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PROLOGUE
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N 33:58':49" Latitude

W 118:27':04" Longitude

Tracy Manning rolled over and stared into Raul Geoshay's sleep stupefied face. She hated him the morning after, even if he did pay her a grand and was a good lay, too. She sat on the edge of the bed for a minute to work through the booze of the night before. Her thin nose wrinkled at her own smell.  

After a shower, she stood naked and dripping by the bed, a plush black towel draped over broad shoulders and generous breasts. She brushed her short blonde hair and stared down at Raul.  

He was a good-looking dude when he was fixed up. In the morning, though, his sun-tanned features were slack and ugly. He snored through the corner of puffed up lips as his body worked to repair the coke and booze damage of the night before. The bite marks she left on his shoulder were clear in black and blue. That had been his best orgasm of the night. She made a gun with her thumb and index finger. Pointed it at Raul's head. "Bang, you asshole."

Dry, she dropped the towel on the floor. Wandering through the huge walk-in closet, she found Raul's favorite burgundy silk shirt. Put it on. Looked in the full length mirror. "Bitchin."

The safe built into the back of the closet opened to the combination she'd seen two months ago when Raul, high on coke and himself, insisted on showing her a real Uzi.  Besides the usual cash and guns there was a large brown case. Tracy opened it. She had a head for numbers.  Automatically she figured the hundreds and twenties in the case added up to a million two. Give or take. Raul had tucked a black address book into the top of the case.  

Tracy stared at the money. She had learned long ago to take an opportunity and run with it. The long term consequences did not concern her until they arrived. She dressed and lugged the case to the door. On the way out she picked up the keys to Raul's Porsche, too.  

*             *            *
[image: ]


Tracy entered the small apartment in Santa Monica she shared with Pauly Allister. In the cramped bedroom, she set the money case on the floor where she could keep an eye on it, pulled a battered suitcase out of the closet, dropped the case on the bed and began packing.  

Pauly's groggy voice mumbled from under the covers.  

"Tracy? What's going on?"

"I'm packing." She inspected an orange mini-skirt then dropped it on the floor. “You need to do the same."

Pauly rubbed his eyes and sat up, leaning against the bare pitted wall. His sleep smooshed hair stuck out in tiny curly cues.  

"What are you talking about?" he asked, not quite with it yet." Where'd you go last night? I waited for you."

Tracy wouldn't meet his heavy lidded gaze. She dropped a red mini-skirt on the floor, picked it up, considered, dropped it again.  

"Raul came by the club last night."

"Jeez. I wish you wouldn't go with him anymore. I've heard he can be mean."

"Well, you're getting your wish. Last night was definitely the last time. Pauly, please get up."

Pauly sat up more and focused on Tracy. Two deep furrows creased his narrow brow.  

"Where are you going?" he asked.  

"We. Where are we going?"

"Where are we going, then?"

"You're the map maker. You tell me."

She stuffed tube tops along the edge of the suitcase.  

"Jeez, Trace, I can't go anywhere. I just got that job, and I like it. Besides we need the money."

Tracy held up two pairs of red spike heels. She sighed, and let them drop to the floor. Face pinched, lips pressed tight, she lifted the money case onto the bed and opened it.  

Pauly was awake now. " Jesus Christ, where. . . ? Oh, man. Take it back."

"I can't."

"Why not?"

She slammed the suitcase shut.  

"He'll be awake by now. It won't make any difference."

She looked at the peeling ceiling with closed eyes.  With another sigh she sat on the bed. She gently stroked his face. "Pauly, don't you want to go to all those places on those maps you like so much? I mean you were born and raised in Florida. Three years ago you drove to L. A. That's all you've ever seen. Don't you want to go to Europe or South America? Hell, even Mexico." She stood up, flopped her hands in the air and let them hang. "Pauly, I have to go. Raul won't believe you don't know where I am. Come with me."

His eyes caught hers. His face softened. Tracy let out a mental sigh of relief.  

"I don't have a passport," he said, rolling out of bed.  

"Oh shit. Well, you're the geographical genius. There must be some place we can go."

He looked out the window at a panoramic view of the parking lot while he scratched his bare ass.  

"Yeah, there is some place. But my old Toyota will be lucky to make it across town, let alone across the country."

Tracy felt like she'd been asked to the prom by just the right boy. She jangled Raul's keys.  

"Don't worry. I've got that part covered."
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PART ONE



Chapter 1


[image: ]


N 25:51' 26"  

W 81:23' 15"

Harrison Park typed THE END with a flourish. He had finished the first draft of his tenth novel in record time.  A milestone of sorts, a tenth novel should be cause for a celebration. He raised his arms to receive the applause.  There was none. Three years ago there would have been. Not now. He thought about starting on the second draft. It was three in the afternoon. He could get a few hours, or days or weeks in before he had to do anything else.  

He ran all ten strong fingers through his thick brown hair two weeks past due for a haircut. The sideburns that grew from not shaving with a mirror had a touch of gray in them. Harrison didn't care.  

He saved the last chapter on a flash drive then wandered into the kitchen. Mountain Dew and pretzels in hand, Harrison looked out from the screened in rear deck of his modest two-bedroom house. Since Mangrove Point, Florida slumbered three feet above sea level, all new houses had to be raised ten feet off the ground to protect from storm surge.  

Harrison had a narrow view of the Gulf of Mexico between the huge Banyan Tree separating him from his neighbor to the west and the Mangroves that grew thick and high across the narrow channel in back of his property. The channel connected to the Barron River a hundred yards to the west. A 23 foot Boston Whaler rode easily at a small dock.  

Chokoloskee Bay had a few whitecaps visible, kicked up by a passing thunderstorm. The north end of Mangrove Point was getting dumped on.  

At his desk fifteen minutes later, Harrison heard the front door open and shut. He turned down the jazz from his ancient stereo that had an actual turntable on top and listened to soft footsteps come down the hall.  

"Buenas dias, Teddy," he said as the footsteps stopped at his office door.  

"Hi, Mr. Park. How are you today?" a Hispanic accented female voice said.  

"Muy bien. I finished the first draft of the book." His chair squeaked as he rested his feet on the desk. His heart skipped as he gazed at the girl in the doorway.  

Teodora Magdalena Ruiz Santiago was as beautiful as a seventeen year old girl had any right to be. Everything about her sparkled and shimmered with life. Dark hair curled carelessly below a strong jaw line. Large, clear eyes that soaked in everything around her and smiled even when full lips did not. She had the clean cafe aulait skin from a melding of a Cuban father and a black mother. If her body developed any more, Harrison figured her father was going to have to lock her up for her own protection. For a year, she had come twice a week to clean, sometimes cook, and generally keep him organized and from degenerating into a total slob. She had read all his books.  

"Terrific. May I read it now? I bet I can figure out the mystery this time."

"Wait for the second draft. Even I can't figure it out yet. How is Victor?"

"Ohh, Victor." She pronounced his name Victooor with all the teenage angst and yearning that Harrison remembered from his own youth. Teddy wanted Victor, a tall, handsome, seventeen year old semi-nerd white boy, so bad Harrison's house gleamed from her pent up energy. Victor was a nice sensible boy and wanted Teddy, also. Who wouldn't? But Teddy's father, Carlo, already had a nice Cuban boy picked out for her. He forbade her to even see Victor, let alone let him touch her in the way she wanted him to. Being a dutiful daughter, Teodora would not consider going against her father's wishes. Though she might dream of it, want it, imagine it and desire it most hours of most days.  

Victor had his cross to bear, too. His single mother had a grudge against Cubans. He did not know why and suspected his mother did not know anymore either. Yet, some of her hate could not help but rub off and his struggle with his feelings for Teddy caused him great pain. Harrison felt for the boy. He had felt the same way about his wife ten years ago. And he did not have the excuse of youth to act like a love sick teenager.  

The kids' remarkable restraint had been going on for two months. Harrison doubted it would last three.  

Harrison cared for Teddy and hated to see her in pain. For three years she was the only person he did care about, including himself. But despite her exquisite, earthy beauty that drew men's stares like a red sports car, she was only seventeen. He wanted her to be happy, yet he could see only heartbreak ahead when Victor's inexperienced fumblings finally gave Teddy the womanhood she so desperately wanted and her father found out. As he would.

"No luck on changing your father's mind about him?" 

"No," she pouted. "He wants me to see Julio. Who is Julio? He is nobody. A fisherman when there are no fish."

"Your father is a fisherman."

"But there are no fish to catch. Victor will be a big success with computers. There will always be computers. We will live in a big house with big bright rooms and the bedroom will look out on the water from a big bed. . . ." Her voice faded away as the thoughts inspired by the big bed turned to erotic fantasy. She pressed her palms against her belly and, fingers splayed, rubbed downward, her desire almost palpable in the closeness of the small office.  

The phone rang, saving Harrison from his own thoughts.  

Before he answered the phone he said, "Teddy, why don't you go clean a toilet or something. I'm sure that will inspire more appropriate thoughts than what you were thinking about Victor."

Teddy sighed audibly, stuck out her tongue, flashed him a smile and went to find a dirty toilet.  

Harrison kept a long silence after the voice on the phone stopped talking. Then he said with little enthusiasm, "Sure, Pauly, you can come visit, for a little while."
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Chapter 2
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N 34: 58' 47"

W 118: 22' 18"

"Tracy has skipped," Hackett, six feet of wiry muscle with short blond hair, told Raul Geoshay. "Nobody knows where she is."

"You mean nobody's talking," Raul accused from behind his cluttered desk.  

He worked two steel balls in his left hand. At fifteen he'd seen the movie Caine Mutiny and thought the thing with the balls would make him look dangerous. He was dangerous, but not because of that: He held a grudge and had an oversized ego. Now he just rolled the balls in his hand when he was thinking, or worried. And he had plenty to worry about.  

"We're leaning as hard as we can, Raul. If anybody knew, they'd have told us."

"Fucking bitch!" Raul smacked the desk with his palm.  

"Hackett, if I don't get that money and that book back by Saturday, I'm fucked, permanently. And if I'm fucked, you're fucked, so take whoever you need and do whatever you need to find them."

"What about Tracy when we find her?"

"Bitch! Bring her to me. And if she hurts some on the way, who the fuck cares. Jesus Christ. What about that nerdy guy she lived with?"

"Pauly. He's gone too."

"Find them, Hackett. I have obligations or I'd be out there myself. This thing has me wound as tight as Margaret's pussy. Send Shirley in here or I'm going to explode."

"Shirley's in Hawaii."

"What the fuck's she doing there?"

"You sent her," Hackett said, bracing himself in case Raul really exploded. A not uncommon occurrence. "Her and her kid, so he could recover from his operation."

Raul softened, even managed a fond smile.  

"Oh, yeah. That Ben is a good kid. The doctor said he'd be fine now. No more problems with his foot. He'll be a soccer champion in ten years." His expression tightened. "If I ever get my hands on his shithead father I'll cut off both his legs and stick them up his ass until he chokes."

The steel balls grated under the pressure of his grip.  

"You want me to call someone?" Hackett asked. "I know this girl, she's the Blow Job Queen, I'm telling ya."

"Why don't you call that cunt Tracy and tell her to get her ass back here with my money." Raul waved him away. "Find her, Hackett."

Hackett left. Five minutes later Margaret Primrose, five per cent partner and second in charge of LA Cars, entered his office. Brown hair pulled back in a tight bun stretched the fine-skin of her thin face taut. A simple, plain business suit showed off a firm body sculpted by two hours of disciplined workout every day. She ran the day to day operations with schoolmarm efficiency.  

Raul knew by the extra pinch around her thin lips she brought a problem with her. The pressure in his groin increased. Christ, much more stress and he'd even consider screwing Margaret. Not that she'd let him. Raul thought she was probably a lesbian and had had Hackett follow her for a couple weeks, but she never saw anyone, man or woman.  

"What?" he asked, resigned. "Can't you handle it?"

"It's Mr. Manchester."

"Christ! Did he blow the BMW's transmission again?"

"No. He wants to move up to a Ferrari. He thinks he deserves a little more status."

"He'll be dead in a week in a Ferrari. He ought to be driving a Suburu."

Margaret came as close as she ever came to smiling in Raul's presence.  

"True. But his brand new twenty million dollars dictates a Ferrari. And you know he won't deal with anyone but the President of the company."

Raul swiveled his thousand dollar leather office chair so he could look out from the second story window over the lot of LA Cars, an upscale "previously owned" car dealer.  Despite the disapproval of his father and Antoine, his older brother, Raul had built the business from scratch in a completely legitimate manner. When he made his first million dollars his father said he was proud of him. Even his brother had expressed grudging congratulations.  

LA Cars, while a profitable, legal business in its own right, was not Raul Geoshay's main business. The Geoshay family ran, among other businesses, a five state car theft ring that shipped stolen cars and trucks and, before gas prices went through the roof, most profitably, sport utility vehicles to other countries. Margaret knew of the steal and smuggle business, but had nothing to do with it. Raul ran the operation while his father was the brains. Etianne Geoshay had the contacts on both sides of the border, and the law. Expenses were high for payroll, pay offs and the actual suppliers. Once a month money came in from the overseas sales. In cash. The last month had been a good one. The case in Raul's safe had held a million two hundred and six thousand dollars, and change. Raul did not have the cash on hand to make it good. If his old man found out he'd been ripped off by a part time hooker he would be back loading containers on the docks at two in the morning. If he was lucky. The elder Geoshay was a strict disciplinarian and showed no favoritism to his sons. If they fucked up, they were fucked.  

Raul had built LA Cars on personal service. He was always available to the rich and those-who-wanted-to-look- rich. He handled requests for specific cars, taught people how to get the most, or at least adequate, performance from their new performance automobiles. He held their hands, reassured them, and fixed their screw ups when they didn't listen to him.  

Mr. Manchester had bought almost half a million dollars worth of automobiles so far, not to mention fifty thousand in repairs. He had to be dealt with.  

Raul stood up. "Where is he, Margaret?"

He followed her out of the office, trailing the faint click-clack of the steel balls behind him. 
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[image: ]


N 32: 14' 56.  6"

W 106: 43' 37.  6"

To Pauly's relief Tracy gently stopped the Porsche in front of a truck stop restaurant on the outskirts of Los Cruces, New Mexico. The car scared him. Tracy's driving scared him. She loved to punch it and spin the tires at eighty miles per hour. Full on or full stop was her driving style.  

They had jammed across southern Arizona and New Mexico after a high roller night in Las Vegas. Tracy had worn a red dress that nobody could take their eyes off. He lost three hundred dollars in bits and pieces, wondering where the fun was in losing money. Tracy dropped twenty grand of Raul Geoshay's money with abandon.  

When he tried to make her stop she pulled him aside and said in his ear, "Relax, Pauly. For what I did for Raul in bed, that I promise I'll do even better for you, tonight, he owes me." Pauly did not want to hear about Raul. He tried to pull away. She held him tight. "Besides," she continued. "Sometimes you're down. Sometimes you're in the chips. I promise you, this is a chips night. So lighten up."

Two hours later, and eight thousand ahead, Tracy made good on both her promises.

As soon as the car stopped Pauly bailed out. He leaned against the car as if about to puke and sucked in hot, dry air as if he had held his breath for the last three hundred miles. He concentrated on the screen of his hand-held GPS unit, hoping the information beamed down from Global Positioning Satellites would slow the whirling in his head.  

"Are you okay?" Tracy asked, as she stretched her dancer's body beside him. Pauly had no doubt every male with a clear view was looking in her direction.  

"Yeah, fine. I think ninety miles an hour is my limit."

They had been doing a hundred plus through the last two states. He could not understand why they had only gotten two tickets and those in the middle of empty spaces on the map.

She leaned her hands against the car by him. Just two people, coughing up road dust.

"We need to put as much space between us and California as possible. Fast."

"I know, but what about the tickets?"

"Christ, Pauly, we can afford the tickets."

"That's not what I mean. If Raul reports the car stolen it goes on the computer. When you get a ticket and they find out the car is stolen... ."

"We're screwed. Okay, I get it. Though I doubt he'll report it. He probably stole it in the first place. In any case, fuck, look at the map. Texas is a big ass state. It'll take forever to get across."

"I've looked at the map. I had a job looking at maps that I liked, a lot. In case you've forgotten."

"I know, Pauly. I'm sorry. I thought you—."

"No, you didn't think. You just, on the spur of the moment, stole a million bucks and a hundred thousand dollar car from a guy who will most likely kill us when he finds us. There wasn't any thinking going on. Certainly not about me."

"Pauly, I did it for you."

"For me? It took six months of ass kissing to get that job. I already got a raise. In a year I'll be running the damn section. Or I would have been."

"Fuck, Pauly, is that how you want to spend your life, wasting time sitting at a desk in a windowless office staring at maps of places you've never been and will never go to?"

"It's not a waste of time. I correct and update maps from all over the world. It's important work, Tracy. People rely on them to get where they're going."

"Well, I know where I'm going."

"Well, go then."

Tracy threw her hands up. She walked in little circles on the hot asphalt, hugging herself. Pauly did the same thing a few feet away.

A couple of guys in a battered pick-up drove by. "Come ride with us, Honey," one of them said to Tracy. "If that city dude is giving you trouble."

"Fuck off," she told them.

"No need to be rude, Honey." He laughed.

Tracy gave them her beat-it stare and they did.

Tracy said to Pauly, "Where do all those corrections  come from? Somebody must send them in to you. Why can't you do that? Say we go to Paris. You could get a map and check it out. Send the corrections back to California."

"Paris, France?" Pauly asked.

"Of course."

He thought about it then shrugged.

"I like doing the detail work."

Tracy mouthed the word fuck, then said, "I have to pee," and headed for the restaurant.

Pauly followed a step behind. "You know the map of Paris is really interesting. Napoleon laid out the city and...."

⁂  ⁂  ⁂

Pauly paced back and forth by the phones. Jeez, Tracy could take forever in a bathroom. But that wasn't all he thought. He stopped in front of a phone and stared at it for ten long seconds, then turned and paced some more. The third time by he lifted the receiver and dropped in a quarter.
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N 25:51':26"

W 81:23':15"

Harrison stared at the young man standing in his front door. Pauly had changed some in three years. Twenty-five now, but still Pauly, to be sure—six foot and lean, though obviously he wasn't getting much exercise. His sandy hair was longer, curling around large ears. He'd lost most of his tan and his usual big smile was replaced by a nervous one, unsure of his welcome.

"Pauly, good to see you," Harrison said, a smile uncomfortable on his lips.

"You too, Harrison," Pauly said, testing the big smile. They put tentative hands out to shake, but skipped that and went right to a hesitant hug.

The woman with Pauly hung back and watched, assessing the reunion. Pauly made the introductions. Harrison liked the woman's strong grip. She was good looking with short blond hair and big blue eyes, long, strong legs and bulging breasts. He pegged her as an athlete at least, possibly a dancer. With that chest development, he doubted ballet.  Oink, oink, he chastised himself.

The living room, unlike the rest of the raised, single story house, was light and airy the furniture covered in bright tropical fabrics. The two guests settled on a big couch with bent bamboo arms while Harrison sat in a matching arm chair.

"So what are your plans?" Harrison asked.

The two glanced at each other as if deciding who would speak.

"Well," Pauly said. "We were hoping to sort of hang out for a couple of weeks. Maybe go to Disney World for a few days, the Keys for few. I'd like to show Tracy the Glades."

"Sounds good. You're welcome to stay. Just clean up after yourselves. I usually keep a regular schedule, writing in the morning till around one o'clock. Sometimes longer.  I like it quiet during that time, please. But, I just finished the first draft of my tenth novel. If you're up for it we could go cruise the Ten Thousand Islands tomorrow."

They agreed. Pauly told him about working for Map Geographic where he corrected and annotated maps from all over the world.

"A job from Heaven," Harrison said to Tracy. "Even at, what, thirteen, when I first met him, he could read a chart better than some of the old fishermen. He'd spend hours inspecting every detail of maps, old and new."

Tracy frowned and glanced at Pauly who stared straight ahead with a tight fixed smile.

"Yes, he likes his maps," she said, her frown changing to either disapproving or hurtful.

Harrison had not written nine successful suspense novels without learning to read people. All was not as it seemed – A staple theme of his fiction, now personified in front of him. The tension between them was subtle, but with an obvious potential to escalate. He would have to watch it carefully.

"And what do you do, Tracy?" he asked pleasantly.

"I'm a dancer," she said.

Pauly pressed his lips tight to keep from smiling.

"What kind of dancer?" Harrison asked, having already reached the politically incorrect conclusion that she was too top heavy for ballet.

Tracy looked him in the eye, daring him to react in any way incorrect, and said, "I'm an exotic dancer."

"Really?" Harrison looked at Pauly. "Is she good?"

"Yes."

"As good as your mother?"

"Different, but I'd say so. Of course, I'm biased."

Pauly locked on to Harrison's eyes with a challenging stare.

Tracy squinted at Pauly's uncharacteristically confrontational stance.

"Your mother was a stripper?" she asked.  

"Before she had him and some years after," Harrison said, returning his stepson's glare.

"You never told me that."

"I didn't want you to think that I liked you because of some, you know, mother thing."

Harrison leaned forward, eyes on Pauly as he spoke to Tracy.

"He and his mother were close," Harrison said. "After she died three years ago it took him awhile to cut the apron strings, so to speak. It was a hard thing for him, but he did it. I can imagine he wouldn't want to get tangled up in them again too soon, would you, Pauly?"

"Is that true?" Tracy asked, one hand on his arm.  

"Something like that." Pauly kept his eyes on Harrison.  

"I don't want to be your mother, Pauly."

Pauly broke contact with Harrison and squeezed her hand reassuringly. "You're not."

Harrison's chest tightened and he raised moist eyes up to the ceiling. Pauly's unexpected arrival had dredged up the anger, suspicion, and grief Harrison hadn't been able to leave behind.  

The silence began to stretch into the uncomfortable when the front door swished open. The three turned as one to stare at Teddy staring at them.  

Harrison collected himself. "Buenos dias, Teddy."

"Hi, Mr. Park. I am sorry I am late. Victor's car ran out of gas and we were trapped by the bridge to Chokoloskee and I knew my father was going past there today and I did not know when so we had to sneak into town to get the gas and—."

"What were you doing in Chokoloskee?" Harrison asked, as if he didn't know. Teddy lived on the island with her father and older sister, both who would be out for the day.  

Teddy went into excuse mode. "Well, ah, Victor needed something at, ah, the store there, and, ah. . . ."

"Never mind," Harrison said. "I get the picture."

Teddy's dusky skin did not allow him to see the blush, but he felt it. Harrison introduced Teddy and she went to work off her nervous energy.  

Pauly and Tracy followed Teddy with their eyes, then turned them on Harrison.  

"She's the daughter of a friend. She comes twice a week to help out," he said, feeling more defensive than he liked.  

"He must be an awfully good friend to let a daughter who looks like that spend a couple afternoons a week alone with a handsome, single man who is anything less than ninety years old," Tracy said.  

Harrison met her questioning gaze straight on. He knew she was kidding him, but the subject of his and Carlo's association held no humor for him.  

"I helped her father out of a situation once," he said. "He trusts me."

"But do you trust yourself?" Tracy asked. "I'm not making any judgments, Mr. Park, but in my business, I see that look on your face when you look at her, a lot."

Harrison smiled. He knew what she meant. "Teddy brings out that look on every male. Including Pauly."

Pauly could only smile, blush, and shrug.

Tracy gave him a playful jab in the ribs. "Don't even think about it." 

Harrison stood up. "Do you guys have any bags? Or are you traveling too light to have them?"

As soon as he saw the Porsche squatting in the short driveway, Harrison knew it was not right. Pauly was not a sports car person and three years in California was not going to change that. Tracy would be the force behind the car. Some strippers could make good money, but hundred thousand dollar cars were a bit much. No matter how good they were.  

"Nice car. Yours?" he asked Pauly. Tracy had gone ahead.  

"No way. The thing scares the hell out of me."

"Tracy must make a lot of tips then."

"She does all right. Her father left her some money."

"So she blew it on a fast car."

Pauly just shrugged.  

When Tracy would not let him help with a large, obviously heavy briefcase, Harrison did not insist. He closed his eyes for a moment and repeated his mantra – I will not get involved in somebody else's troubles. I will not get involved in somebody else's troubles. 
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N 34:47' 38"

W 118: 27' 21"

Hackett was worried. He did not have steel balls to roll around in his hand, but his upper body tensed and rocked back and forth with minute movements to some unheard rhythm. Nobody knew where Tracy and the boyfriend were.  Hell, most didn't even know they were gone. Staking out the apartment was the last option before going back to Raul and admitting he'd failed.

He and Dillon, a stocky six footer with a short black ponytail and a nose that had been flattened and not come back all the way, sat in a Chevy sedan across the street from the bitch's apartment. Each of the eight apartments in the small two story building had its own outside entrance. It was Sunday afternoon, and next Saturday seemed a long way off. One of the things Hackett worried about was if he'd still be alive by then. All he could do was sit and worry and wait for something to happen.

At three fifteen, something did.

A surfer in his mid-twenties with long, sun-bleached hair, a green Hawaiian shirt and baggy shorts locked his bike to the rail, and went up the stairs and let himself into Tracy's apartment. Dillon checked his gun. Hackett felt for the throwing knife he carried in a special sheath clipped to his jacket pocket. Every morning he spent ten minutes throwing it at targets of varying distances, then another ten making sure it was razor sharp. They exited the car and quietly went up the steps.  

The surfer jumped back three feet when Hackett yelled, "Hey! You're busted." He held up an LAPD badge he had taken off a dead cop years ago. "You Pauly Allister?"

"Damn, dude. You scared the shit out of me.” 

"You probably deserve it." Hackett moved close to the guy. "You Allister?"

"No, man, Jim Weber. I work with Pauly." He backed away.  

"What are you doing here?"

"I'm getting some things of his to keep for him."

Hackett backed Jim against the bed.  

"Yeah? Where is he?"

"I don't know."

Hackett, face grim, reached into his jacket. "How'd you know to come here?"

"He. . . left a message."

Hackett took a small notepad from his jacket.  

"Where'd he call from?"

"I don't know."

Hackett pushed Jim onto the bed.  

"Hey."

Jim's face tightened as the idea that they weren't cops began to percolate through his brain.  

"Shut up," Dillon said, standing over Jim, gun in hand.  

"Breaking and entering can be a serious offense," Hackett said. "Unless Allister confirms he asked you to come here."

Jim's eyes widened and jerked from one man looking down on him to the other.  

"I don't know where he is. Really."

Jim tried to roll off the end of the bed. Dillon grabbed his arm and yanked him back. Hackett had his knife out. Dillon pressed his gun to Jim's forehead.  

"Shut up, unless you're telling us where to find your friend Pauly."

Hackett waved Dillon's gun away.  

"Too noisy," he said to Jim. "Tell me where he is or how to contact him or he's going to find an awful mess here when he comes back." He tapped Jim's crotch with the blade. "You know what I mean?"

"Shit!" Jim twisted and rolled off the bed, landing on his knees.  

Dillon grabbed and missed.  

Jim sprang to his feet and raced through the bedroom door.  

Hackett took two quick steps. His arm swung back, flashed forward.  

The knife caught Jim in the neck. He coughed, stumbled, coughed blood, and collapsed two feet from the front door. The blade had severed the left carotid artery and the windpipe. Jim was dead before he hit floor.  

"Fuck. You killed him," Dillon said.  

"No shit."

Careful not to get any blood on himself, Hackett crouched and yanked the knife from the body.  

"Now he can't tell us where Allister is."

In the kitchen, Hackett washed the blood from the knife.  

"I doubt if he knew," he said. "Search him. Stay out of the blood."

A few minutes later Dillon asked, "Where the Hell is area code nine four one?"

Hackett came out of the kitchen.  

"Don't know. Look it up in the book."

Another minute and Dillon said, "Florida."

Hackett picked up an old map of Southwest Florida from the coffee table.  

"Well, that narrows it down some, doesn't it."
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N 25:51':09"

W 81:23':35"

The overcast burned away in patches as Harrison's Whaler left Mangrove Point behind and sped out of the Barron River into Chokoloskee Bay. It was ten o'clock, an hour later than Harrison had planned. Tracy, not used to rising before noon, had wanted to "put on her face." Pauly and Harrison told her she was in southwest Florida now and did not need a "face." Besides, after a day in the sun, wind and water, her face would return to its natural state, as frightening as that might be for her.  

They ran across the shallow bay to the Ten Thousand Islands, a string of thousands of mangrove fringed islands and islets from Marco Island south to Lostman's River.  Everglades National Park encompassed the southern end of the chain. They idled through the fringe islands, speaking little except to point out for Tracy an egret or a bald eagle or a bright orchid making a spot of color in the lush greenness of the mangroves. They headed east through Rabbit Key Pass and into the Lopez River.  

Harrison explained to her how the water came from rain in the Kissimmee River basin that flowed into Lake Okeechobee then through the fifty-mile-wide River of Grass to the sea. How the line of brackish water, where salt and fresh water meet, changed with the wet and dry seasons. How the muddy look of the water came from tannin released by the mangrove trees that made up most of the western coastal area. How developers and politicians had built canals that diverted the water flow, almost destroying the Everglades.  

They ran up the river at just above planing speed.  Pauly stood in the bow, feet spread for stability, holding on to a dock line from the bow. Harrison drove, Tracy beside him.  

"So what do you think?" Harrison asked Tracy. "Not quite the same as the jungle you're used too."

A black cap with a stylized naked dancing woman logo surrounded by the words Body Electric shaded her face.  Teardrop wrap-around sunglasses hid her eyes. Her smile was much too cynical for a woman her age.  

"Not so different maybe," she said, leaning against him to be heard above the motor and wind. "Survival of the fittest and like that."

"And that's you?"

"So far," she said, her gaze much farther away than the far shore.  

The river narrowed and Harrison slowed the boat to a fast idle a few feet from the mangrove branches.  

"Pauly seems to like it here," Tracy said.  

"He spent a lot of time here with his real dad and later by himself. He knows this area better than many of the old-timers."

"He never said anything about it."

It took Harrison some thirty seconds to unclench his jaw and get himself under control.  

"When his mother died three years ago, he disappeared into the Glades for two weeks. We thought he was dead. Then he came out and week later he left for California. I don't think it's something he wants to talk about."

"How did she die?"

Again it took a few seconds before he could say with an even voice, "She and Pauly were out fishing in the Ten Thousand Islands. She fell overboard and drowned."

"Fuck, man. That sucks."

"Yeah," Harrison agreed, the word coming out almost as a snarl. He ignored Tracy's quizzical gaze and they cruised on.  

A long branch arced over the water ahead of them. As they approached, Pauly suddenly ducked to the left.  Harrison saw the huge spider web with a matching bright colored ugly spider at its center just in time to push Tracy out of its way.  

"Eww," she said looking back. "Cool colors but uglyyy."

"That's a Mangrove spider," Pauly said over his shoulder. "A big one."

"No shit," was Tracy's comment. "I suppose he's a bug expert, too?"

"Oh, yeah. The Insect Boy is big on bugs."

"Well, Insect Boy freaked out at the cockroaches in this one apartment we had."

"When he was about twelve he had to stay in a dump of a motel one night. He woke up with roaches all over him. It took his mother a long time to calm him down."

His knuckles showed white under the tan. He loosened his grip on the wheel. Then, without a conscious thought, he jerked the wheel to the left. Pauly, thrown off balance by the sudden movement, fell against the starboard rail. One leg trailed in the
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