for no more than a couple of seconds.

“It’s a tarp.” Mumbles had his knife out and started cutting. “Over on this side Mumbles, then we can pull it open.” And they did, in the dark. A lightening flash lit the badly decomposed remains at the same instant the smell hit them.

Fitch made a little screech, then yelled, “Oh my God!” He jumped up and ran, Mumbles right behind him.

Walter sat in the mud, stunned and nauseous. After a few seconds his mind started working again. He turned on his flashlight, then reached through the body to where a wallet would be. Sure enough, in with slippery things Walter didn’t want to think about was a hunk of rotten leather. He peeled it open and read the name on the plasticized ID. Bum Farto of the Key West Fire Department.

Walter had one of his best ideas then, maybe the best piece of investigative work he would ever do. He turned to look for Mumbles, but a light exploded in the back of his head and he slumped forward into the mud.
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Sixteen

The view from the condo was great. Walter could see a sailboat out on the turquoise sea. There was even a beautiful woman on the bed in the other room. Everything was just as he had pictured it so many times, everything except the intense headache and being tied to a chair.

The woman in the bedroom seemed to be tied up as well, and was looking at him. She had the same duct tape over her mouth as he had. The upside of being knocked unconscious earlier and taking a header into the mud was the mud kept the tape adhesive from sticking too well. After only ten minutes of facial contortions and fancy tongue work, he was able to get it loose, then off. He took a couple of deep breaths through his mouth while looking out the big windows.

“Great view, eh?”

The young woman on the bed answered by moaning and thrashing around on the bed. Walter scooted his chair that way a few inches at a time across the marble floor. This didn’t help the throbbing in the back of his head, but he made steady progress toward the woman. Someone had made up for the sloppy tape job on his mouth by using way too much rope to tie his arms and legs to the chair.

When he got to the bed the woman had positioned herself so her head was closest to Walter and his chair. Walter had always been a little shy meeting women.

“Hi, I’m Walter and I’ll be your server today. Would you like to hear our specials?”

Angry eyes and a lot more moaning.

“You want me to get the tape off your mouth?”

More of the same from the woman, so Walter leaned over and after a few tries got his teeth on the edge of the tape. He tried pulling slowly but this brought renewed angry moaning, so he just pulled his head back hard and the tape ripped off.

“Ow! Shit that hurt!”

“Are you okay?”

“Other than having the skin pulled off my face, yeah.”

“Turn over and I’ll try to get those ropes off.”

And just like that Walter had a shapely rear in designer jeans in his face. He started to work at the rope around her wrists with his teeth.

“Look, Walter, I don’t know who you are but Bruno and that other guy are never gone long, so we need to get out of here.”

“You’re not Roxanne, by chance, are you?”

“Yes! How did you know?”

“I’m a private investigator and I was hired to look for you.”

“Great! Well, get those ropes off and we’ll get out of here.”

Walter was working his head around her wrists trying to find a loose knot. He came up for air.

“Maybe not so great. Tourbutt is the one who hired me to look for you.”

“What? That piece of garbage is the one who kidnaped me!”

“I kind of thought so. I’m not having any luck here, can you roll over on your other side?” A minute later he went back to work with his teeth.

“Look, we really do need to get out of here. I think they’re going to kill me.”

“For stealing money from the topless club? How much did you take?”

“I didn’t take any! When I was filling in for that bookkeeper I found another set of books. Tourbutt has been skimming for years. He’s trying to put it on me so the people he works for don’t hang him by his greedy thumbs.”

“Who does he work for?”

“You don’t want to know. Why are you so dirty?”

“I was doing some landscape work at Tourbutt’s house. I guess he didn’t approve.”

“Landscape work? I thought you said you were a PI?”

“I was trying to make a joke.”

“Oh. Are you making any progress back there?”

Before Walter could answer, the front door opened.
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Seventeen

Bruno’s ugly face is what Walter expected to see, but instead Mumbles peeked around the bedroom doorway, then the gambling plainclothes cop stepped around Mumbles and came into the room.

“We need to get you two out of here.”

A man with a camera appeared and took several pictures of Walter and Roxanne, including some close-ups of the way they were tied. Mumbles cut them loose and they followed the cop out of the condo as several more cops slipped quietly in to set up an ambush.

On the way to the police station to give their statements, a much relieved and very appreciative Roxanne filled Walter in. In the back of the cop car she leaned close, talked low, and kept putting her hand on his knee.

“I’m taking classes at Keys Community College so I can get my CPA license. I needed money for school and decided to try dancing at the Clam. Tourbutt offered me the temp job doing the books so I took it. I was about to quit dancing anyway, I don’t really have what it takes to make much money dancing.” She pointed to her chest. Walter took the free pass to look and was about to disagree. Roxanne saw the look in his eyes and rolled hers.

“Tourbutt got me over to that condo a few days ago. Supposed to be something to do with the books, but he just wanted to put a move on me. After I turned him down he told me he was working on a deal to sell me to some guy in Thailand. I told him what he could do with his job and tried to leave but he had that bastard Bruno slap me around and tie me up. Other than a few lousy meals, some trips to the toilet, and Bruno groping me a couple of times, I’ve been pretty much just lying around tied up since.”

♦

Four hours later Walter stepped out of the bathroom at Short Investigations.

“Better?”

Rose lit up a great smile. She’d been fussing over him since he got there.

“Much better, thanks.” He’d called Rose from the police station earlier and filled her in on the condo, finding the missing dancer, and the police arresting Tourbutt and two others. He headed for his office. “Hold my calls?”

“Sure.”

Walter closed the door and had a seat behind his desk. Mumbles dropped the latest issue of Rolling Stone and sat up straight in his chair. Ready.

“Okay, we’ve got some things to go over. Thanks again for getting me out of that jam at the condo.”

“Mn mmn.”

“I was worried they’d gotten you and Marty too.”

“Mn. Mhn mm mnm nm.”

“Good. I hope you left enough room for him to breathe.”

“Mmn.”

“So what happened after I got knocked out?”

“Mn mhmn mn. Mnhn mm mnm mm. Nm mhmn mn. Mnhn mm. Nmhmn mhnn nm mmh mn. Mnhn mm mnm mm. Mnm.”

“That’s incredible! Sounds like something out of a Bruce Willis movie.”

“Mnm mhm.”

“Really. So other than that, you pretty much followed Tourbutt’s goons to the condo, then went and got your poker partner?”

Mumbles nodded his head and shrugged.

“I think they’ve got enough of a case against Tourbutt he shouldn’t be bonding out anytime soon. But just to be on the safe side, I have an idea for tonight’s entertainment.”

“Mhm mmn nm?”

“Exactly!”
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Eighteen

“You’re right, Mumbles, they did fill it in.”

The two men started digging in the dark. Walter kept his voice down.

“I hope they didn’t put Farto back in here.”

He glanced at their wild-eyed lookout handcuffed to a palm trunk nearby. Not that Fitch would be much able to alert them to trouble by doing anything more than moaning through the tape over his mouth and wiggling around. He did seem to enjoy being out of the Yugo’s trunk, and had filled them in on the legend of Bum Farto earlier. It turns out Farto was the Jimmy Hoffa of Key West. The Fire Chief had disappeared during the wild drug-smuggling days of Key West thirty years earlier.

The rain from the previous evening had the humidity up to ridiculous and before long both men were soaked again, this time from the inside.

“This is as far down as we got before and so far no very dead firemen.”

Mumbles gave a thumbs up. There was only room for one in the hole, and Mumbles wouldn’t hear of Walter digging. The little rock singer dug like a man possessed. With the pick and shovel he looked every bit like a tough little West Virginia coal miner.

Walter kept an eye on Fitch, who looked nervous enough to walk off with the palm he’d become attached to. The young PI crouched down by the hole and whispered to his partner.

“I thought about it just before I got whacked on the head. Whoever planted Farto here must have either spent several hours with a pick, or else found a place in the rock that had been dug into before.”

An hour later Walter was getting worried. The hole was six feet deep and Mumbles was still beating through the coral with a heavy iron bar. The coral had gotten harder the deeper he went. At six and a half feet it was solid rock. Mumbles looked up at Walter from inside the hole.

“Shit, partner. I guess I was wrong.”

Walter helped his sweaty friend out of the hole and they both sat on the ground still damp from the rain the night before. They looked down.

“I can’t believe it’s not here. I was so sure.”

“Mhn mm mnm.”

“No. That’s solid rock you’re hitting. There’s no way.”

Walter shined his flashlight down in the hole. He wanted to cry. Fitch was moaning behind the tape on his mouth, but it was a moan of defeat, not warning.

“If the treasure was ever here, I guess whoever dug the hole out for Farto found it. We should fill this thing in before we go. I think it’s safe to untie our client now. He can help.”

Walter started shoveling while Mumbles did the untying. Walter stopped suddenly and looked straight ahead into the dark vegetation for several seconds. Just as Mumbles looked to see why he’d stopped shoveling, Walter jumped into the hole and started digging with his hands.

“Mum! Hand me the hammer!”

Walter flayed away in the bottom of the hole with the claw end of the hammer. The other two men were on their hands and knees watching. Mumbles turned on a flashlight so he could see what was going on. Walter reached for the light.

“Let me have that. Here, see this? The ground is loose on this side!”

“Mhmn mmn mm.”

Before Walter could argue they pulled him out of the hole and Mumbles went in. Twenty long minutes later he found it. Walter had never been so excited.

“They dug down six feet, then went sideways! Those pirates were some clever bastards all right!”
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Nineteen

“It looks like Short Investigations is going to come out even better than we thought. Here’s the latest from the lawyer.” Rose handed over the fax. “He said it would be a few months yet before the money comes in, but we’re in good shape already from the other cases you solved.”

Walter leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on the desk while he looked over the figures from the lawyer on their share of the treasure. He whistled long. Even at Key West’s real estate prices, he would have enough for a good down payment on a condo, maybe a new car too.

When he looked up from the fax Rose was still sitting there, a big smile on her face.

“You’ve been a big help, Rose. I want to thank you for everything you’ve done.”

The smile lessened.

“No problem. Glad to see everything has worked out so well for you.” She got up to leave.

“Why’d you do it Rose?”

The smile gone.

“Do what? What are you talking about?” She looked scared.

“Mr. Short.”

“What, what about Mr. Short?” She started backing towards the door.

“I had suspicions since the first day, but I wasn’t sure until the funeral.”

Rose’s eyes went cold.

“He was going back to his wife. He told me he planned to meet her at some romantic getaway in Vermont. It wasn’t bad enough he planned on dumping me, the bastard had to take my parking place that morning. It was the final straw.”

“Rose, the police said they found Mrs. Short this morning. She was in Oregon hiding and afraid for her life. She said a woman called the day of her husband’s murder and told her it was a mob hit and for her to disappear for a long time or else she was next.”

“It would have worked, too. I’d planned on framing Tourbutt, but you came barging in looking for a job.” She took a step back. “I’m going to walk out this door now. I hadn’t planned to leave town until this afternoon, but I think I’m going to start my vacation a little early.” Walter stood up. “Walter, there’s a handgun in my bag just around the corner. You stay right where you are or Short Investigations is going to be in the market for another investigator.”

Rose turned and stepped into the outer office where Mumbles and the plainclothes cop sat playing cards. Without looking away from his cards, the cop held up a badge while Mumbles held the gun from Rose’s purse.
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Twenty

The next morning Mumbles came in Walter’s office after Roxanne the dancer/bookkeeper left. He had two coffees and a questioning look.

“She’s applying for a job.”

“Mhn mn mm?”

“Yep. She’s a computer whiz and studying to be a CPA.”

The little man gave an approving nod.

“I was going to run an add in the paper, but I guess news gets around this town pretty fast.”

They heard the front door open.

“Hey! You guys decent?” The girl from across the street came to the door of Walter’s office. “Oh, cool. You both got clothes on and aren’t doing anything gross.”

“Can I help you?”

“I seen your secretary leaving yesterday. With the kind of attention she was getting it didn’t look like she’d be coming back anytime soon.” She looked around the room, then back at Walter. “You need a secretary? I got a degree in business administration from the community college up the road. I’ve just been doing the thing at Dick’s while I put in some apps around town.”

Walter smiled at the grinning Mumbles. The hottest PI in south Florida handed over an employment form.

“Fill this out?”

“Sure. An hour okay? I got the shift across the street.”

“That would be fine.” And she was gone.

“You know, Mumbles. I still don’t know her name.”

“Mhn mnm mm.”

“Really? Sounds almost like a song.”

Walter turned toward the computer screen on his desk and tapped a few keys. “I’ve been working on your case, by the way. I’m afraid it does look like your brother is most likely in Texas. He worked at a possum ranch out there for a while, but I haven’t been able to locate him or even the owner of the ranch.” The little man shrugged and held up his hands in resignation. “I found a picture of your band on the net from a few years ago. I guess you shaved your beard after the band broke up?”

Walter turned the monitor around so Mumbles could see.

“Mhn mmn mn. Mnm mm.”

“I’ll bet. No reason we can’t keep looking though.”
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