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When I first decided to add a contest (Miss
Teen USA) to my story’s plot, I panicked. Who would I use for
models? And then it struck me—of course, Alana and Skyler, the
granddaughters of a close friend who just happen to be 14 and 17!
I’ve loved watching you grow into young women. I’m so proud to call
you friends! Alana you will always be my “gypsy child” and Skyler,
you will always be my Miss Teen USA! My love to you both! And thank
you again for letting me bring you into my world.

 



 


When playing craps, rolling two ones with a
pair of dice is the worst possible throw. It’s the lowest combined
number and translates to failure. In slang today, it simply means
bad luck.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


The last laugh. When he said it out loud, it
sounded like a prize. ‘And the last laugh goes to …’; he’d hear his
name and walk onto the stage, accept the standing ovation,
acknowledging the audience with a bow before forming a heart with
his two hands held in front of his chest. A gracious, humbling
acceptance speech followed. He would be a hero; his praises sung by
many. So, was what he was doing now—cowardice? Taking the easy way
out? Not owning up to his part?

Because for all the positives, he was still
a villain. There would be those who would understand his reasoning,
his motivation for wanting to step away from the finger-pointing,
and choose his escape; be his own man, make his own decisions. But
an even bigger group would be soundly pissed off that he’d cheated
them from taking revenge. How many had secretly planned his
death?

More than one or two, he thought. Poison? A
gun shot? He was certain both had been considered. And if he had
one regret, it would be that he wouldn’t be able to see their faces
when they realized that they had been taken, their deeds exposed,
their actions laid open for all to see. Retribution would be swift.
They would be the ones looking over their shoulders, flinching at
every loud noise, quaking at an unidentified shadow. He could never
have lived that way. The choice he was about to make was the right
one—the freeing one.

The morning was still, hot but bearable
before the sun was fully up. It was the humidity that seemed to
stifle his very breathing, grabbing him by the throat, making
filling his lungs laborious. Already he felt clammy and the shirt
across his back was sticking to him like a second skin. But there
was a beauty about the Everglades. A beauty in stark contrast to
the danger—and the danger was everywhere. Sometimes it would glide
past him, a slithering column big around as a telephone pole or he
would catch a glimpse of huge bright eyes at the end of a long
snout punctuated by enormous nostrils as he came into its focus and
was being sized up as a possible meal.

It was the snakes that bothered him most.
Pet snakes no longer wanted by their owners were released into
nature to forage for themselves and grow sometimes at an alarming
rate.

Florida had achieved its record-breaking
snake capture just this spring. An eighteen-foot Burmese python
weighing two-hundred-fifteen pounds hadn’t just survived, but
flourished by eating its weight in white-tailed deer. The
Everglades were threatened by these invasive, non-native intruders.
But it wasn’t his concern anymore.

He pushed the kayak away from a clump of
water grass and continued to paddle slowly, dodging other
outcroppings of the green spears pointing upward. Sawgrass, known
for its peculiar serrated edges, could reach ten feet in height. It
was the mainstay of the Everglades, assuring food and shelter for
thousands of permanent and migratory animals and birds. Dying back,
it would become peat, rich in minerals offering other plants a
chance to flourish. Over a million and a half acres of fresh and
brackish waters, it formed a subtropical wilderness. And now it was
only half its original size, as much of the land it covered had
been cleared to raise sugarcane. Progress. So much was ruined in
its name.

But his people had survived. Some tribes had
disappeared; others had melded together under the title, Seminole.
His ancestors had been Creek and before them members of the Calusa
called ‘Calos’ or the ‘Fierce Ones.’ What would one of those
members of the Paleo-Indians think of their world today? Would they
mourn the loss of a sacred way of life? Or maybe laugh in total
disbelief at a four-hundred-fifty-foot-high building shaped like a
guitar not far from where the swamp becomes solid land? Not far
from where these fierce ones had once called home with their
platform huts named chickees with open sides and thatched roofs.
But now the strangely shaped building cast a crooked shadow across
the land where they once hunted to provide food for their
families.

The monstrous musical instrument that was
really a building positioned not so far from a city called
Hollywood always seemed apt to him. Couldn’t the term ‘tinsel
town,’ often used to describe a city in California of the same
name, be applied here in Florida? This monstrosity of flashing
lights, glittering embellishments, liveried men parking cars and
running errands didn’t just look out of place in the landscape but
cast a jocular pall over its fake environment. Disney for adults?
That was also fitting.

He pushed the kayak out into deeper water.
Well, the term ‘deeper’ was deceptive. The Everglades boasted a
mere three to five feet in depth—nine feet closer to its source at
the deepest point which was always a shock to tourists. He was
gazing out not at a static pool of water however huge, but a slowly
moving river flowing from north to south from Lake Okeechobee. This
was Florida’s water—recreational, life sustaining, and endangered.
Hadn’t the residents dodged one bullet when fracking was voted
down? What would it be next time? And would they be as
fortunate?

He slowed the kayak, then stopped by
sticking the tip of his paddle into a clump of grass. He’d sit a
moment. Not that he hadn’t had the time to reflect, but there would
be no reversing his actions today. He would forfeit his life to
save his people. He didn’t fear death. It was just another journey.
He took the small packet containing a flash drive from his pocket.
A year’s worth of incriminating evidence—of embezzlement, of
killings, of criminal acts so heinous that they went beyond just
selling one’s soul to the devil. All here in his hand having been
carefully collected and authenticated. There were even photos. This
tiny bit of electronics was more lethal than a gun, a bomb, or a
hangman’s noose. It would seal the fate of more than one. And no
one suspected. That brought a smile. He liked the element of
surprise. Who would have thought that he had the nerve? And he had
safeguarded this evidence, placed a duplicate collection of proof
in the capable hands of one he could trust. If something were to
happen to him … followed by the instructions of exactly what to do.
He’d thought of everything, hadn’t he?

He turned his attention back to the
environment. He was close to his destination; maybe another ten
minutes and he’d be there. It hadn’t taken a lot of research to
find this place of his youth—the pit of quicksand at the edge of
the marsh where the composite of sand and silt was deeper, reaching
down to the marsh’s rock floor. As a child he’d watched a mule
stumble into the treacherous liquefied soil and be sucked up to its
neck not able to even thrash about. After an afternoon’s effort,
the men in his community couldn’t save the animal and had humanely
ended its life.

It was only in the movies that quicksand was
portrayed as pulling its victim completely under. That simply
didn’t happen in real life. There was a buoyancy that would take a
six-foot man down to his chest, maybe his neck depending on the
density of his body, but that was it. So why was he willing to step
out into a quagmire knowing that death wouldn’t be instantaneous?
Because it all depended upon who needed to find him, find the body
with the small water-proof package resting under his tongue
protected by clenched teeth.

This part of the Everglades was patrolled by
park rangers. They would take him to the morgue in a neighboring
county, not Broward, and outside the jurisdiction of the casino and
its supporters. Or should he say ‘users’? And it would put his body
under government protection. In this part of swampland, he could
pretty much rely on only those with official access to this area
coming across his body. This place was treacherous and hostile to
the uninitiated. There were no tours held here, no groups of
brightly colored kayaks skimming along the water, no boy scouts
earning a badge by expertly handling a canoe.

The quiet was eerie, but reassuring. Still,
shouldn’t he fear wild animals? Wouldn’t something try to make a
meal out of him? Interestingly, gators and snakes gave wide berth
to the quicksand pits. Animals were smart. He always thought it
would be nice to have that sort of innate knowledge of what was
dangerous and should be avoided. Humans might make far fewer
life-threatening mistakes. Or not.

Would he suffer? Probably not. He would call
upon the gods by chanting. He had been fasting in preparation for
his final journey. He would not have all that much time left. He
needed to strip to the flesh. There would be less that way to
harbor pockets of air and keep him buoyant. He unbuttoned the
embroidered encasements for the tiny, hand-made, round circles of
bone until the shirt hung loosely on his frame. It was his prized
possession, a ribbon shirt that his grandmother had made for his
father and it had finally become his. The patchwork and strips of
brightly contrasting colored material adorned the front in
horizontal stripes. Tucked into his jeans, he wore it proudly.

This shirt was old, from a time when the
country store at the edge of the reservation sold cloth—gingham and
bolts of cotton in bulk. It was reported by explorers that as early
as 1880, there was a sewing machine in every chickee. He wasn’t
sure about that, but his grandmother had owned a hand operated
sewing machine and had refused an electric version years later when
they had come available. Her work was slow and exacting. Still, her
unique patchwork decoration on garments made them much sought
after—literally for generations. He knew that today knock-off fakes
were sold to tourists for high prices. It wasn’t the same but it
kept a tradition from dying.

He folded each piece of his clothing and
tucked it into the front of the kayak. He would bring the kayak as
close to the edge of the quagmire as he could, anchor it by rope to
an outcropping of tall grass to preserve it before he walked toward
the pit of liquefied soil that lacked the strength to support his
weight. One last look around, a push with his tongue to check the
security of the packaged flash drive and he would begin his
journey. He stood tall, paused to gain his balance, and took a step
forward.


Chapter 2

 


 


“Oh, c’mon Ben, you’re kidding me—an Indian
Elvis?”

“Cross my heart. And he’s good, too.”

Julie still had her forehead wrinkled in
disbelief as she asked, “I’m assuming that I’m going to be able to
form my own opinion? You’ll be taking me to a concert? Am I going
to be that lucky?”

“You don’t sound thrilled. But, yes,
Saturday is a tribute concert and I’m sure Mr. Presley wannabe will
be at his best.”

“I don’t sound thrilled because I’m
starving. The food truck in the parking lot had brats on the menu.
I’m going to get something to eat and meet you at your office. What
can I get you?”

“The same—spicy mustard, no
kraut.”

“You never did know what’s good.”

“Doesn’t that put marrying you in a bad
light?” Ben grinned. It wasn’t always that he could playfully land
a joke at Julie’s expense. She feigned a pout but blew a kiss in
his direction before turning and walking back across the lot.

If there was a perk to having been named HR
Director for the Seminole’s Hotel and Casino in southern Florida,
it was probably free entrance to all the shows. Sometimes big-name
performers, sometimes the geriatric sets paying tribute—favorites
from bygone days like The Beach Boys, The Eagles, Moody Blues,
Chicago. He had missed James Taylor and Arlo Guthrie who had both
just finished concerts. All, either authentic or copies, were
always well attended in plush surroundings that offered a full
evening of entertainment and food. He’d had worse jobs.

In a lot of ways, he had two bosses and
certainly two offices. One office at the edge of the reservation,
and part of the Indian Health Service Clinic, and another as part
of the corporate offices serving the casino and located behind the
hotel. He was a shared commodity. The casino wanted Native
representation. With a high percentage of its employees being
indigenous, a Native boss in Human Resources had appeal. He was
supposed to be more than just a figurehead. Eventually, he’d hold
workshops on timely topics like deescalating potentially explosive
situations. Where alcohol was served, there were always
opportunities for violence.

Otherwise, it was the mundane. He needed to
see that everyone had a current certificate in CPR. A recent
incident of an elderly patron having a medical emergency in the
parking lot brought to light the lack of uniform training. Plus,
one of the kitchens—belonging to one of twelve indoor
restaurants—had recently gotten dinged by state inspectors for
things like freezers not at the proper temps, fresh produce not
being washed when received, and an improperly cleaned coffee
machine, among other concerns. He was forming a kitchen committee
with regular weekly meetings, for starters, to address the
issues.

All hiring would be done through his
department, as well as firings. There had already been an incident
of a parking lot attendant helping himself to articles left in
cars. So, from petty theft to overly ripe bananas, the problems
were his. In fact, if he were being truthful, the kitchen’s
problems weren’t confined to just food, its handling, or service.
He had a ten o’clock meeting in the morning with a young woman who
had reported a groping incident in the walk-in freezer. A truck
driver from one of their suppliers supposedly copped a quick feel
as he was unloading a carton of frozen sausage patties. The alleged
victim and the accused were both nineteen and the young man claimed
any “touching” was totally unintentional. He had accidentally
backed into the young woman trying to maneuver an overloaded hand
dolly through the narrow, double insulated door into the
refrigerated unit. Ben wasn’t clear on how the incident could have
happened, but he was sure he’d find out in the morning.

Being in charge of Human Resources was
something new, and maybe not a job he would have chosen. But he
liked solving problems and making people’s lives a little easier.
The tribe had approached Indian Health Service about his hire, and
he really didn’t have complaints. The casino would pick up his
paycheck and it paid for overtime and weekends. Not bad. Didn’t the
very nature of the business demand some evenings, as well as,
Saturdays and Sundays?

If nothing else, he was guaranteed to be in
the same place for at least a year. That, in itself, was worth a
lot. He and Julie had finally found a house to rent—two stories,
big back yard, double-car detached garage, surrounded by old
vegetation offering privacy. It had taken a while to find it;
rentals were at a premium in the area, but it had been worth
it.

An upstairs with adjoining bath and large
sitting room would become a dorm-like, bunk area for Zac and
Nathan. Both boys would be spending the summer in Florida when
school was out in a couple weeks. Ben was hoping to keep them busy
by finding age-appropriate jobs for each. There were permanent
‘Help Wanted’ signs strategically placed in elevators and the
parking garage. Kitchen workers, grounds keepers, parking and car
care—any and all areas usually had openings. The casino not only
had valet parking but offered the opportunity to get one’s car
washed and even detailed while its owner was enjoying the amenities
inside. Ben was pretty sure he could get Nathan on as a carwash
attendant.

Of course, he remembered being a teen
himself once upon a time, but that was before electronics had ruled
kids’ lives. Back then making money for sports equipment took
priority. He hoped he was right about keeping them busy and giving
them some direction. If the carwash didn’t work out, Nathan who’d
just turned sixteen, would be able to do some other step-n-fetch
type of jobs at the casino while Zac, a year and a half younger,
might find employment more difficult. Ben would have to be
creative, but if Zac was willing to work, Ben thought the two of
them together might find something. It was just going to be fun to
have both of the boys with him. Already having the ocean within
driving distance was a plus and a definite enticement to come to
Florida. Ben would have to admit that a little water and sand time
appealed to him, too.

Ben was learning a lot about being the
father of teenage boys. It was still a bit of a shock to have a
ready-made family. The boys were close in age and friendship—Zac,
the result of a summer fling when Ben was in graduate school, a
young man he had no idea existed until recently. And Nathan, a
young Navajo, orphaned and needing a family to belong to had
actually chosen Ben. It was a good fit. As Zac’s best friend,
Nathan gained a mother, father, and brother all at the same
time.

Ben had been worried about his wife. Adding
children to a relatively young marriage could have caused problems,
but Julie was not just accepting of a family she hadn’t known
existed, she was welcoming. It put their own plans for a family on
hold but allowed Julie time to continue to carve out a niche as a
reporter. She was good, dedicated to her career. Coming from a
newspaper background, she just needed exposure to make the move to
TV here in Florida—more studio time in front of the camera. All in
all, the move to Florida had been a good one for everyone.

He unlocked the door to his office. As
over-the-top as the hotel/casino was, his office was plain—simply
utilitarian, nothing fancy. What mattered, the electronics—a
desktop computer, a laptop, a printer—all were new and
state-of-the-art. A conference room was down the hall and required
reservations of at least two to three days in order to count on its
use. So, basically, he had a desk job, indoors without even a
window. He’d never thought joining corporate America would include
duty inside an enormous guitar.

But that’s what it was. With six hundred
plus luxury suites and rooms, the building was a design marvel.
Built to represent two back-to-back guitars, the front of the
building sported brightly lighted ‘strings’, straight lines of
lights running its full length, from the ground to the top of the
neck of the make-believe instrument. On top, six high-powered rays
of light illuminated the night sky up to twenty thousand feet above
the hotel’s structure mimicking the strings of an actual guitar.
Adorned across the surface with floor-to-ceiling glass panes,
Florida’s sunrises and sunsets were on full display to inhabitants.
LED lights built into the surfaces of the hotel on all sides could
change color, flash, and be choreographed to various songs. It was
truly a wonder. Even the surrounding grounds were not any less
splendid. Spas, and suites between five hundred to over seven
hundred square feet overlooked cabanas lining a thirteen-acre
recreational lagoon with lush landscaping. It was Florida at its
tropical best.

And the cost of all this splendor to the
Seminoles? A cool 1.5 billion dollars. Ben had to keep reminding
himself that it was billion with a ‘b’. Touted as one of the
biggest economic development projects in American history, it took
twelve years to complete. The tribe’s goal? Establish the elite in
entertainment along with world-class gaming and dining. And they
were on track to do just that. But more importantly, Ben thought,
it was proof that indigenous peoples could find their way, even
make their mark, in the country’s economy. It was a perfect example
of fitting in and becoming a productive entity while insuring a
bright future for indigenous people.

Yes, it was a far cry from seeing his
ancestors’ history written in petroglyphs on walls of secluded
caves in New Mexico or Arizona where thousands of visitors could
reflect on the marvels of antiquity. Maybe today, it wasn’t any
more impressive to have laser lights shooting out into nothingness
where they could be seen from orbiting space craft. In a way, this
was a monument honoring more than one people. In fact, a point
could be made that a monument honoring the music of this country
was probably more equal and fair in its representation than one
paying homage to a man or woman of a single tribe.

For example, was this monument of sorts any
worse than the six-hundred-foot-high statue of Crazy Horse being
carved out of a granite boulder in South Dakota and now in its
seventy-fifth year of construction? Ben thought the guitar was a
modern touch while giving back to the tribe in the form of revenue.
He had respect for the Seminole; he thought they had done things
correctly. It certainly was a win-win for the tribe.

And like any corporation, the top echelon
included a Chief Executive Officer, a Chief Operations Officer, and
a Chief Financial Officer. Being a mere Director of Human Resources
put him on a second tier of management. But the enterprise demanded
more than one leader at the top overseeing the varied aspects of a
billion-dollar business. Big money didn’t come close to correctly
portraying the amounts of cash that he’d seen change hands. It
wasn’t just the thirty-one-hundred gaming machines or the
one-hundred tables, gambling was only one aspect of the spending
that busloads of tourists did on a daily basis. Throw in the
steakhouse, gourmet restaurants, bars that offered the best in
expensive liquors— there were a myriad of attractions. A hundred
dollar a shot single malt? They had it here.

And he couldn’t leave out the shows, the
best offerings outside major cities across the state. The Seminole
Casino and Hotel was the real deal—a complete offering of vacations
for the rich and famous, as well as special nights out for the
locals. He was excited about treating Julie to dinner and a show
Saturday night. He vowed to spend time as a husband for a change,
and this bit of luxury was a good place to start.




Chapter 3

 


 


Ben had just sat down at his desk when
someone called out from the doorway. This must be the man his boss
had mentioned, Andy Thunderhawk. A tall, gangly Plains Native,
maybe mid-fifties, was leaning into the room. Other than his name,
it was difficult to see much Native blood in him. Like so many who
claimed indigenous ancestry, he probably made the registry hoping
he wouldn’t have a nosebleed. It was difficult to know what Andy’s
title was or even if he had one. Floor Manager seemed to best cover
what he was accountable for. He seemed to have free access to all
aspects of the organization. He’d been touted as a go-to person by
Oscar Billie, the CEO, if one had questions; so, Ben had made a
note of his name and had made certain to meet him at the first
staff get-together. Supposedly Andy had been there since the
casino’s beginning, but that was maybe only ten years.

“Hey, Pecos, got a
minute?”

“Sure. It’s Andy, isn’t it? We met at the
new employees’ breakfast last month.”

“Good memory. I’m just a little late in
personally welcoming you aboard.”

“With the number of new people hired, it’s
going to take you awhile to make the rounds. Have time to sit?” Ben
motioned to a chair.

“I don’t mean to interrupt your day. I won’t
stay for long. I guess you might call this a heads-up visit.” Andy
sat, then leaned back, fingers steepling, looking at Ben. “Tough to
know where to begin. I just want to give you an equal run at
things—maybe keep you a step or two ahead of pocketing the eight
ball. If you know what I mean. I don’t want you to have a scratch
game before you even start.”

No, Ben had no idea what he meant, but he
thought he was about to be told. He wondered if he’d have to
decipher gambling terms in conversation all the time just because
he worked in a casino. Ben leaned forward, resting his elbows on
the desk. Listening, wasn’t that his specialty?

“Any help will be appreciated. It’s never
easy to walk into someplace new.”

“Exactly. And you’ve walked into some
already seasoned friendships, for lack of a better word. I’m shying
away from saying conspiracies, but that’s what they really are. Let
me say it like it is. You’re going to be tested—your ethics, your
adherence to right vs. wrong, your ability to look the other
way—well, you get the idea. Everyone’s going to try and figure out
whose ass you’ve got your nose up—excuse my French.”

“I know I’m the new kid on the block—some of
that is to be expected.”

Andy paused. “What I’m talking about might
not be so innocent. More than one person applied for your job.
Thought they were entitled—I think you need to know that. One in
particular expected to get it. He’s an overbearing SOB, and he
really campaigned for it. Let me just say he was a sore loser.”

“Was he qualified?”

“Loosely speaking but there was a lot about
him that made him highly unqualified. So much so that the powers
who be around here got the big guns involved. They approached
Indian Health Service and made a case for hiring from the outside.
They were adamant—no preformed allegiances, no one who was a part
of the casino’s history, no one from this tribe but he had to be an
Indian man. And they wanted someone with your background who had to
be able to fix all kinds of minor personnel problems. This is a
large operation, lots of different personalities inevitably lead to
conflict here and there. Quite frankly, you’re perfect for the
job.”

“Well, thanks for the kudos. I’m looking
forward to getting started.”

“Speaking of which, I need to get out on the
floor. Time for my hourly walk around.” Andy stood up and offered
his hand. “Just know that I’m on your side. Keep your eyes open and
your back covered. I’ve got your six.”

Ben stood and shook Andy’s hand. “I can’t
help but feel you know more than you’re saying.”

“Well, I’ve heard some things.”

“Can you share?”

“Look, it could be nothing.”

“But? Go on.” It had suddenly become like
pulling teeth to get more.

“I think the boys might try to run you out
of here.”

“And how would they be likely to try that?
And just who are these boys?”

“The boys are connected. Sometimes a little
money changes hands—you know, for protection.”

“Sounds like the Mafia.”

“We don’t use that term, but we’re talking
big money here—booze, gambling, the girls—well, sometimes a casino
can be a volatile entity, attracting all the wrong sorts. This
place is a little too big to just cater to the retired moms and
pops who want to get away for the weekend. You know, spend the
Social Security check once a month. In a big money operation
there’s always somebody wanting to horn in—thinks they’re smarter
than Indians at running things. Outsiders trying to make a move,
that’s all. Wanting their own people in place.”

“Let’s back up. Can you tell me more about
running me out? How is that supposed to be done?” Andy hadn’t been
very forthcoming.

“Nothing overt. More like setting you up to
make mistakes. Maybe put money on the wrong horse—that sort of
thing. Or worse, not having a skin in the right game at all.”

“Are we talking dangerous?”

Andy walked to the door, “I’ve said enough.
You’re a nice guy. You mean well. I liked you right off. Just be
prepared. Don’t take anything at face value; second guess
everything and don’t be too trusting. Hey, I don’t mean to have you
panic over any of this; just be careful. Trust your instincts;
you’re an Indian.” After stepping through the door and looking both
ways, Andy was gone.

So, a Native was supposed to have better
instincts? Ben didn’t know whether to laugh or agree. Was he over
reacting? He certainly felt more than just a little unsettled. He
knew there was no real reason to give Andy’s dire warning any
credence. He couldn’t even call his information a veiled
threat—yet, it sort of was. It was certainly a warning of danger,
if not to his job, certainly to his person.

Ben was new to the game of corporate
politics. He was a psychologist who had primarily worked in
clinical settings, usually on or near reservations or Indian
hospitals being assigned these jobs by Indian Health Service. As
part of this government program, he had designed and implemented
treatment for addicts, along with training interns, maintaining
office hours for meeting with patients, researching new meds,
speaking at conferences, teaching the random academic class …
Nothing in his background said human resources for a large
corporation in the gaming field. But that didn’t mean that the job
was out of his skill range; it wasn’t. Still, it was difficult to
shake Andy’s assessment of what he was in for. Looking over his
shoulder, trying to discern danger when there might not be any?
Didn’t this all add an uncalled-for extra layer to his new job that
loaded on pressure just when he needed to be learning the ropes and
keeping an open mind?

“You look deep in thought.” Julie stood in
the doorway with two sacks sitting on a cardboard tray that also
held two drink cups. “Did this turn out to be a bad time?”

“No, come on in. A krautless brat sounds
great.” Ben pulled a roll of paper towels out of a desk drawer,
peeled off a couple sheets and spread them over the corner of the
desk.

“I love the posters for the Indian
Elvis—they’re everywhere. He must be popular; didn’t I read that
this is his tenth concert here?”

“Yeah, I know he comes twice a year. When we
finish, I’ll walk you out through the front. Coming in from the
parking lot you missed all the action.”

“It’s one in the afternoon. Will it be busy
now?”

“This is a business that takes the term 24/7
seriously. Trust me. It will be busy.”

When they finished eating, Ben bagged up the
wrappers, empty condiment containers, and drink cups. He wasn’t
sure where he was going to find a place to dump the garbage but he
didn’t want to leave it in the office. Already the place smelled
like onions and kraut. Without a window to open, he had to hope the
circulating air would carry most of the smell away.

“Let’s go around to the entrance at the back
first. I noticed a couple dumpsters next to the building.”

They were almost to the back door when a
voice boomed out, “Hey there. I need to have you step over here to
the side and open that bag.” The Anglo man in a brown uniform
complete with the casino’s insignia on one sleeve declaring he was
security police, was motioning toward a wall. All the while Ben
noticed the man’s hand was on the gun holstered in his wide leather
belt.

“Nothing suspect unless lunch remains from
the food truck might be cause for alarm.” If Ben was hoping for a
laugh, he was disappointed. This guy was all business. He handed
the black plastic garbage bag over.

“Whew. What’d you have to eat? This could
put a horse in a coma.” The man had opened the bag and taken a
sniff. “You got a name? If you work here, you better be wearing a
badge or you’ll get stopped at every corner.” He tied a knot in the
bag of lunch remains.

“Sorry, my mistake. I left it in the
office.”

Ben could kick himself. The infamous, but
apparently necessary nametag dangling from the end of a lanyard was
hanging from the hook on the back of his office door. Damn. One
more new thing to learn. The barcode on it swiped him inside every
morning, but it didn’t dawn on him that it needed to be a permanent
part of his wardrobe.

“Let this be a lesson. And you.” He turned
to Julie. “Just showing up for work? You got any costumes? You need
to leave them in the dressing rooms. You look like you’re new here,
too. Well, follow me, I’ll show you the ropes.”

“I’m with the
Miami Herald. I just
stopped by to see my husband’s office.”

“You’ll be back. To just check up on the
mister, if nothing else. The girls here are really pretty. Tough to
not do a little looking.” He winked at Ben.

“I think I can trust him.” Ben noted that
Julie’s answer sounded more than a little curt. They both had tired
of the know-it-all guard.

“You think so? That’s what they all say.”
The guard chuckled.

This time Ben jumped in,
took Julie by the elbow but offered, “I know someone who needs to
get back to work. I doubt if the Herald would be thrilled that its
new employee is spending time at the casino.”

“Not like we don’t have half the working
population of the county here over lunch. But you go on. I’m gonna
make sure this hubby of yours gets his badge on. Rules are rules,
buddy, and you and me didn’t make ’em.” The man stood to one side
waiting for Julie to leave.

Awkward. There was no other word for it. He
gave Julie a quick peck on the cheek and a wave as she walked back
toward the front entrance. Was this part of what he’d been warned
about? Harassment for little or no reason. Would it be constant?
Take some other form once he remembered his badge? He dutifully
followed the man apparently named Les, if the embroidered pocket of
his uniform was telling the truth, back to his office.

 


* * *

 


“So, what do you think?” The amount of
electronics in the room made it hot and stuffy. The man sitting in
front of the screen had loosened his collar and slipped off his
tie.

“I say we keep up the pressure—just little
stuff, nonsensical, but constant.” A second man standing behind him
turned away from the screen that had captured the give-and-take of
the guard with Ben and Julie.

“The wife’s a cutey. I could go for a little
of that red-headed stuff.”

“Keep your hands to yourself. You’re not the
one we want out of here. I don’t want to have to save your ass.
Stick to the waitresses. You’ve already found out a big tipper gets
preferential treatment. You want to get laid; stay with what’s
working the floor. And this is for Les.” He pulled out a billfold
and separated two twenties from a wad of bills. “Tell him, good
job. Oh, and tell Andy to stop by on your way out.”

 


* * *

 


Julie handed her parking stub to a young guy
working the valet booth. It was warm and humid. An authentic
tropical afternoon—a far cry from the dry heat of New Mexico and in
sharp contrast to the temperatures inside the casino. She’d left
the top down on the convertible when the attendant assured her that
she’d have covered parking. Convertibles were great for this part
of the world as long as you took precautions. One sunny day left
uncovered in this heat and the dash would probably melt. It would
certainly be a challenge sitting on the slick, black leather seats.
Early afternoon and it was already time to put the top up. Air
conditioning sounded great.

She exchanged a five-dollar tip for her key
fob when the attendant returned. But he seemed reluctant to walk
back to the booth.

“Uh, Miss, I hate to tell you this, but you
got nailed by the pigeons.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Julie wasn’t sure she’d
heard him correctly. What pigeons?

“We try to keep them out of the parking
areas. We got some of them plastic owls all over the place, corners
of the roof, underground garage, perched in trees along the back of
the lot. Doesn’t seem to do any good. The pigeons have been smart
enough to figure out that they’re fake.”

“I’m honestly not following you. What does
this have to do with my car?”

“There. That’s what they do when we can’t
get rid of them.” He had turned back toward her car and pointed to
the passenger-side front seat.

“Oh my god, pigeons do that?” This was not
some nicely formed droppings. There was a runny glob of white
mucous smeared across the leather dripping off the edge of the seat
closest to the door. How many pigeons had there been?

He shrugged, “I’ll get some paper towels.
Those birds are wicked bad.” Seeing a kid step out of the valet
booth, he yelled out, “Got some bird shit over here, need
cleanup.”

Julie stood to one side as the two kids not
only cleaned up the droppings, they followed up their elbow grease
with a leather restorer that literally made the front seat sparkle.
No one would ever guess it had recently been a bird’s toilet. Julie
offered two more fives before starting the car.

The air felt good. Even
getting on and off of the usually crowded freeway, she couldn’t
gripe. She loved her job. The hundred- and ten-year-old
Miami Herald wasn’t some
small town rag. It was comforting to have landed somewhere with an
honest-to-goodness desk with her name on the rolls. Sure, she was
just one of over two thousand employees spread across Florida and
even Bogota and Managua, but she was among greats in the field—past
and present. She pulled into the underground parking garage, got
her briefcase out of the trunk and headed toward the
elevators.

The first thing she noticed was the



























cover.jpg
7
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
mmv
<>
<>
<>
<>

R

AwARD WINNING AUTHOR ~ INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER

Ben Pecos Mysteries,

Snake 51735

<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
<>
.
<
<

N





