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CHAPTER ONE

 


It was the
rib-shack delivery wagon that set alarm bells ringing inside my
head. The pick-up was fitted with a glass-fiber shell and had been
treated to a customized paint job − black
with tongues of orange flames rising from the sills. Nothing
unusual in that, but it had made a delivery at the Cronin’s house,
and for the four years that I had known them, my neighbors had been
committed Vegans. He was a retired flight steward, and claimed that
thirty years of airline food would have made a vegetarian out of
Colonel Sanders. His wife, tiny as a sparrow, had followed her
husband’s lead. Folks who refuse to wear leather on their feet do
not suddenly develop a craving for a rack of
honey-roasted.

My partner, Andy Kove, had instilled in me
the need for constant vigilance, to be forever on the lookout for
anything that was just little out of the ordinary. Stay alert had
been Andy’s refrain for the nine months we had worked together. I
had thought him a little paranoid; now I wasn’t so sure. In ominous
mood I climbed the stairs, my insides as empty as a drum, to a side
bedroom and made myself comfortable in a cane armchair set back
against the inner wall. From the shadows I had a clear view of the
Cronin house.

The phone rang twice in the first hour, but
I let it ring. A car had cruised slowly past the house a couple of
times, though the woman driver didn’t glance over. After three
hours, my patience was rewarded. Two men dressed in slacks and
sport shirts, bent low and hugging the hibiscus hedge, darted
through the Cronin’s rear yard. Ten minutes later, two other men
left by the same route.

I went downstairs and, having already made
up my mind about what I had to do went about it calmly and
methodically. As I had suspected, my house was being staked out.
How long they had been there? I had no way of knowing, nor did it
really matter. They were there now and that was all that
counted.

I carried
all that I would need into the kitchen, away from prying eyes, and
carefully arranged it on the table next to the ice-box. Reaching
above the stove, I clicked on the extractor and turned the dial to
maximum. Not being a smoker, the only gas lighter I could lay my
hands on was the one for the stove. I sat down next to the
table and positioned a metal trash can in
front of me, then lifted a bunch of dollar bills from the stack on
the table, fanning them out like a hand of cards. Five of a kind.
Five Federal Reserve C-notes.

The
lighter’s battery was weak and took a couple of tries before
shooting out a blue flame. Holding the corner of the first
hundred-dollar bill to the naked flame, I watched, fascinated, as
the flame ate along the paper, igniting the others in turn. Setting
the lighter aside, I plucked another five bills from the pile and
lit them from the dying flames of the first five. I dropped the
burning remnants into the metal can. As
the leaves of white ash floated gently down, a ghostly Benjamin
Franklin stared back at me.

It would take time I knew, but I wasn’t
expected anywhere and it was not a job to be rushed. I made some
mental calculations. At two thousand dollars a minute, it would
take ten minutes to burn twenty grand. One hour for one hundred and
twenty thousand. Eight hours and twenty minutes for a million. It
would be well into the following day before I finished. Would I be
given that much time? How long before my watchers grew tired of
eating out of foil trays and made their move?

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Three years later.

 


On the
Sunday morning of my release from Lake Butler State Penitentiary, I
was handed two bits of paper: the address of a Miami halfway house
for ex-cons and a warrant for the bus
ride to take me there. I tore up both and tossed the pieces in a
trashcan as soon as the gates had closed behind me. Three years of
the Florida Department of Corrections’ accommodation was enough. No
thank you — as far as Steve Stricker was concerned
− they could stick
their hospitality.

Floyd Benedict’s convertible was parked
across the road and my friend was leaning against it. The hood was
down and the sun up.

Floyd pushed
himself off the trunk and threw a half-smoked cigarette into the
gutter. He was black as coal, six-six,
and as thin as a rifle pull-through. He looked at me and his worn
face lit up in a huge grin.

“What’s been keepin’ you?”

“You know what it’s like when you get
talking.” I shielded my eyes from the sun’s glare, as Floyd looked
me over.

“Hasn’t done you much hurt. You’re in
good shape.”

“It’s good to be out. How have things
been with you?”

Floyd pulled a pair of sunglasses from his
shirt pocket and handed them over. “I’m gettin’ by, a little of
this, a little of that. You’ve put on body. Been workin’ out?”

“Some. There wasn’t much else to do.
See anything of Andy?”

“Nope.”

I paused before putting on the sunglasses.
“He didn’t try to contact you?”

“He must have skipped after you were
picked up,” Floyd said uncertainly. “I ain’t heard a word from him
since.”

Throwing the plastic refuse sack with my
sole change of clothes onto the rear seat of the convertible, I
walked round to the passenger door. Floyd tossed me a bunch of keys
on a Miami Dolphins’ fob.

“Here, slide across and drive. My leg
has stiffened up.”

Floyd Benedict’s gimpy leg was a legacy from
a trip to the speed track in Daytona. A racecar had sheared off a
couple of wheels when it had spun into the perimeter wall, one of
which had landed in Floyd’s lap. The surgeon at County had saved
his right leg, but the knee didn’t work too well any more.

I started the car and took one last look at
Lake Butler in the rear view mirror.

“I feel bad ‘bout not visitin’,” Floyd
said, turning serious.

“You’re here aren’t you?”

“You know
what I mean.”

“I would have done the same thing if
it had been me on the outside.”

“But it wasn’t, and that’s down to
you. With my jacket they could have put me away for
good.”

“Forget
it − I was
watching out for myself. Taking an arson rap was always going to be
a better deal than heavy federal time on a counterfeiting
conviction."

“You could
have cut a deal and given my skinny ass
up. It’s what most white men would have done.”

I grinned at him. “Don’t go thinking I
didn’t consider it, because I did. But it was never an option; I
would first have had to hold my hands up to printing C-bills with
no guarantee that I would have walked. I ain’t that dumb. Uncle Sam
doesn’t take kindly to people messing with his greenbacks.”

“Sure was a cryin’ shame, though,
after all the work you and Andy put into those dead
presidents.”

“He warned us it could happen. Slave
your butt off for nine months and one slip up leaves you without a
cent.”

“What tipped you off that the T-men
had your place staked out?”

My memory of that afternoon was as clear as
if it had been yesterday, but until now I hadn’t spoken of it.
Floyd was the first to hear it.

“Burnin’ the money sure was a sharp
move,” he said, when I had finished.

“What else
could I do? That they hadn’t already busted the door down could
mean only one thing: that they didn’t have the whole picture and
were sitting tight to see who would show up. But if I had tried to
run, they would have moved in straight
away. It was their bad luck that I made them, but at least it gave
me time to destroy the evidence.”

“What did three million dollars burn
like? That’s a sight I sure would have liked t’have
seen.”

“Real
slowly. Each note had to be lit
individually; wouldn’t have burnt otherwise.”

Floyd shook
his head. “What I can’t understand is what made you go and torch the house as well? With the money
gone, they had nothing on you.”

“You can’t
burn that amount of paper without leaving traces that a forensic
lab could convict you on −
the ash was spread everywhere. Setting fire to
the house was the only sure way I had of getting rid of it and
warning you off at the same time. I doused all the furniture and
drapes with kerosene, and the clapboard was as dry as tinder. By
the time the fire department had finished pouring water on it,
there was nothing left but sludge.”

Floyd cackled and slapped his thigh. “I saw
the smoke a dozen blocks away. Must have made your landlord
spittin’ mad.”

“Not nearly as mad as the Treasury
agents. One in particular didn’t see the funny side.”

“Who?”

“Mike Morrell, a Secret Service
supervisor. He grilled me for hours, and you could see he was
busting to slap me around. I played dumb and refused to take a
polygraph test. He showed me a bunch of forgers’ mug shots and
asked me to point out the guys I had been working with. Andy’s
picture was in there.”

“That would explain why he didn’t hang
around for a long goodbye. With his sheet, he would have been
expectin’ to be pulled in sooner or later.”

“That the Secret Service ended up
looking like a bunch of jerks was down to Morrell; it was his
decision not to go in straight away. He needed to salvage something
and I was all he had. He’s one mean and tenacious sonofabitch.
Eventually the cops had to tell him to back off.”

“Lucky for us he didn’t know ‘bout the
print shop.”

There had been a lot of Lake Butler nights
when I had lain bathed in a cold sweat thinking the same thing.
“Andy would have made sure it was dismantled before he left town.
You haven’t been back?”

“No. Thought
it best to stay well clear for a couple months. After that there
didn’t seem much point.”

I was following the signs for the Turnpike,
which would take us straight down to Boca and Miami. The slipstream
helped blow away the fetid stink of the penitentiary. It felt good
to be behind a wheel again. I pressed down on the gas and watched
the needle climb. Floyd kept the car in good shape and the engine
sounded like it could deliver a lot more once we were on the
Turnpike.

“Fancy a beer before we reach the
ramp?” I asked.

“Sure. I
guess you could use one.”

For the last
six months I had thought of little else. “You ever see a movie
called ‘Ice Cold in Alex’? It’s about a bunch of Brits lost in the
Sahara and they talk a lot about the beer they’re going to drink if
they make it back to Alexandria. There’s a great scene at
the end when the bartender sets up the drinks
and they all just sit there with their parched throats and
blistered lips, watching the condensation run down the side of the
glasses and wondering if it will taste as good as they thought it
would.”

“I bet it did.”

“Let’s find out.”

I pulled
over at a lakefront bar called Eddie’s Pier. It was still
an hour before midday, but the bar was
full of old-timers smoking roll-ups and pacing their drinking until
happy hour. A television was tuned into football reruns on cable.
We found an empty banquette and ordered two bottles. Floyd asked
the barkeep to make sure they came from the back of the
chiller.

“How was Butler?” Floyd asked, after
the drinks had been brought.

“Bad enough
for me to know that I’m never going back. And I had it easier than
most. They put me to work in the kitchen. I was forced into
cracking a couple of heads in the first month, after that I was left pretty much alone. And I picked up a
lot of things they don’t teach at art school.”

“What are your parole
conditions?”

“The usual: no associating with known
criminals, no drugs, I’m to notify the authorities of my address
and report to the parole office twice a week.”

“That’s the
usual bullshit routine they put everyone through for
the first couple of weeks. If you’ve kept
your nose clean, they’ll cut you some slack later.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Who did you pull as your case
officer?”

I lifted my
beer and drained half the bottle before answering, “Dave Shapiro.
He turned up at Butler last week and gives me his pre-release sermon. He hoped that I had seen enough of
prison and would make an effort to change my ways. The word in
Butler is that he’s a hard-ass, but if you play straight with him,
he’ll play straight with you. He’s fixed me up with work in an
Exxon filling station. You have to admire the man’s optimism
− giving a convicted
arsonist a job pumping gas?”

“How’s the beer?”

“Like
nectar,” I said, standing up. “That movie I was telling you
about − Sylvia
Syms was the female lead −
but the scene with the beer stole the show.
Order again while I’m in the can. Having a door on the stall is
something else I’ve been looking forward to.”

“Take your time.”

I walked
through to the washroom and picked up a newspaper that had been
left on top of the hand dryer. I quickly scanned the headlines.
There was nothing which made me want to
read on, but I found a stall with a working catch and spent the
next few minutes perusing the sports section. A man walked in,
stood for a moment, before walking out. Most likely returned for
his paper, I thought. All I had seen of him were the cuffs of his
charcoal flannels and his black and white loafers
− like golf shoes
without the cleats. His choice in footwear would be easy enough to
spot among the sneakers and canvas deck shoes favored by the
seasoned boozehounds outside.

After rinsing my hands, I checked myself in
the mirror. I had allowed my hair to grow a few inches at Lake
Butler and the sun had bleached it almost white. I had turned
thirty while inside, yet might still pass for twenty-five, thanks
to three years abstinence and celibacy that would have cost me a
fortune at a Betty Ford. I traced the line of a scar that ran
upwards from the corner of my left eye until it vanished into the
hairline. A souvenir from my first encounter with Switch Deacon, an
enforcer for the Aryan brotherhood who controlled Butler’s drug
network. I had been a Golden Gloves boxer for six years without
suffering a mark, but a sock filled with nickels packs a harder
punch than a sixteen-ounce glove. If Floyd had noticed the scar, he
hadn’t mentioned it. That was the sort of thing I liked about the
man.

There was no
sign of Floyd in the banquette. No fresh beer either. I waved the bartender over.

“You didn’t see where my buddy
went?”

The man shook his head. “Sorry.”

“He was tall, black and walked with a
limp.”

“I told you, I didn’t see
him.”

I headed outside. The car was where I had
left it — I still had the keys in my pocket. The sidewalk in either
direction was empty. Floyd would be back in a minute, I told
myself. Probably walking off a charley horse in his bad leg.

Back inside the bar, I went around the
customers, asking if any of them had seen Floyd leaving. Most of
them had been concentrating on the football and hadn’t noticed
anything. A couple of the others thought they remembered a black
man leaving but couldn’t be sure. I checked their shoes as I talked
to them, but none of them was wearing black and white loafers.

Two hours later, Floyd still hadn’t showed
up.

 


 


There was an apartment key attached to the
Miami Dolphins’ fob. I had no way of knowing if Floyd had moved
while I was in Butler, but his old North Miami Beach apartment
would be as good a starting point as any.

It was early
evening before I made it there. I pulled up outside the white
stucco building and walked into the foyer. There was no super
around, but Floyd’s name was still on the mailbox for 314. I
climbed the staircase and let myself in. There was nobody at home.
Like Floyd and his car, everything in the apartment was worn but
well cared for. There was a lingering smell of the liniment that
Floyd massaged into his knee. Leafing through a telephone book
beside the phone, I came on a few familiar names and considered
calling a couple of them, but decided against it. I went through
the other rooms, searching closets and drawers and feeling like an
intruder. Under the only made-up bed in the apartment was an old
and battered suitcase. Flicking the catches, I took a look through
it. There were a couple of Playboys and a bunch of personal
papers and photographs −
including a few of me in the ring. Little of any
value to anyone other than Floyd. Not much to show for a life, but
right now it amounted to a sight more than I had.

There had to
be a reason for his disappearance. I checked the bathroom cabinet
in case Floyd had been taking some sort
of prescribed medication, but all I found were Aspirin and a packet
of prophylactics.

On the
kitchen wall was a calendar from a Chinese restaurant. That day’s
date had been ringed in red ballpoint and
‘Steve − Lake Butler’ scrawled across it. Sunning itself on the
fire escape outside the kitchen door was an one-eyed cat. It hissed
angrily and scratched me on the back of my hand when I reached down
to read the collar tag.

The phone ringing caused me to start. I
walked back into the sitting room and picked it up.

“Floyd?” a woman asked.

I didn’t recognize the voice.

“I need to speak to Floyd Benedict. Is
he there?” the voice snapped when I didn't answer.

“Not at the moment. Who wants
him?”

The line went dead and I cradled the
receiver.

The first sign that there might be something
sinister behind Floyd’s disappearance was the contents of the
refrigerator. The carton of orange juice was two weeks old and a
tray of ground beef had spoiled. It had been a while since anyone
had used this apartment. That would explain the cat’s
testiness.

There were enough cans and dried food in the
cupboards to assemble a meal from and I busied myself at the stove,
relishing cooking for one for a change. The cat slipped through its
flap and eyed me suspiciously. I tossed it a piece of pasta, which
it sniffed but didn’t touch. The engraving on its collar read,
‘Jasper’.

For the rest
of the evening I sat in front of the television,
channel-hopping, expecting Floyd to phone
at any moment demanding that I come pick him up. No one called, so
a little after midnight I turned off the lights and went to
bed.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


The parole
office was housed twelve floors up in the Dade County courthouse on
Flagler. My appointment with Shapiro was for ten and I arrived
fifteen minutes early. Unused to the apartment’s quiet and growing
more concerned over what had become of
Floyd, I found sleep elusive and had risen at first light. Before
leaving the apartment, I forked a can of chopped ham into a bowl
for Jasper, but the cat was still acting like a Diva and had
ignored it.

“Take a
seat, Stricker. I’ll be with you in just a second,” Shapiro said,
without looking up from the file he was writing in.

I had to lean to one side to see him behind
the mountains of paperwork he had piled up on his desk. Every
square inch of space was taken up with stacks of manila folders.
Tacked to the walls were several discolored maps of the Metro Miami
area, a couple of cheap prints, and a cluster of yellowing parole
department memos. The one conspicuous exception was the wall behind
his desk. It was blank apart from a photograph of much younger
Shapiro in State Police uniform. No souvenir certificates, no
insignia mementoes, just that one picture.

I sat down and waited. From the window, I
could see Biscayne and watched a white cruise liner sail south.
Probably destined for the Bahamas.

I turned my
attention back to the parole officer. Dave Shapiro was dressed much
the same as the day we had met in prison; a pair of cotton jeans
and a tennis shirt. A slim man, he had pale skin and washed-out
brown hair. The sunlight made his ears appear translucent and
highlighted the thick tuff of hair growing out of them. His lips
were thin. Probably five or six years younger than the fifty he
appeared. There were no gold on his finger, and he had his nails
eaten down to the quick. As far as I
could see there were no personal photographs on his desk. His eyes
lacked humor.

Shapiro cleared his throat and directed
those cold eyes towards me. His intense scrutiny made me
uncomfortable and set my teeth on edge.

“I’ve
reviewed your notes,” he said, dropping his gaze. “Single. Raised
in Hallandale. Top quartile in high school. Your boxing scholarship
to college was withdrawn after you were busted by the campus cops
for dealing marijuana to fellow art students. Kicked off the
Olympic boxing squad for the same reason. Joined the Metro Dade
Fire Department and made lieutenant. Served with distinction until
your arrest for arson. Your fiancée ‘Dear Johns’ you while you’re
in the penitentiary, to marry another guy.”

“You’ve done your
homework.”

Shapiro
looked up. “You seem to have made a habit of failing to fulfill
others’ expectations of you.”

“You could say that.”

“I just
did,” he said, his voice sounding as though it could have cut through steel. “Your time in Lake Butler was
relatively trouble-free and you have completed three years of a
six-year sentence. State time −
that’s unusual for a first offence?”

“The judge
thought firefighters should put out fires, not start
them.”

“I hear
there’s more to it.”

I said nothing.

“I’ve had a visit from a Secret
Service agent.”

Morrell again, I thought bitterly. There’s a
man who doesn’t know when to throw in the towel.

“Agent Morrell claims there was a
cache of counterfeit currency in the house you burnt. He says he
can’t prove it, but that he doesn’t have to.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“In his book, you belong inside and
he’s determined to see you complete your sentence at Butler. He’s
seeking my cooperation.”

“How do you feel about that?” I asked.
Morrell had written to the parole board opposing my release, but
his views had been ignored. Obviously the agent hadn’t been content
to leave it at that. Morrell must have rubbed Shapiro up the wrong
way, if he was letting me in on the agent’s intentions. The parole
board had warned me that life on the outside would be no
picnic.

"I’ll be up
front with you,” Shapiro said. “If you fuck with me, I’ll have you
on the Lake Butler bus so fast it will make your ears bleed. On the other hand, if you keep out of trouble
I have no heartfelt desire to return you to the penitentiary.”
Shapiro’s voice took on a sharp edge. “I most certainly shall not
conspire with the Secret Service, or anyone else for that matter,
to facilitate it. And I resent their attempt to implicate me in
their machinations.”

The extent to which Morrell had misread
Shapiro became clear when I caught a brief flash of white hot anger
behind the parole officer’s eyes. If Morrell had it in for me, how
much of a difference would it mean to have Shapiro on my side? I
didn’t plan to put him to the test.

“What gate money do you have?” he
asked.

“Three
hundred and twelve dollars.” All there was to show for three years’
toil in the prison’s kitchens at fifty cents an hour, but that was more than most inmates managed to
accumulate. I didn’t smoke or use drugs.

“That should
last you to your first wage packet. Six dollars an hour, paid weekly, less tax and deductions.”

It would take a while to make Forbes’
Fortune 500 at that rate.

Shapiro handed me a sealed envelope with the
filling station’s address written on the front. I knew the place.
It was where the Florida Turnpike met the 1-95 and the Palmetto
Expressway.

“Hand that
to the manager when you arrive. He’s
expecting to see you sometime this morning.”

“What’s his name?”

“Drew Ryder. He works closely with
this office and has taken on several paroled prisoners. A vacancy
became available three weeks ago.”

“How come?”

Shapiro shrugged. “Your predecessor is in
Metro Dade jail charged with handling stolen property. Not an
unusual occurrence, he just took less time than most. Where are you
living? I telephoned the half-way house earlier and they said you
hadn’t checked in.”

“I’m staying in a friend’s
apartment.”

“What’s the address and phone
number?”

I told him. Shapiro wrote it down. “And your
friend’s name and occupation?”

“Floyd Benedict. Boxing
coach.”

Shapiro didn’t look up as he asked his next
inevitable question. “Has Benedict ever been convicted of a
criminal offence?”

“Yes.” It
would be pointless to lie. “He did a two-year and then a four-year
stretch in Michigan for auto theft. He’s been straight for fifteen years.”

“I see,” Shapiro said, setting down
his pen to give me his full concentration. “You realize that
rooming with this man is a contravention of your parole conditions.
I could violate you right now and have you fitted with an
electronic ankle tag.”

“It’s his apartment, but he’s not
there at the moment. I have the place to myself.”

Shapiro didn’t appear too convinced, but he
let it ride.

“Report to me every Friday and Monday
at nine a.m. Ryder knows to excuse you from work at those times. I
will be contacting him in a couple of days to see how you’re
settling in. Any questions?”

“Nope.”

Shapiro got to his feet and hitched his
jeans up. For a moment I thought he was going to shake my hand.

“Try to stay out of trouble longer
than your predecessor.”

 


 


 


Drew Ryder was a big man in his late
forties. Only his large frame prevented him from appearing truly
obese. He wore his hair long and sported a greasy beard which did
little to disguise the four or five chins hanging slackly under his
jaw. The belt around his middle had been fastened into an extra
hole pierced in the final inch of leather. His forearms protruded
like two inner tubes from his short-sleeved shirt. He had all the
appearance of a gone-to-seed gorilla.

He took the letter from me in his office at
the rear of the Exxon station. “What were you in for?”

“Arson.”

“Insurance fraud?” Ryder’s voice
betrayed no sign of being judgmental as he ripped open the
envelope.

“No. For the hell of it.”

“I hope it was worth three years."
Ryder scanned the contents.

“It wasn’t.”

“Try anything like that here and
you’ll not live long enough to be indicted. You clear on
that?”

“Yeah.” I had seen his type before.
Ryder had probably been a bully in the school yard and, thanks to
his size, had found the trait easy to maintain as he got older. Now
he was nothing but a bag of guts, but he could still tyrannize by
picking on those with too much to lose to risk fighting
back.

Ryder proved my hypothesis correct by
saying, “If you want to keep the job, it will cost you fifty a
week. Basic’s forty hours at six bucks per. You want more hours,
you pay me an extra twenty-five. You clear?”

I nodded. I guessed my predecessor had
preferred a little fencing on the side to lining Ryder’s pockets. I
wondered if Shapiro was in on the scam. Probably not.

Ryder pulled open a drawer and found a new
set of overalls for me, then filled out a clock card.

“You can
start now on day shift. That’s seven to seven. Go find Tom Bell,
he’s probably loafing around the carwash,
and have him tell you what to do. There isn’t anything here that
requires much in the way of brains. You’ll pump gas, clean
windshields, check oil and tire pressures, just like any new boy
until Dave tells you different. Okay?”

“It’s clear.”

 


 


One of the night shift Exxon employees
failed to show up and Ryder had me stay on for a few hours, so it
was gone midnight by the time I arrived back at Floyd’s apartment.
A couple of times during the day I had tried phoning, but there had
been no reply.

I pulled the key out of the lock, nudged the
door shut and flicked on the lights.

The young woman had been crouching behind
the sofa and was on me before I had time to react. All I saw were
the two shiny prongs of the stun-gun as it was jammed against my
abdomen. I heard the crackle of the electric pulse as the voltage
scrambled my nervous system, dropping me to the floor. It wasn’t
the first time I had been at the wrong end of a stun-gun, the
Butler guards were issued with them whenever the yard atmosphere
got ugly, and they weren’t too discriminating about who got zapped.
A jolt from a 4,000 volt Stinger would paralyze any man, regardless
of size. The heart keeps on pumping and the brain is fully alert,
but for two or three minutes the victim has the strength of a new
born baby.

I watched helplessly as the black girl tied
my legs together with duct tape, then rolled me over on my stomach
and lashed my wrists behind my back. She worked quickly, obviously
aware of the length of time I would be defenseless. She turned me
over again and slapped a strip of tape across my mouth before
propping me up with my back against the sofa. Satisfied that I was
secure, she picked up the Stinger and rose to pull the blinds shut.
She sat down and crossed her legs to wait for the effects to wear
off.

I would have put her at no more than
twenty-one. Her dark brown hair was swept back from her forehead
and tied in a ponytail. Her eyes were green and she was wearing
black cycle shorts and polo. You didn’t need to be a genealogist to
realize that, with legs that long, the girl had to Floyd’s
daughter. We had never met, but Floyd had often talked of
Robin.

“You okay?”
she asked, when I started to struggle against my
bindings.

I nodded, recognizing where I had heard her
voice before. It had been her on the phone the night before.

“I’m going
to ask some questions and I want straight answers. Nod your head if
you understand.”

I nodded.

“In a moment
I’m going to remove the tape from your mouth. If you shout out,
I’ll hit you with the Stinger again. In case you’re not aware of
it, repeated high-voltage shocks over a short period of time can
cause permanent nerve damage. The threshold tolerance is different
from person to person. You might handle a dozen hits without
injury, or you could be one of those who will experience
irreparable damage after only two or three. If I was you, I
wouldn’t risk finding out.”

More nodding. She reached over and peeled
off the tape.

“How did you get in?” I
whispered.

“I told you, I’m asking the questions.
What have you done with Floyd Benedict?”

“Not a damn thing. He disappeared
yesterday. I’ve been expecting him to show up anytime.”

“He left to pick you up at Lake
Butler, but you arrived back here without him. What have you done
with him?”

“You know who I am?”

“Yeah. You’re Steve Stricker. You were
doing a stretch for arson."

Play dumb. Not much of an option, but it was
the only one I had at the moment. “Who are you?”

“Never mind
about that. Tell me what you’ve done with Floyd?”

“What the hell are you on about? Why
would I want to do anything to Floyd? He’s my friend. We stopped
for a beer and I went to the John. When I came out, Floyd was gone.
I waited around for him, but he didn’t return.”

“Then how come you’re riding about in
his car?”

“He’d asked me to drive. I still had
the keys on me when he disappeared.”

“What stopped you from going to the
police and reporting him missing?”

“And say what? That a grown man left a
bar without telling anyone his business. Anyway, they wouldn’t
listen to a con fresh out of Butler.”

Her face clouded with doubt for a second. “I
guess not.”

“Why
do you think something might have
happened to him?”

“I told you not to ask questions. Just
tell me where he is.”

“To hell
with you. I’ve already told you the truth. Can I help it if you’re
too damned dumb to recognize it?”

She pushed the Stinger up to my face. Its
coldness touched my cheek. She scraped the bristle with the metal
prongs. Her thumb was over the button.

“You think I won’t do it?”

She
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