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  KIN DREAD


  Prologue


  From the Confession


  I could tell them outsiders was going to be easy.


  The guy was a fatso who wheezed while he was carting gear from the canoe to the site. His bimbo pranced along behind him in real tight shorts, whining that the campsite was so dirty, there was bugs everywhere, and how could Charlie expect her to spend the night in this place? He set her straight, as straight as you can set a woman like that, and said they was either sleeping here or in the canoe. Then he told her to get the food.


  She gave him one of them looks I knew all about, the look a woman gives a man when she’d like to put her hands around his throat and squeeze till he turned purple. “Whatever happened to that other campsite you told me about that was supposed to be so comfortable?” she said.


  “We won’t make it by dark, Vi.”


  She looked around once more, wrinkling her nose, her painted nails tapping those plumpo hips. For a second, I thought maybe she’d seen me because she was staring at the bushes where me and Opal was hiding. But then she turned and marched off toward the canoe, and the guy dumped the gear on the ground and stared at it like he didn’t know what to do next.


  Even from where me and Opal was hiding, I could see that gear. Nice stuff. Expensive. Sleeping bags, a tent, one of them stoves that folds up like a chair, lanterns—things the band could use. Things we needed. And when you was in need, my old man used to say, it was okay to do what you had to do. It was okay to borrow, especially if you was borrowing from someone who had a lot more than you. And I could smell money on that fat man. I figured he lived in one of them swanky homes on the beach, a place with fifty rooms where the air was like perfume. Fat Man had; the band didn’t. It seemed right simple.


  “I want her rings,” Opal whispered. She was crouched beside me, lean as a cat, her bow and arrow hooked over her shoulder. “Jus’ look at all them rings she’s got on, honey. And we could use that canoe.”


  “Gotta wait till they’s settled in for the night. Till they’s sleeping.”


  “That could be hours.”


  “Don’t matter.”


  Me and Opal had stopped at Lard Can on our way back home to look for stuff campers left behind and had come upon Fat Man and Bimbo. I knew we shoulda left; Opal was trouble when it came to outsiders. She got these ideas in her head and forgot I was boss. But it seemed like Charlie and Vi were put there just for us, you know? And that gear was mighty nice. It sure was. It’d been a while since the band had gotten anything new. This had been a slow season for campers on account of the heat and all.


  We watched Fat Man trying to set up his tent. The breeze flapped at it, he dropped the stakes, he swore to himself. He wasn’t getting no help from the bimbo, either. She was too busy spraying the ground with shit to kill insects and complaining about how dirty her shorts was getting. God, I hated her voice. It zipped along my nerves like the pain of a toothache, making my fingers twitch against the shotgun in my lap.


  I sure liked the way that shotgun felt.


  I borrowed it from a poacher six, seven months back, when I was on another expedition. The stupid bastard figured I was no smarter than the ’gators he was tracking, but I showed him a thing or two. I got his shotgun and airboat and supplies and left him baking in the sun on a spit of land in the middle of nowhere. I guess one of his buddies picked him up eventually. And since he was poaching, he couldn’t report the thieving to the rangers, now, could he?


  “What’re we waitin for?” Opal whispered.


  “We don’t do outsiders ’less they’re sleeping,” I told her. “You know the rules.”


  “Aw, c’mon, honey. So what if they report it to the rangers? What they goin do about it?” She grinned; her teeth were the color of an old floor. “Come lookin for us?”


  Opal just wanted to shove ahead, get their gear, head home. But I didn’t want to be seen. I knew how outsiders were; I’d lived with them for a spell. But I figured she was probably right about the waiting and I didn’t feel like waiting.


  “C’mon, honey,” she said again.


  “You gotta do what I say.”


  “I will.”


  I thought about it, but not for long. We slipped out of the bushes and came up behind Fat Man and Bimbo. “Evenin’, folks,” I said.


  Their heads snapped around. Fat Man’s eyes was as wide and round as dinner plates. Bimbo looked like she didn’t know whether to scream or to puke. “Wh-what going on?” Fat Man stammered.


  “What’s it look like, asshole?” Opal laughed, her bow in position, an arrow fixed and ready to fly.


  I waved the shotgun toward the gear on the ground. “What you’re goin' do for me, Charlie, is load all that there stuff into our canoe. “I swung the shotgun toward the bimbo. “And you just kneel right there, sweetheart, with your hands flat against them thighs, where I can see ’em.”


  “You can have everything.” Fat Man was real cooperative; he knew the score. “Go ahead. Take it. It’s yours. And I… I have money, too, a lot of money.” He pulled out his wallet, flipped it open, and held it up like a prize fish. “See?”


  I didn’t want his money; I had no use for it. But just in case I ever had to go out into the world again, I told him to toss his wallet over to me, then get his fat ass moving.


  He did.


  “Good, Charlie. Long as you follow directions, no one’s goin to get hurt, okay? We understand each other?”


  “S-sure thing. “He started picking up the gear.


  “And you, honey,” Opal said to the bimbo. “Start takin off them rings. Put ’em in that tin cup there and bring the cup over here.”


  “They’re f-just junk. “Bimbo eyes got real shiny with tears. “Worthless junk.”


  “Uh-huh,” Opal told her. “You got three seconds, lady. Otherwise this here arrow goin to find you mighty quick.”


  “Jesus. “Fat Man stood there with his arms piled high with gear, looking like he might puke. “Just do what she says, Vi. Hurry up.”


  “But.”


  “Do it!”


  Opal grinned. “Better listen to him, lady. I’m real good with this here bow. Want to see how good I am?”


  Bimbo shook her head and worked them rings off her fingers, twisting them, grunting, tears tracking down her cheeks. She was scared, all right, good and scared. And that was okay. When folks was scared, they wasn’t likely to make trouble. The rings clinked against the sides of the tin cup as she dropped them in.


  “Get movin, Charlie,” I told the fat man. “I want that stuff in the canoe fast. And don’t try nothin. I’m right behind you.”


  He waddled back and forth from the campsite to the canoe, and I could tell the noise of insects and frogs and things rustling in the brush bothered him. He was a typical outsider that didn’t really much enjoy being here but felt like he needed to experience it.


  When the canoe was loaded, I told him to kneel beside the bimbo, who was blubbering. “Stop your noise, lady. It’s gettin on my nerves.”


  “Y-you’re not taking our canoe, are you?” Bimbo’s eyes was bright red; her chest heaved. “We n-need our canoe. It’s n-not safe here without a canoe. I mean, how’re w-we going to g-get—”


  I grabbed her by the hair and flung her head back and pressed the end of the shotgun against her throat. “Shut up! Or I’ll blow your vocal cords outta your throat. Got it?”


  “Oooh, G-God. Y-yes.” Her eyes bulged in her cheeks. She swallowed, and I could hear the saliva going down.


  “Yes, sir,” I told her.


  “Yes, sir. “She hiccupped.


  “The rope, Weston, get the rope and tie his hands,” Opal said. “It’s near dark.”


  When I let go of the bimbo’s hair, she spat at me. “You’re a dirty, filthy man,” she sobbed. “Dirty dirty dirty.


  “You stupid bitch,” Opal hissed, and let her arrow fly. It whispered past the bimbo’s head and slammed into a tree trunk behind her. “You hear the sound it makes? Ain’t that somethin? Next time you pull shit like that, it’ll be your tit.”


  The woman pushed her hand against her mouth. She looked from Opal to me. I wiped the glob of spit off my cheek, then hit her across the face. “Spittin’s nasty, lady, “I told her, and hit her again, knocking her backward. She sprawled in the dirt, crying, rubbing at her cheek.


  Suddenly the fat man wailed, “You bastard!” and charged me from behind.


  I spun, but Fat Man was already stumbling, his eyes wild with pain, confusion, surprise, his hands clawing at his back, where Opal’s arrow had sunk between his shoulder blades. He toppled forward and landed in front of the bimbo. She scrambled up, screaming like a stuck hog, and raced toward the water, still screaming. Jesus, but it was a horrible noise. I didn’t have no choice but to shoot the bitch.


  The explosion from the shotgun echoed across the water and through the trees, scaring the blue heron into the sky. Opal and me just looked at each other. I felt like shoving my fist into her mouth but didn’t because of the bow. I was scared of what she could do with that bow.


  “That was a gawddamn stupid thing to do, woman.”


  “I told you he was an asshole. “She marched over to the fat man’s body and started to work the arrow out of his back.


  “Leave it. Let’s get the rest of their, gear and cut the canoe loose. ’Gators will finish ’em off.”


  “We need the canoe.”


  “We got plenty of canoes. We just take the gear. Hurry.”


  But she didn’t budge. “We gotta move ’em.” The last of the light was bleeding from the air, and her voice sounded weird and hollow. “In case there’s campers here tomorrow.”


  “There’s hardly no campers now. Weather’s too hot. And them who come never come during the week.”


  “Them two did,” she replied.


  She had a point.


  “And if campers show up tomorrow, Wes, they ain’t goin to camp in the trees. We can cover ’em up with leaves. It’ll be weeks before anyone finds what’s left of ’em.”


  I was thinking right then that it might be better to take the bodies with us and dump them in the saw grass. But I was starting to feel real uneasy about things, so I said okay, we’d cover them up with leaves.


  I saw her smile and then heard the soft sucking of the guy’s flesh and muscles as she jerked the arrow free.


  PART ONE


  Everglades


  May 9


  “There are no other Everglades in the world.”


  Marjorie Stoneman Douglas


  Shoving Off


  1.


  Shriveled periwinkles wept against the curb.


  One of them had been stepped on and its squashed petals had bled lavender into the concrete. The stain, Quin knew, would withstand just about everything except the brutal assault of sunlight, which would eventually bleach it away. There seemed to be a lesson in this about scars and the passage of time, but it wasn’t something she wanted to think about just now. It was easier to list her complaints about the lawn service that had been here yesterday and hadn’t cleaned up before it left.


  All right, so the yard was now a suburban dream, clipped and manicured like a poodle. But the driveway where she stood was a mess. Weeds curled against the asphalt, as simple as commas, stickers clung to the cuffs of her jeans, blades of grass were everywhere. The lawn-service people apparently thought that just because McCleary was no longer paying the bills, they could get away with shoddy work. If she’d been home yesterday when they were here, she would’ve fired them on the spot.


  She peered down the road, looking for McCleary’s car. But there was only the stop sign at the end of the block, its red faded and anemic from the sun, the letters almost gone. Thunderheads were building to the west, moving toward the Everglades. By the time they got the canoes into the water, it would probably be raining. Leave it to McCleary to be late when three people were waiting for him.


  “He probably got held up in traffic,” said Lydia Nichols, coming up behind Quin.


  “Yeah, maybe.” More than likely, he’d been having a late breakfast in his favorite Cuban café in Little Havana and had lost track of the time.


  “Hey, we’re officially on vacation, right? No timetables. No schedules. It’s no big deal, Quin. Really.”


  Lydia: ex-schoolteacher, ex-social worker, ex-hippie, a college friend of McCleary’s. Time meant as little to her as it did to him. Laid-back Lydia, with her shiny black hair that never frizzed, neon-blue eyes, high cheekbones—in short, a face worthy of romantic poetry—still subscribed to the old hippie motto, Don’t sweat the small shit.


  Quin had seen her uptight only once, when her husband, Beau, had misplaced her stash of grass. That fell into the category of major shit. It had happened during a trip to Key West, shortly after McCleary had introduced her to the Nicholses six years ago, before any of them were married. The incident had gotten blown out of proportion and Lydia and Beau had argued for four days. It was the first time—and the last—that they’d traveled anywhere with the Nicholses. Until now.


  And this trip was against her better judgment.


  It had been planned since early last summer, when Quin had backed out because she couldn’t stand the thought of spending four days with Lydia. She’d gone to Canada with her sister instead. The very weekend they would have been in the Everglades, McCleary was found unconscious in a motel room in Fort Lauderdale, with a dead woman in the other bed and twenty years of memories on ice. He was charged with murder one, and although he was later cleared, that experience coupled with his amnesia had eventually resulted in their separation after five years of marriage. He still occasionally handled cases for their private-investigation firm, but mostly he practiced by himself in Little Havana.


  All because she’d gone to Canada instead of camping. So for her this trip was a kind of penance. Besides, she was too superstitious to back out of it a second time, and it was only for four days. Then the Nicholses would fly back to their lives in Atlanta, where they owned a sporting-goods store, Quin’s conscience would be appeased, and she wouldn’t have to deal with Lydia again.


  “Hey, could I get some help with this?” called Beau Nichols.


  Quin and Lydia hurried up the driveway, where Nichols was struggling to lift one of the canoes on top of his van. The canoe was aluminum, silver, as shiny as a wet fish; the van was maroon and tan; Nichols was blond and fair-skinned. At first glance, it was the sort of odd arrangement and contrast that would have made an interesting photograph, if she’d had a camera handy.


  But with closer scrutiny she realized the picture would seem unbalanced or disproportionate because everything in the arrangement was so large. The van, the canoe, even Nichols, the friendly giant. And the picture would invariably remind her of the trip she hadn’t taken last summer and what had happened instead. It always came back to that.


  When McCleary had first mentioned this camping trip to her, her first impulse was to say no, she had too much work to do, she couldn’t afford to take the time off. But instead she’d said she’d think about it. A couple of days later, Nichols had called and asked her to please come along, it’d be fun, and he’d be outnumbered without her. “I’ll have to hear those stories about the good ol’ days all by myself.”


  Maybe it was Nichols’s way of trying to get her and McCleary back together. Maybe he thought that with just the three of them, he’d be the odd man out because of Lydia’s longstanding friendship with McCleary. She could only guess at his real reasons for calling. But she liked Nichols more than she liked his wife, and since she was already feeling guilty, she’d said yes, fine, she’d go.


  “You two get the other end, will you?” Nichols asked. Although he was a big man, an ex-college football player who looked as if he could lift a house single-handedly, this was a question of balance, and he was losing. His face was bright with sweat. His biceps rippled with exertion as he hoisted one end of the canoe while Quin and Lydia maneuvered the other end.


  “Mike call?” He grunted as he let his end of the canoe down carefully on the rack.


  “Not yet.” Quin scooped up the rope and bungee straps from the ground and handed them to him.


  “Do I hear a hint of irritation?”


  “A hint.”


  “He’ll be along.” He glanced at his wife. “You sure you packed the sleeping bags?”


  “Of course I’m sure.” Lydia pulled a joint out of her shirt pocket, ran her fingers over it, licked the end shut. Then she lit it with the dramatic flourish that punctuated everything she did, as though she were always onstage. “They’re in the van.”


  “What about the food?”


  She gave Quin a look that said He gets like this sometimes and let out a loud, exaggerated sigh that escaped with a puff of sweet-smelling smoke. “Yes, Beau. I packed the food.”


  Nichols fixed his wide eyes on Quin and spoke as though Lydia weren’t present. “She forgets things when she smokes that loco weed.”


  “Well, I didn’t forget the food or the sleeping bags. Just the booze.” Lydia laughed. “But you remembered that, so everything’s fine, Beau.” Then she flicked her hair off her shoulders and sauntered off toward the end of the driveway, her narrow hips swaying.


  Nichols gazed after her, frowning with disapproval. “I told her not to wear shorts on a camping trip to the Everglades. She’s going to get eaten alive by bugs.”


  “She’ll find out soon enough.”


  “And once she does, she won’t do anything about it because if she did, that’d prove I was right.” He shrugged. “Go figure.” He secured the front of the canoe to the rack, then walked around to where Quin was standing and did the same to the other end. “I hope Mike’s got maps and everything for this.”


  “Don’t worry about it. He’s probably had this trip mapped out to the second for weeks.”


  “Yeah.” Nichols smiled and brushed his hands together. Large hands, like paws. The backs were covered with fine, light hair. He looked down at the second canoe, rubbed the heel of his hand against his chest, and shook his head. “This is how guys my age end up with coronaries. Mike can help me with that one.”


  “Your age?” Quin laughed. “My God, Beau. You’re only forty.”


  “Some days I feel sixty.”


  Married to Lydia, Quin thought, a man who was twenty would feel like sixty.


  “And sometimes at night I wake up with chest pains. Lydia says it’s my imagination.”


  “So go to a doctor.”


  “I did.”


  “And?”


  “He said my heart’s fine. But, hell, he’s not inside my body. I am.”


  Nichols, the hypochondriac.


  He limped over to the van, favoring the knee he’d injured more than twenty years ago, an injury that had squashed any chances he’d had of playing pro ball. “I need a cold beer. You want one?”


  “No, thanks.” Not at ten in the morning.


  But for the Nicholses a joint and a beer took precedence over morning coffee. Not always, not every day, just when they traveled.


  McCleary turned into the drive, announcing his arrival with two quick blasts on the horn. He pulled alongside the van and hopped out in his usual garb: jeans, a T-shirt, running shoes. Today he also wore a green baseball cap she didn’t recognize with CAFE DE ORO on it. Symbol of his new life, his life separate from her, the life that was still in its infancy and in which her role was minimal. And of course he bought clothes and accumulated things in this life she wouldn’t recognize. What’d she expect, anyway?


  At six feet tall, he possessed a runner’s leanness and a certain economy of movement. He had recently shaved off his beard, and although it wasn’t the first time he’d done it, it always took her a while to get used to it. Beardless, his jaw seemed more square, more stubborn; his eyes looked bluer and clearer; and the symmetry of his face was somehow more balanced, as though the beard had weighted the flesh and bones.


  “Sorry I’m late, guys. Traffic in Little Havana rivaled Tokyo’s.”


  You’ve never been to Tokyo, she thought, irked that he hadn’t compensated for the traffic by leaving his place a little earlier.


  Nichols raised his cold beer in greeting. “How about helping me with the second canoe?”


  “Sure thing.”


  “See?” said Lydia, stopping alongside Quin. She was puffing on the last of the joint. “No big deal.”


  “Hmm,” Quin murmured, watching as the two men lifted the canoe.


  The canoes belonged to McCleary. He’d been storing both of them at the house since they’d separated, because the house he rented in Little Havana was too small. They had certain memories attached to them that offered up quick glimpses of simpler times: a jaunt through the Adirondacks one summer, camping trips in the Everglades before they were married, a trek in Minnesota’s north woods. She had no idea which memories he’d retained. Maybe none of them.


  Even though he’d regained many of the memories that amnesia had stolen from him last summer, the more recent years remained sketchy. She imagined that his recollections of their private-eye business, of their marriage, were unconnected dots of bright lights, half-hour sitcoms devoid of plots. At one time she’d believed that when-if—he recovered the missing portions of the last five or six years, things between them would snap back to the way they had been, as though the rescued memories would fill in the emotional blanks. Now she knew better. Now she understood it was more complicated than that.


  If his memories of the marriage had returned within weeks of the blow on the head that had caused the amnesia, things might have turned out differently. But emotions were like talents. Unless they were nurtured, fed, exercised, they atrophied or transmuted. Nothing was static.


  She wasn’t even sure that a reconciliation was what she wanted anymore. In seven months, she’d carved out a new life for herself, just as he had done, and rather enjoyed her singular existence. She liked staying up late to read if the urge hit her. She liked eating breakfast alone. She liked coming and going as she pleased, answering to no one, not balancing the checkbook, eating crackers in bed, leaving her den in complete disarray without having to listen to McCleary’s mumbling about how disorganized she was. And she liked seeing other men.


  There was no one special, no one with whom she felt any kind of psychic closeness, no one whose absence from her life would make a difference. But that was how she preferred it. The common interests she and McCleary had once shared were now divided among several men: one whose delight in food matched hers, another with whom she ran a couple of evenings a week, a third with whom she often did things on weekends. Though her life now sometimes lacked a certain excitement, it was infinitely simpler than it had been when she was married to McCleary.


  And that counted for something.


  2.


  After Quin helped Lydia load things in the back of her van, she went inside the house to get the cooler and her backpack. She paused at the hallway mirror, scrutinizing her reflection, wondering why she always felt like the ugly stepsister when she was around Lydia.


  At five ten she was taller than Lydia and thinner, but one look at Lydia made her feel like the fat girl on the block. Her umber hair was just as thick as Lydia’s, just as long, but it was curly to her straight and invariably frizzed. In the face department, she definitely fell short when compared to Lydia. Freckles dusted her cheeks; Lydia’s skin was flawless. Her mouth was okay, although the upper lip was a bit too thin; Lydia’s mouth was a perfect bow. Her cheekbones were high, but Lydia’s were higher. Her pale blue eyes—spooky eyes, McCleary used to call them—were her best feature. And yet they didn’t hold a candle to the blue jewels of Lydia’s eyes.


  Lydia was gorgeous and Quin wasn’t. Bottom line, she thought, and turned away from the mirror to find Merlin, one of the cats, peering up at her. The other two felines were positioned between her and the kitchen. “Feeling insecure, guys?” she asked, brushing past them.


  Already disturbed by all the activity outside, the cats now acted like neurotic children, fussing to be fed, picked up, reassured that her impending absence wouldn’t be permanent.


  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” she said as they padded after her into the kitchen. “But you’ll get over it when Tim arrives twice a day with tuna fish.”


  Tim Benson was McCleary’s old partner from his days in homicide at Metro-Dade; he was like family. And knowing Benson, she thought, the cats would probably feast not only on tuna but on a cuisine of steak and chicken as well. She would come home to cats that were candidates for the Pritikin diet.


  She finished packing the cooler and added some last-minute items to one of the paper bags: trail mix, more fruit, a couple of pop-top cans of tuna fish and salmon, four cans of soda. This bag, she decided, would be stashed in the canoe with her. Her metabolism would probably be jammed in overdrive and she didn’t intend to go hungry en route to the campsite. She also made up an emergency munchie bag and a survival kit for her purse. You couldn’t be overprepared for the Everglades.


  She set out extra dry food for the cats and scribbled Benson a note, which she tacked to the fridge. Then she walked through the house, checking doors and windows to make sure they were locked. Merlin, the oldest cat, tagged along behind her. Now and then he nipped at the back of her leg just to let her know what he thought of the arrangement.


  Merlin was pre-McCleary, a twelve-year-old stray who had appeared on her doorstep one day, thin as a pencil, his black fur matted, his eyes haunted by life on the streets. Now he was plump and sassy, his muzzle was graying, and his eyesight wasn’t what it used to be.


  During the five years she and McCleary were married, Merlin had become more his cat than hers and had gone through the feline equivalent of separation anxiety when McCleary had moved out. He had peed on the carpet, torn apart curtains, stolen food from dinner plates. As the vet had put it, separation or divorce affected animals just like it did kids and perhaps joint custody was in order. So Merlin had lived with McCleary for a while and, sure enough, most of the weird behavior had stopped. But the cat was still a tad neurotic.


  She picked him up as she went back downstairs. McCleary was in the kitchen, emptying another bag of ice into the cooler, and Merlin jumped to the floor when he saw him. He rubbed against McCleary’s legs, asking to be picked up, and McCleary, naturally, obliged him.


  “How goes it, guy?”


  Merlin gazed up at him, those bright copper eyes blinking slowly, in a kind of code only McCleary seemed to understand.


  “No kidding. Hepburn did that?”


  Blink, blink.


  “So what’d you do?”


  Blink.


  “That’s easy,” Quin said. “Two days ago, he peed on the dining-room table because I didn’t let him out.”


  “You should’ve let him out.”


  “There was a dog in the yard.”


  “He would’ve climbed a tree.”


  “He would’ve tried to climb a tree and not made it because he isn’t that fast anymore.”


  “You can’t keep him locked up in the house for the rest of his life, Quin, just because you want to protect him.”


  As if they were talking about an elderly, incontinent relative whom she’d sealed shut in the attic. “Oh, forget it.”


  She slammed the lid shut on the cooler and yanked open the door of the fridge to see if there was anything else to take with her. She felt McCleary’s eyes on her back.


  “Beau’s worried the van won’t be safe unless it’s parked in a lot near the ranger’s station,” he said.


  Changing the subject. An old McCleary trick. But she let it pass. “If he parks it far enough into the trees, no one will even see it.”


  “That’s what I told him. But you know Beau. If there’s something to worry about, he’ll worry.”


  Like me. That’s what he’s really saying. That I’m a fretter like Beau. Fair enough. “Just do me a favor, Mac. If he wants to drink and drive, tell him we’ll take our own car.”


  “I already told him.”


  “And?”


  “He says he never drinks before five.”


  “Yeah, right. He’s got a ton of beer and a quart of Scotch with him.”


  “Hey, relax, okay? I read him the riot act.”


  He ruffled her hair, a signal that their conversation about Merlin was already forgotten. It was also a gesture of affection from the old days that used to make her heart seize up in her chest; now it only irritated her. She stepped away from him to pick up the bag of food.


  “Something else bothering you or what, Quin?”


  As though he couldn’t figure it out. As though being late had never been a bone of contention in their marriage. “Having to wait an hour always bothers me.” She headed for the door, hoping she didn’t live to regret this trip.


  3.


  The Everglades covered five thousand square miles spread throughout five Florida counties. It began at Lake Okeechobee to the north and was bordered by Big Cypress Swamp to the west, Florida Bay to the south, and the Atlantic coast to the east. Less than a seventh of the area was a national park, the third largest in the country.


  The Everglades was actually a river that was two hundred miles long, seventy miles wide and six inches deep, flowing through saw grass to the sea. Its flat expanses of marshes and wet prairies of saw grass were broken up by bay heads or tree islands and hammocks—larger elevated stands of tropical forests.


  The saw grass was aptly named. The tiny, numerous ridges on its leaves were sharp enough to flay the skin on a man’s hand. But at a distance the stuff looked as innocuous as a field of wheat, filling in the vast spaces between the verdant clusters of mangroves.


  To Quin, the saw grass was a metaphor for the savage beauty of this place, a subtle thing, an acquired taste, not for everyone. Some people visited once and once was enough. Others returned but never went beyond the walking trails. Then there were people like herself who came back again and again, and each time ventured a little farther into the wilderness.


  It was not a passion for camping that attracted her and kept drawing her back. There were, after all, more comfortable spots in which to camp. More civilized spots. Parks in the Keys, Ocala National Forest, places with showers and electricity and a 7-Eleven just down the highway. She returned because all things seemed possible here. It was as if the Everglades were a magical vortex of some kind where the real and the imagined coincided, overlapped, merged.


  They put the canoes into the water at the entrance to Hell’s Bay Trail. The mangroves on either side of the channel were so overgrown, the branches had braided together. McCleary, naturally, was the only one of them who’d thought to bring a machete and hacked at the growth until there was an opening wide enough for their canoes to get through. Then they loaded their gear.


  Just as they were ready to shove off, Nichols decided he wanted to move the van across the road, into a clutch of trees where he thought it would be safer. Never mind that they’d miss their projected departure time by three hours, Quin thought, and would be lucky to reach a campsite by nightfall. All he cared about was the van.


  While they stood alongside the road waiting for him, it started to sprinkle. “Shit,” Lydia muttered, scanning the sky as if the forecast for the rest of the day was written in the sagging leaden clouds. She’d evidently forgotten that South Florida’s weather was rarely predictable. Rain at three was often followed by bright, sunny skies at a quarter after. “Maybe we should hold off for another day. Then we could get a real early start tomorrow.”


  “No thanks. For me, it’s today or never.”


  McCleary shrugged. “It’s just a shower.”


  Lydia rolled her lower lip against her teeth. “I didn’t even bring a raincoat.”


  “I’ve got an extra poncho in my bag,” he said.


  Lydia smiled at him as though he were her precocious younger brother. “What didn’t you bring, Mac?”


  “Toothpaste.”


  They laughed. “That’s the one thing I didn’t forget,” she said. “You can use mine.”


  As they walked over to the canoes to get the ponchos, it struck Quin that they looked good together, like a TV couple with unblemished lives. She saw the way Lydia hooked her arm through McCleary’s, how he leaned toward her as she said something, and wondered what would have happened if their college friendship had become something deeper. Would they have married? Gotten divorced? Would Lydia still have met and married Nichols? Would she and McCleary have met and married and separated? Were they all born with the broad strokes of their scripts cast in stone?


  She glanced back down the highway. There wasn’t a car in sight. The black pavement shot off toward the horizon, straight as a ruler until the trees on either side of it met in a perfect point.


  A sudden desolation, an elemental fear and urgency, filled her. It was as if they’d survived a terrible cataclysm that had left the cities in chaos and were escaping into a wilderness that was safer.


  Quin rubbed her hands over her arms and turned her face upward to the warm drizzle, the strange, forbidding sky. A damp breeze lifted strands of her hair, blowing them across her eyes, her cheeks. She brushed them away, wondering if the abrupt darkness in her mood was hormones, McCleary, or a premonition.


  Bound for Hell’s Bay


  1.


  This particular taste, thought McCleary, was connected to memories.


  It was the taste of rainy air in the wilderness, which was unlike the sullied taste of rain in the city or that chilled sweetness of rain that swept in over mountains. It was a clean, simple taste, undomesticated, raw, visceral. It satisfied that deep craving he’d been feeling for weeks for something he hadn’t been able to name or identify and seemed to awaken a long-dormant part of himself. He could feel that self shaking loose of its deep sleep like a hibernating creature greeting spring, and he reveled in it.


  But his enthusiasm, he knew, wasn’t shared by the Nicholses. Their collective misery moved in waves between their canoe and this one, placing the blame on him, as though he were personally responsible for the weather. Okay, so he was wrong about this being just an afternoon shower—wrong, but not sorry—and yes, they probably should have postponed the trip a day.


  And yet, thanks to the awning of green they were gliding under, the rain hardly touched them. It dripped through the mangroves, dimpling the dark waters, keeping a soft, steady rhythm like a heartbeat. As long as it didn’t pick up once they reached the open waters of Hell’s Bay, they would probably make the chickee by late afternoon. Their tents would be up before dark and dinner would be ready by eight. No problem. Even the Nicholses, who were as fussy as kids when it came to creature comforts, would find the chickee an adequate shelter.


  The first chickees were built by the Calusa Indians, who settled the gulf coast of Florida. They were open platforms that were roofed and thatched with palmetto leaves. Erected at the mouths of rivers, in sheltered inlets, they often were constructed on pilings that lifted them out of the water. The Seminoles later lived in similar habitats.


  The chickee’s contemporary counterparts, which now served as campsites scattered throughout the park, had tin roofs and were equipped with charcoal grills and Jiffy Johns. The chickee in Hell’s Bay was large enough to accommodate the four of them, even with their two frame tents and all their gear. It would also protect them from the rain, unless the wind blew hard and fast. But even so, the chickee would still be a far sight more comfortable than a campsite on land.


  He heard a disgruntled rumble from Nichols and glanced back. “Everything okay?”


  “A weird bug just took a chunk out of my hand,” Nichols griped.


  “He likes the booze in your blood,” Lydia remarked drolly. Seated at the front of their canoe, Lydia was alternately puffing on a joint and paddling. Inside the hood of the poncho McCleary had lent her, her face was a damp, white moon. She waggled her fingers and grinned, trying to be a good sport about things. “We almost there, Daddy?”


  McCleary laughed. “Once we pass marker one forty-eight, it’s probably another thirty minutes to Hell’s Bay.”


  “And then what?” asked Nichols, popping open a beer. “How far to the chickee from there?” He was totally entrenched in his fretting mode now.


  “Depends on the wind. An hour if it’s with us, more if it’s not.”


  “Jesus,” Nichols moaned. “I’ve been using muscles I didn’t know I had. I may not be able to move in an hour.”


  Lydia rolled her eyes and winked at McCleary. “He never exaggerates, does he.” She shifted slightly and offered Nichols the joint. “A couple hits from this and you won’t even know you’ve got muscles.” He took the joint. “How about if we stop for a while and eat up some of these sandwiches? I can’t be the only one who’s hungry.”


  “Stop where?” Nichols glanced around, making a face. “There’s no land.”


  “Right here. We can tie the canoes to the trees,” McCleary replied.


  “Sounds good to me,” Quin said. “I’m starving.” Nichols snorted. “That’s nothing new. Will we still be able to make the chickee by dark, Mike?”


  “If we don’t hang around here too long.”


  “What’s too long?”


  Lydia sighed. “Relax, Beau, will you? Have another beer or something. Better yet, open that bottle of Scotch.”


  “Oh, yeah, I like that idea.” Nichols grabbed on to a nearby branch, tied up the canoe, chugged the rest of the beer, and pulled out his bottle of Scotch.


  “Take it easy,” McCleary said. “Hell’s Bay can be tough to paddle even when the weather’s perfect.”


  Nichols patted the air with a hand. “No problema, amigo.”


  McCleary and Quin exchanged a glance; he knew she was thinking the same thing he was. The last time Nichols had said those very words, he was drinking and driving and they’d nearly ended up in a canal. He wondered why unpleasant memories seemed to have come back so much more quickly.


  “You remember that?” Quin whispered.


  “Yeah.” He turned away to tie up the canoe.


  2


  “…so we’re driving around D.C. trying to find a parking spot, right? And the car’s filled with the smell of grass and we’ve got handkerchiefs in the glove compartment coated with Vaseline just in case the cops use tear gas at the march,” Lydia was saying. “Remember that, Mac?”


  Sure, he remembered. He had no trouble with the older memories these days, and this was definitely an older memory. 1970. A trip to D.C. with Lydia and three other people to protest the killings at Kent State. They’d made the eight-hour trip in his black VW, all five of them jammed into the bug, barreling down the New York State Thruway, the radio blaring. They’d smoked enough dope, he remembered, to catapult themselves into the ozone for a week.


  “… we found a parking spot in front of a park. We figured we’d catch some sleep until the march started, but instead we missed the march.” Lydia laughed and lit another joint. “So we hung around Georgetown for a couple of days and crashed with some friends of mine.”


  Not quite true, McCleary thought. Lydia had barely known the people they’d stayed with. It turned out that the guy who rented the apartment peddled grass and acid to put himself through college. She’d talked him out of five tabs of Owlsley acid, which they’d dropped one night at a party.


  At some point during that long, involuted acid trip, Lydia had lost it. Lost it bad. Crying jags, vapid staring, fetal positions, hallucinations. All of the terrible things you ever heard about LSD had happened to her that night. She had later blamed the bum trip on McCleary, saying that he had started it all by rejecting her when she’d come on to him. But that wasn’t quite true, either. He hadn’t rejected her. He’d simply been honest: they were friends and he wanted to keep it that way.


  Yeah, he remembered the trip to D.C. Remembered it clearly.


  “We’ve heard this story a million times,” Nichols interrupted, glancing at Quin.


  “I haven’t,” she said, looking interested and somewhat bemused.


  “We did some Owlsley at this party,” Lydia went on, dropping her head back and blowing smoke into the air. “Then we walked around Georgetown looking at churches, wondering why they were all locked.” She lifted her head again and glanced at Quin. “That’s when I stopped believing in God.”


  “Because the churches were locked?” Quin asked.


  Lydia laughed. “Naw, just because.”


  “I thought that was the trip where you decided to go to India or something,” Nichols remarked.


  “Nepal.”


  “Wherever.”


  “And then you and Mike decided to go to the library so you could look up stuff on Nepal,” Nichols continued.


  She gave him an exasperated look. “Mike wanted to go to the library, Beau. He was on his reincarnation binge then and thought the university library might have some books on it.”


  “So what happened?” Quin picked up another peanut butter-and-banana sandwich.


  “The library was closed,” McCleary said.


  Lydia’s bright blue eyes glinted mischievously. “You said you could pick the lock on a window.”


  “What I said, Lydia, was that it’d be easy to pick a lock on one of the windows.”


  And what you said was, Let’s do it here in the bushes, Mike, under the windows of the halls of knowledge, and then you started giggling and lowered yourself to the ground and reached out for my hand and then you weren’t giggling anymore, it wasn’t a joke anymore, was it, Lydia?


  Nichols capped the bottle of Scotch. “Hey, it was twenty years ago. Who cares who said what.” He held his hands at his sides, palms up. “It’s starting to rain harder. Let’s go.”


  “Doesn’t anyone want to hear the end of the story?” Lydia asked.


  “I do,” Quin piped up. She looked at McCleary as if to ask why he hadn’t shared this particular episode of his life.


  “Fine, it’ll be one of the campfire tales tonight at supper,” Nichols said, and untied the canoe.


  Lydia poked him. “You a teeny bit jealous, Beau? Is that your problem?”


  “Jealous of what? An acid trip you took twenty years ago?”


  She rolled her eyes at McCleary. “He’s jealous because I’ve known you longer than I’ve known him, can you believe it?”


  “He’s jealous,” said McCleary, “because he was too busy playing ball to drop acid.”


  “You got it.” Nichols’s laugh was a little too hearty, and McCleary wondered just how far Lydia had stretched the truth when she’d told him the story.


  3.


  When they reached marker 148, McCleary steered left, into a new channel. It was clogged with branches, and for the first hundred yards, he had to cut a path through it with the machete.


  After that, the channel widened a little, although they were still close enough to the mangroves to see the curved, tannin-stained roots that grew from the fertile soil beneath the water. According to the rings on the roots, clearly marking the water level in years past, the channel was at least a foot shallower than it should have been. Not surprising. This was the first hard rain since January; no wonder the canoes scraped bottom.


  They had to backtrack and return to marker 145 before they found an alternate route to Hell’s Bay. By then, they’d lost an hour, the rain was coming down harder, and the light within the tunnel of green was dim and murky, like contaminated water.


  Near the end of the channel, where it emptied into the bay, the skies opened up. Rain poured through the tunnel of green, sweeping dry leaves and bugs with it. Then they were out from under the canopy, headed across the open waters of the bay, and the wind slammed into them. It whistled around McCleary’s head, burned his eyes, whipped up whitecaps and waves. The rain fell in thick, silver sheets; he couldn’t see the other side of the bay even when lightning cut a jagged blue path through the downpour.


  “Which direction?” shouted Nichols.


  “North,” McCleary called, and tried to steer the canoe to the right. But the wind was invisible concrete, poured wet and thick from somewhere inside the light, in the swirling heart of the rain, and it knocked them left, to the west.


  He and Quin paddled frantically on the left side, the right, the left again, but they went nowhere. A wave crashed over the side; water poured off his poncho and ran down inside it, soaking his clothes. Puddles sloshed over his running shoes and seeped through his socks to his feet. He dropped to his knees and shouted, “Left!”


  Then he leaned with the wind and paddled hard and furiously on the left side until the canoe slowly angled north. The wind whistled, seized a flap on the tarp, and hurled it back, offering the supplies to the rain. Quin twisted around, slapping the plastic with her hands, trying to secure it, but to no avail. McCleary jerked the small cooler from the supplies and slammed it down over the corner of the tarp, but knew it was too late. Water was rising from the floor and oozing through the gear and supplies. At this rate, there wouldn’t be so much as a dry paper towel when they reached the campsite.


  The canoe pitched violently to the left and the cooler slid with it. McCleary grabbed it before it tumbled into the water, then yanked the corner of the tarp over the supplies and fixed it under one of the soggy sleeping bags. Water washed over his shoes again and again; a Styrofoam cup floated out from under the tarp. He shouted at Quin, but the wind swallowed his words, so he leaned toward her and gestured wildly at the mangroves behind them. She paddled like a woman possessed, her body a hunched yellow shape in front of him.


  They turned. McCleary saw the Nicholses’ canoe off to his right and slightly ahead. It bounced like a beach ball in the waves and tracked a haphazard path toward the mangroves. McCleary paddled faster to catch up. As he and Quin struck the right rhythm, the canoe crabbed into the wind, gaining speed. The rain hit them at an angle now, drumming against the hood of his poncho, deafening him.


  As they drew alongside the other canoe, Nichols shouted something, but McCleary couldn’t hear him and motioned for him to travel parallel to the trees. He signaled that he’d understood, and a moment later, his canoe swung left. McCleary and Quin quickly followed.


  The mangroves provided some protection against the wind, but they were still traveling into it, losing a foot for every two they progressed. Unless something changed, which seemed unlikely, they would never make the chickee by dark.


  He pulled in his paddle and told Quin to grab on to one of the trees and hold them steady while he took a look at the park map. He slipped it out of his poncho, then leaned over it to protect it from the rain, his nose almost touching the tarp that covered the gear.


  It took him a minute or two to locate Lard Can campsite, about half a mile beyond this clutch of trees. It was nestled in a curve of mangroves that would probably provide some defense against the storm. He scanned the map for an alternate spot, but the thing was soaked, the ink had started to run, and finally, the wind tore it out of his hands, lifting it.


  The map flapped wildly in the rain, a bird with a broken wing trying to gain altitude, then pinwheeled across the water and vanished. He shouted for Quin to let go of the tree and they were suddenly moving again.


  They reached an indentation in the mangroves where the Nicholses were waiting. The wind wasn’t as loud here and he could explain where they were headed without having to shout. Lydia, her eyes glazed with fatigue, grimaced as a roar of thunder swept across the water.


  “I’d really like to go back. Not tomorrow, not when it stops raining, but now.”


  Like what everyone else wants doesn’t count.


  “Now?” Nichols exploded with laughter and slapped his hands against his wet thighs. Water rolled off his hood, down onto his forehead, and he blinked rapidly to keep it out of his eyes. He reminded McCleary of a seal that was struggling to juggle several things at once and not succeeding. “No way we’re going back now. That’d be worse. How long do you think it’ll take us to get to the campsite, Mac?”


  “An hour tops.”


  Lydia ran a hand over her face. “I’ll be psychotic by then.”


  “You’ve been psychotic for the last hour,” Nichols said. “C’mon, let’s get going.”


  Lydia glanced helplessly at Quin, seeking support. “Don’t Quin and I have any say in this?”


  Both men turned to Quin. She was still kneeling on the floor of the canoe, rocking as it rocked, a hand clutching either side. “Just get me wherever is closest.”


  “An hour to
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