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			Epigraph

			This world is a comedy to those that think, 

			a tragedy to those that feel.

			HORATIO WALPOLE
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			Prologue

			MIDNIGHT

			The naked couple ran screaming out of the hotel, covered with fire-extinguisher foam.

			Which didn’t attract much attention in Fort Lauderdale.

			A window on the top floor shattered. Broken glass rained down from the high-rise, followed by a toilet-tank lid that exploded in the street.

			It became quiet.

			The nude pair wiped chemical-retardant foam from their eyes and stared down at the broken shards scattered at their feet.

			The quiet didn’t last.

			Another window shattered. Then another, and another. Toilet-tank lids flying everywhere and crashing in the street like a drumroll. More naked, foamy people dashed outside.

			People began to notice. Police and fire trucks arrived. TV vans.

			Two men nonchalantly strolled up the noisy sidewalk through ceramic chunks and suds.

			“The key to my new life as a private detective is ultra-sensitive powers of observation,” Serge told Coleman. “You must be able to detect the tiniest out-of-place detail ...”

			A hysterical mob ran by, scratching slippery breasts and buttocks.

			“Most people walk through life without ever noticing the little clues all around that something’s not right.”

			Another toilet lid crashed in front of them and Serge pulled a porcelain splinter from his arm. “In Florida, you just have to filter out the background weirdness.”

			MIAMI

			The name’s Mahoney. I get lied to for a living. The sign on the door says I’m a private eye, but I mainly keep bartenders and bookies in business.

			My best friends—a rumpled fedora and bottle of rye—sat silently on my desk, waiting anxiously for the next case like a weasel-beater in a peep-show booth with incorrect change.

			The day began like any other, except it was a Tuesday, not the other six. One of those pleasant days, real nice, right up until it kicks you in the Adam’s apple like a transvestite in stilettos. The air coming through my window was heavy with heat, humidity and double crosses.

			Down on the street, people’s lives bounce off one another like eight balls in Frankie’s billiard joint, until one of them lands in the corner pocket of my office. They pay two hundred clams up front to spill their guts about frame jobs, missing identical twins and alimony. Most of them just stink up my oxygen with alibis that are as shaky as an analogy that doesn’t fit.

			But this next one was a broad. She knocked on my door like knuckles hitting wood. I told her to have a seat and gave her a hankie. She blew her nose like a British ambulance, and her sob story had more twists than a dragon parade in Chinatown. But I have a soft spot for the farmer’s-daughter types who take a wrong turn out of the dairy barn and end up in Palooka-ville. This dame didn’t know from vice cops on the take for back-alley knobbers, which meant not having that uncomfortable conversation again, and that was jake by me.

			My gut said this bird was on the level. She had no priors, skeletons or known associates. A regular Betty Crocker life in the burbs. It all started simple enough with an out-of-the-blue phone call from some mug she’d never heard of. An odd kind of threat. Clearly a wrong number. And some easy green for me. I planned on dishing it for the usual kickback to an off-duty cop named McClusky who put the arm on such jokers to knock off the funny stuff, and I’d still have time to make the eighth race at Gulfstream.

			The joker had other ideas...

			Brook Campanella strolled out the front steps of an office building on the Miami River. A ton of weight lifted from her shoulders. Brook had debated hiring a private eye, but she felt so much better now after her conversation with Mahoney.

			Brook wasn’t concerned about herself. It was her father. The ominous phone call had been for him, and he couldn’t make sense of it either. Brook was a loving daughter with straight A’s in community college. She chose to stay at home after her mother died and take care of her dad in his retirement. They couldn’t have led more boring lives. Then this brief, electronic intrusion into their world changed everything. Her dad was too old for the stress, so Brook took the reins and flipped yellow pages.

			Yes, it had to be some kind of mistake just like Mahoney said. And he promised to take care of it.

			She smiled for the first time in an eternity and climbed into her VW Beetle.

			Within days, her father would be dead, their house ransacked, and a cop involved in the case—as Mahoney phrased it—would “have caught a case of lead poisoning courtesy of Smith & Wesson.”

			Brook’s life shattered again. Who was doing all this, and why?

			She was still thinking those thoughts right up until she vanished off the face of the earth.

			Not voluntarily, according to police. They found signs of a struggle and her abandoned VW.

			She was in the wind.
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			Chapter One

			TWO WEEKS EARLIER

			Police stood in a solemn circle. If they’d forgotten how much blood a human body holds, they were reminded.

			State Road 60 is one of those great old Florida drives. From Tampa on the west coast to Vero Beach on the east, rolling through Mulberry and Bartow and Yeehaw Junction. Phosphate mines and orange groves and cows loitering near water holes in vast open flats dotted with sabal palms, stretching for miles, making the sky big. Here and there were the kind of occasional, isolated farmhouses that made people subconsciously think: Do they get Internet? In the middle of one overgrown field stood a single concrete wall, several stories high, covered with grime and mildew, the ancient ruins of a drive-in theater. The top of the wall was the last thing to catch a warm glow from the setting sun.

			Standing in another field were the cops, taking notes in the waning light. Forensic cameras flashed. Two detectives glanced at each other and simultaneously raised knowing eyebrows. The extremely deceased victim lay on his back. He had been sliced wide, abdomen to throat, and none too carefully. All internal organs missing. Well, not missing, just not where they were supposed to be. Gloved crime-scene techs reached into the surrounding grass, collecting strewn kidneys and liver and something that would be labeled “unidentified.”

			“If I wasn’t standing here, I’d swear this was staged with fake props.” The detective bent down for closer inspection. “Like a horror movie.”

			“One thing’s for sure,” said the second detective. “We’ve got ourselves a case of severe overkill, which means it was a crime of passion.”

			The first detective stood up again. “I can’t even begin to think what kind of weapon did this.”

			“Weapon? Singular?” replied his partner. “I’d say we’ve got everything from a machete to spiked clubs and concrete saws.”

			They both looked back across several hundred yards of grazing land, toward where they had pulled off State Road 60 near the drive-in. Sparse traffic began turning on headlights. “What kind of sick—”

			An out-of-breath corporal ran over. “Sir, I think we have an ID on the victim.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Found his wallet behind that palm.” A shaking hand held out the driver’s license.

			The first detective grabbed it and squinted. Then his eyes widened. “Roscoe Nash? Not from the newspaper articles.”

			“The same,” said the corporal.

			The detective made a two-fingered whistle to get everyone’s attention. “Listen up. I just learned who our special guest is here. Roscoe Nash. And I’ve changed my assessment of the attack. The killer didn’t go far enough.”

			They all formed a circle and looked down again, laughing heartily.

			THE PREVIOUS MORNING

			A jet-black 1978 Firebird Trans Am drove past the state fairgrounds east of Tampa. The original Phoenix bird design that covered the hood had been painted over with a winged skull. The wings were in the shape of Florida.

			Coleman pulled deeply from a bong he’d fashioned out of colorful hamster tubes.

			Serge glanced over from the driver’s seat. “You realize there’s a hamster out there not getting his exercise.”

			Coleman raised his head and exhaled. “No, he’s still in there.”

			Serge’s neck jerked back. “You left the hamster in your bong? Why on earth would you do something so disturbing?”

			“So the little fella can get righteously baked!” Coleman twisted apart the tubing and tapped his furry little friend out into his lap. “Ow! He bit me!”

			“Serves you right.”

			“Naw, he’s just got a mondo case of the munchies.” Coleman reached in a bag of Doritos and held out a chip. “See how fast he snatched it from my hand?”

			“What next for the poor animal? LSD?”

			“I considered it,” said Coleman. “But he’d need to be around others of his kind who are more experienced for a soothing environment to avoid a bad trip. And of course I’d have to take the running wheel out of his cage because no good can ever come from that on acid.”

			“I got a crazy thought,” said Serge. “How about not giving drugs to rodents in the first place?”

			“Then what’s the point?”

			“What do you mean, what— Just forget it.” Serge looked this way and that. “Where’d he go?”

			“Under my seat. I set him free to explore.” Coleman packed the bowl again. “If I was that small, that’s where I’d like to be.”

			Serge momentarily closed his eyes with a deep sigh.

			“Serge?”

			“What!”

			“Explain to me again about our new job.”

			“Okay, listen carefully for the fifth time.” Serge took his hands off the wheel and rubbed his palms together. “I’ve decided to totally rededicate my entire life to being a private eye. Your life, too.”

			“Is this like all your other rededications?”

			“No!” Serge pounded his fist on the dash. “Those were all spur-of-the-moment impulsive flights of silliness. Like my last idiotic idea of becoming a house hunter. Where’s the challenge?”

			“You don’t even need a very accurate gun.”

			“But this is completely different. This time it’s bone-deep, the whole reason I was placed on earth. I’ve been putting a tremendous amount of contemplation into it.”

			“For how long?”

			“About a half hour since we finished watching that detective movie back at the motel.”

			“Which movie?”

			“Coleman, it was the highest-grossing detective movie ever filmed in Florida.”

			“You mean Ace Ventura: Pet Detective?”

			Serge winced and hit the dash again. “That’s why we must become private eyes. Maybe they’ll make a movie about our dashing exploits and fix that blasphemy.”

			“Where are we going to get our cases?”

			“I’m thinking Mahoney.” Serge ran a red light and waved “sorry” to honking drivers. “Now that he’s opened his own detective agency in Miami, our timing couldn’t be more perfect.”

			Coleman took the bong from his mouth. “Mahoney talks funny.”

			“I can’t get enough of his Spillane-Mitchum-Hammett patter,” said Serge. “And he’s carved out a nice little niche for himself: helping the victims of scam artists. There are thousands of dupes out there who are either too embarrassed to go to the police, or if they do report the cons, they find out no laws were broken because they did something stupid and gullible.”

			“Gullible?”

			“Coleman, did you know the word gullible is not in the dictionary?”

			“Really?”

			“Jesus, Coleman. It is in the dictionary, right next to your picture.”

			“Really?”

			Serge shook his head to clear the dumbness in the car. “Anyway, word’s starting to get out about Mahoney. When there’s no place else for victims to go, they go to Mahoney. He’s been able to make a number of impressive asset recoveries for his clients, but I’m sure I can amp that success rate by persuading the less cooperative miscreants who won’t listen to reason. Because I’m a people person.”

			“You said thousands of victims?”

			Serge nodded hard. “Florida is the scam capital of the nation, a perpetual daisy chain of old and fresh schemes that boggle the imagination. Ponzis, odometer fraud, counterfeit paintings, foreign lotteries, priceless costume jewelry, bodies stacked in single graves that are resold, repair your credit, learn to dance better, stuff envelopes at home for three hundred dollars an hour, get that new-look cosmetic surgery by a doctor who blows town when the job is only half done, leaving your face with that new ‘Picasso’ look. One dude mass-mailed fake dry-cleaning bills to restaurants for soup that was never spilled. But the amounts were so small, a bunch of them just paid, and the guy made a killing. Other brazen crooks waltz into low-end mortgage offices with fake ID and documents to take out equity loans on homes they don’t own. Someone else sold hole-in-one insurance.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Charities are always holding fund-raisers with fantastic contests like sinking a basketball from half court for fifty thousand dollars. Of course they can’t pay because they’re charities and it would dampen the fund-raiser. So it’s very common in the insurance industry to offer single-day policies against potential long-shot winners. In Florida, with all the golf courses, it’s holes-in-one. So this grifter exclusively sold such insurance, undercutting all the legit companies, and whenever someone hit a hole-in-one, he’d dissolve the company and move on. The scams never end in this state, and that’s why there’s gold in them thar streets for us and Mahoney.”

			Coleman inspected a fingertip for something that had come out of his nose. “Does this mean you’re not going to have any more Secret Master Plans?”

			“Au contraire,” said Serge. “This detective business is part of the biggest Secret Master Plan yet. That’s why we’ve driven back to Tampa. We have to attend the Republican National Convention.”

			“Sounds boring.”

			“Except it’s anything but,” said Serge. “Especially with Tropical Storm Isaac bearing down with gale-force situation comedy. And if I’m really lucky, I might run into Sarah Palin so I can help her out.”

			“Why?”

			“Because the woman of my dreams has fallen on hard times,” said Serge. “Last time I saw her, it was at a distance on TV in a department store, and she apparently has been reduced to working behind the counter at a Chick-fil-A.”

			“But how does the convention fit in with your private-detective Master Plan?”

			“If you’re going to do something, do it big! Be the best in your field!” said Serge. “And some of the highest-paid private eyes are political investigators. They come in two types: campaign detectives that dig up dirt on candidates, and stock-market detectives who try to figure out how an upcoming congressional vote is going to swing before it’s cast.”

			“So you’re just in it for the money?”

			“That’s gravy,” said Serge, sticking a CD in the stereo. “People in this country are at one another’s throats like no time since the Vietnam War. Which brings up the main objective of my new Master Plan: to reunite the country.”

			The radio: “ ... O beautiful for spacious skies ...”

			“I don’t know about that.” Coleman exhaled another hit. “People are getting pretty crazy out there.”

			“Only because they haven’t heard my solutions.” Serge waved his left hand around like he was writing on an invisible blackboard. “The current political climate has become psychotically polarized and nobody can figure it out ...”

			“ ... God shed his grace on thee ...”

			“... But it’s as simple as choosing up teams in a school yard. You want to be on the side with your friends. It’s the most basic human emotion, to be accepted and loved. I just have to convince the country we’re all on the same side, then we all hug and begin spreading brotherhood ...”

			“And sisterhood,” said Coleman.

			“Right. I need to watch more Glee,” said Serge. “And spread sisterhood ...”

			“ ... From sea to shining sea! ...”

			“But how do you plan to convince everyone we’re on the same side?”

			“Instead of being slaves to our toxic emotional times, we harness that outrage,” said Serge. “So we just change the national slogan from ‘Land of the Free’ to ‘Fuck Canada.’ ”

			Coleman nodded. “I think everyone can get behind that.”

			“Because it’s the American way.”

			Coleman cracked a beer, then inserted an eyedropper and drew ale up into the bulb. “What gave you this whole idea?”

			“TV.” The Trans Am turned sharply onto Orient Road. “I was watching the Tea Party and the Occupiers on the news and I said to myself, ‘Serge, you can bring these people together, no problem.’ ”

			Coleman held the eyedropper down toward the floor. “They hate each other’s guts.”

			“That’s just frustration talking.” Serge pulled the Firebird up to a compound of buildings with vertical slit windows and spooled razor wire. “Take the Tea Party. I get it. They’re a playground team with staunch work ethics and sincere values, and they’re sick of watching all these lazy, political clowns throw away their hard-earned tax dollars. On the other hand are the Occupiers, the other playground team who’s furious that the top one percent hire a bunch of lobbyists to bribe those same clowns and tilt the chessboard.”

			Coleman squeezed drops into the hamster’s mouth. “Please continue.”

			“The two groups should be ultimate allies.” Serge raised binoculars toward a back gate where an electric signal snapped a sequence of locks open. “It just gets lost in the slight nuance between how the two groups deliver their respective messages.”

			“How’s that?”

			“The Tea Party draws Hitler mustaches on pictures of the president.”

			“And the Occupiers?”

			“They shit in public parks,” said Serge. “It’s such a fine line.”

			“I could join that last group,” said Coleman.

			“You’re already an honorary member.”

			Serge continued his surveillance. A just-released prisoner signed some paperwork at the gates and began walking away from the Hillsborough Correctional Center.

			Coleman leaned out the window. “Is this the county jail?”

			“Yes, next question.”

			“Can we leave?” Coleman placed the hamster on his shoulder and glanced around. “I’m getting paranoid parked outside this place.”

			“Then lower the bong.” Serge kept his eyes trained out the driver’s side.

			The former prisoner reached the end of the jail’s driveway. They’d given him back his street clothes, but he still had the red plastic band around his wrist. Misdemeanors wore blue. He turned up the street, heading for the nearest bus stop, which wasn’t near.

			Serge rolled down his window. “Roscoe! Roscoe Nash!”

			The man on the edge of the road turned around. “Who the fuck are you?”

			“The person that just bailed you out. Hop in.”

			Roscoe was tall and lean, much like Serge, but a few years senior. Running down both arms were tattoos of defunct Roller Derby franchises. He approached the driver’s side and rested folded arms on the window ledge. “Why’d you bail me out?”

			“Because I have a business proposition. We run a profitable little cottage industry, except we’re currently heavy on the muscle end and light on white-collar know-how.”

			Roscoe grinned contemptuously. “And that’s where I come in?”

			Serge opened his door and leaned his seat forward. “Climb in.”

			“Why should I?”

			“Because it’s hot and a long walk. I’ll flesh it out as we drive. You don’t like the sound of it, we shake hands and split. Worst case is you get a free ride home.”

			Roscoe climbed in the backseat with a condescending smirk.

			Serge closed the door and patched out.

			Roscoe’s eye caught something. “What’s with the hamster?”

			“His name’s Skippy,” said Coleman.

			“He’s sliding off your shoulder.”

			Coleman gently boosted Skippy back onto his perch. “He’s a little fucked up.”

			“What?” said Roscoe.

			Serge snapped his fingers in the air. “Eyes over here. Pay no attention to Coleman, or we’ll be talking in circles for days ...” Serge drained a travel mug of coffee in one long guzzle and floored the gas. “Here’s my proposition ...” He popped a Neil Diamond CD in the stereo.

			“ ... They’re coming to America! ...”

			Serge turned around and smiled huge at Roscoe. “You like this country? Good! I love this country! And the two sides are so close: scribbling on the president’s photo, wiping your ass with leaves, what’s the difference? That’s what I say. Get my drift? What’s Canada’s fuckin’ deal? ...”

			Roscoe’s eyes grew big as he grabbed his seat belt with white knuckles. “Jesus, you almost sideswiped that oncoming dump truck.”

			“I did?”

			“Turn around!” yelled Roscoe. “Watch where you’re going!”

			“Absolutely not,” said Serge. “I drive like this all the time.”

			Coleman exhaled a bong hit and petted the hamster. “He does.”

			“That’s right,” said Serge. “I stay in my lane by watching out the back window to gauge my deviation from the center line. And Coleman lets me know when the intersections come up.”

			“But—”

			“Smile!” Serge snapped some photos of Roscoe, who blinked from the camera flashes.

			“Intersection,” said Coleman.

			Serge turned around and slammed on the brakes, skidding through another red light.

			“Coleman, you were late again.”

			“I was busy.”

			“Busy packing a bong.” Serge shook his head. “Driving is an important responsibility. I’m becoming concerned about your recklessness.”

			A hand was raised in the backseat. “I’d like to get out of the car now, please.”

			“But you’re not home yet,” said Serge.

			“Would you like to hold Skippy?” asked Coleman.

			Roscoe bent forward. “This isn’t the way to my house.”

			“Because I wanted to stop and show you something that will explain my proposition.” Serge pulled over on the side of a remote, wooded road. “What’s fair is fair: I’m giving you a lift, so you owe me a shot at my best sales pitch.”

			“What is it?”

			“You’ll find out soon enough.” Serge opened his door. “Just follow me around to the back bumper.”

			“Uh, this wouldn’t be some kind of trick, would it?”

			“Trick? No, no, no, no, no!” Serge inserted the key. “It’s just the trunk of a car. What could possibly go wrong?”

		

	


	
		
			

			[image: shrimp.jpg]

			Chapter Two

			MEANWHILE...

			Another typical sidewalk café in sunny Florida.

			This one sat along tony Worth Avenue in Palm Beach, the non-working-capital capital of the United States.

			A second round of mimosas arrived a few minutes before ten A.M. The bistro sat between two piano bars—and atop the world of international culinary acclaim. Although others had come close, the café had attained its rarefied reputation by pushing the edge further than anyone previously dared: a complete menu of entrées consisting entirely of a single bite of food standing upright in the middle of a large white plate. But on this particular morning, panic swept the restaurant as news reached the kitchen that two competing teams of master chefs in Paris and Berlin were secretly racing to develop the half bite of food.

			Across the street, sidewalk people strolled with cashmere sweaters, purse dogs and wind-tunnel face-lifts. For the window-shopper-with-everything: perfume and crystal, Swiss watches and Persian rugs, Armani and Vuitton. Six galleries featured trending artists, two banks contained only oversize safety-deposit boxes and one place rented diamonds by the hour.

			The mimosas were for a jet-setting young couple in aloof sunglasses. Actually, only he was a jet-setter, and she was just lucky. Courtney Styles had received her degree from Florida State a month earlier, and her wealthy uncle offered her use of their beach place since it was off-season. You know, to help her out while job-hunting after graduation. Except she was man-hunting. And what better place?

			Courtney got her first strike within an hour. And she wasn’t even trying, just standing on the corner, idly gazing at pictures in the window of a yacht brokerage.

			“You like ze boats?”

			“What?” She hadn’t even seen him approach, but hot damn. His suit alone cost more than her car. Gold Rolex, heartthrob foreign accent and a long sexy mane like in those photos that they show you when you go to get a haircut but it never works out that way. Courtney gulped. “Why? Do you have a boat?”

			“Oui.” The man shrugged offhandedly. “A few.”

			She gulped again and offered her hand. “My name’s Courtney.”

			He leaned and kissed it. “I’m Gustave.”

			She got the jelly legs, but recovered before toppling over.

			“Is Courtney all right?”

			She nodded with embarrassment. “Just a little hungry.”

			“Zat is wonderful.” He placed his palms together in front of his chin like he was praying. “I know zis great little spot. Everyone is talking about their new menu.”

			And that’s how they came to be sitting across from each other under an umbrella, plowing through mimosas in goldfish bowls. Courtney was still acclimating to Palm Beach. She looked up curiously at the royal-blue awning over the café’s facade, and the name, which was simply “.”.

			Gustave saw the question in her look and smiled. “Ah, yes. Zee name of zee restaurant. Very hip, very now.”

			“It’s just a period. How do you pronounce it?”

			“You get ready to start a sentence. And then zee sentence is over.”

			“You don’t say anything?” asked Courtney.

			“And yet it says everything,” replied Gustave. “All zee right people will know exactly what you mean.”

			Moments later, their meals arrived. Gustave placed a napkin in his lap. “What do you think?”

			Courtney tilted her head at a small, vertical sprig of seared blowfish from the Azores. “They let us try a sample first?”

			“No, zat is the meal.”

			“Seriously?”

			“Zee best on zee island.”

			Courtney smiled with semi-acceptance and picked up a fork. “I’d love to see their appetizers.”

			“Oh, you absolutely must try zee shrimp cocktail. It is zee best. Tiger shrimp.” Gustave turned and snapped his fingers. “Garçon! ...”

			Soon, a waiter placed an appetizer in front of Courtney. “What’s this?”

			“Your shrimp cocktail.”

			“It’s a microscope,” said Courtney.

			“Shrimp molecules.”

			She sat back in puzzlement. “Is this some kind of joke?”

			Gustave laughed heartily. “Yes, a joke. It is what you call ... a gimmick. All fine restaurants must now have a delightful sense of whimsy. Not take themselves too seriously. Life is but a dream.” He waved a hand dismissively toward the waiter, who briskly removed the scientific instrument.

			“So he’s bringing my shrimp cocktail now?”

			Gustave shook his head. “There is no shrimp cocktail.”

			“Oh, I’m starting to get it now. When you order a shrimp cocktail, they don’t bring you a shrimp cocktail.”

			“Very chic.”

			Courtney raised her eyebrows and grinned. He better be loaded. “I have much to learn about Palm Beach.”

			“And Gustave will show you.” He picked up his fork for the first time and finished his meal. “Would you like to take a drive with me?”

			Courtney finished her own meal. “You have a car nearby?”

			Gustave glanced at the opposite curb.

			She choked. “A Bentley.”

			“We will drive south along the shore, like zee Côte d’Azur.”

			“Uh, okay.”

			A cell phone rang. Gustave checked the number and stood. “Pardon me while I take zis. It is Brussels.” He went inside the café to escape traffic noise.

			Courtney picked up the most recent mimosa in both hands and gulped.

			The bubbles started getting to her. The waiter strolled up with aplomb. “Would madam like another?”

			She nodded with a crooked smile and handed him the empty glass orb.

			Her next drink was half gone when she strained to peer inside the dark restaurant. Why is that phone call taking so long? She got up and tentatively stepped inside.

			The waiter approached. “May I help you with something?”

			She craned her neck to look past him into the narrow diner. “Have you seen Gustave?”

			“You mean the gentleman you were dining with?”

			She nodded and glanced around.

			“Not since he was sitting with you out there,” said the waiter. “He isn’t inside the restaurant.”

			“What?” said Courtney. “But I saw him come in here to take a call. And there’s no way he could have come out without me seeing him.”

			The bartender overheard. “If you’re talking about the French guy with the cell phone, I saw him go in the restroom.”

			“How long ago?”

			“Fifteen minutes, give or take.”

			Now the maître d’ overheard. He turned to the waiter. “Jerry, go check.”

			“Oh, thank you,” said Courtney. The maître d’ smiled warmly, but she misread his intentions.

			Jerry returned, shaking his head. “Empty.”

			“But that’s not possible,” said Courtney.

			The bartender wiped a glass. “There’s a back exit.”

			“But he couldn’t have left,” said Courtney. “His car is still out front.”

			“Which one?” asked the bartender.

			“The Bentley.”

			“That’s not his,” said the bartender.

			“How do you know?”

			“Because it belongs to the von Zurenburgs.” The bartender hung the dry glass in an overhead rack. “Old money. You’ve heard of shoelaces?”

			Even the waiter was impressed. “You don’t mean the shoelaces.”

			The bartender slowly picked up another wet glass and peered sideways with a glare that said, You’re starting to ask some dangerous questions.

			Courtney glanced back and forth with a near laugh. “What’s going on?”

			Everyone stood silent.

			She turned around. “Why are you all looking at me like that?”

			More quiet.

			She closed her eyes a moment. Oh, no. Then opened them again.

			“Ma’am,” said the maître d’. “There is still the matter of the check.”

			Courtney sighed in resignation. “How much?”

			It was not the Palm Beach Way to say such numbers aloud. He handed her a small leather folder and raised flared nostrils to deliberately expose unsettling dark bristles inside.

			“Six hundred and ninety-three dollars!” she blurted. “For two bites of food and a few mimosas?”

			“And a shrimp cocktail.”

			TAMPA

			A vintage Firebird rolled through noon sun on Busch Boulevard, named for the famous brewery that had since been shuttered. But still operating nearby was the theme park.

			Serge stopped across the street and checked his watch to see how long until Busch Gardens closed for the night.

			“Serge, I think the idea about Canada is good and all, but I don’t think it’s enough to stop all the fighting.”

			“It’s not.” Serge stared across the street with binoculars. “The second part of my Master Plan to reinstate domestic peace is one simple word: Music!”

			“Oh, yeah,” said Coleman. “That’s how they settle all serious shit on Glee.”

			“The Tea Party and the Occupiers are simply different twists on Parrot Heads and Dead Heads. At first impression, the Parrot Heads see a bunch of filthy people with bare feet and think, ‘Get a job.’ And the Dead Heads see all these wacky tropical hats and Buffett-licensed apparel and think, ‘Get a life.’ But the overwhelming common ground is obvious.”

			Coleman petted his hamster. “They both like music?”

			“If we can just sit them down and listen to a mash-up of ‘Margaritaville’ and ‘Casey Jones,’ we’re halfway home.”

			Coleman nodded. “Tequila and cocaine. I like it.”

			“You’re missing the point. This is about uniting our fractured nation, and I’ve come up with a unifying theory to explain all human behavior and achieve this harmony: the Empathy Continuum.”

			“What’s empathy?”

			“The ability to feel others’ vibes and follow the Golden Rule—”

			Banging from the trunk.

			“Son of a bitch!” Serge jumped from the car and popped the rear hood—“Shut the fuck up!”—viciously striking the gagged-and-hog-tied Roscoe Nash in the skull with a tire iron, returning him to unconsciousness.

			Serge slid back into the driver’s seat. “People who interrupt! Jesus! ... Where was I?”

			“Empathy.”

			“Right. In order to treat people with the utmost sensitivity, you must become acutely in tune with their every emotion: happy, sad, anxious, melancholy, introspective, that awkward sensation in the grocery store when you see someone you know really well but you’re in a rush and don’t have time for the kind of chitchat that nobody knows how to end gracefully, but they haven’t seen you yet, so you quickly duck down an aisle.”

			“Especially if you owe them weed money.”

			“Which leads us to my Empathy Continuum,” said Serge. “At one end are the totally chill cats: Mother Teresa, Gandhi, the Salvation Army, and at the opposite, Stalin, Pol Pot, Son of Sam, Ike Turner.”

			“But how does this unite everyone?”

			“Noted psychotherapists claim empathy can’t be taught, but they’ve never tried with the level of zeal I apply when I put my mind to something.” He glanced over his seat as thumping resumed from the trunk. “And I’m going to launch my clinical trials with someone who could stand to learn empathy the most.”

			The hamster twitched its whiskers and strained to reach the eyedropper in Coleman’s hand. “How did you find out about Roscoe in the first place?”

			“It was in all the papers. Remember that rookie police officer in Manatee County who was brutally gunned down in the line of duty? Pulled over a carload of crack smugglers with UZIs on the Tamiami?”

			“Sort of.”

			“Roscoe must read the papers, too.” Serge got out of the car and walked toward the back bumper. “Because after the first of the year, Nash falsely filed the officer’s tax return and had the refund check diverted to a PO box.”

			“How do you even figure out how to do that?” asked Coleman.

			“I don’t know, but Roscoe must have because it actually happened.” Serge popped the trunk. “Just when you think you’ve seen all depravity, someone raises the bar again.”

			“He’s another wiggler,” said Coleman.

			Serge rolled Roscoe over and ripped the duct tape off his mouth.

			“Ow! Shit!” The captive looked up. “Who the hell are you?”

			“Your new empathy coach, and if you pass, it could go a long way to getting you out of this jam. Believe me, you won’t like my detention hall.” Serge pulled a square from his back pocket and unfolded it. “For our first day of class, you’re going to write a lot of apology letters. I took the liberty of composing a sample to get you started.” He held the letter down to Roscoe’s eyes. “I have you referring to yourself as ‘the biggest prick in the world,’ but if you’d like something stronger, feel free to substitute.”

			Roscoe spit in Serge’s face.

			Serge nonchalantly found a rag in the trunk and wiped it off. Then he cracked Roscoe in the head again with the iron rod and made his way back to the driver’s seat. He picked up the binoculars and stared across the street.

			Coleman stuck the eyedropper in a can of Bud. “What now?”

			“I love Busch Gardens! Especially after it’s empty at night when the staff doesn’t force you to limit the park’s possibilities with their rule-crazy narrowness.”

			“No, I mean, that guy back there.”

			“Roscoe?” The binoculars panned from the Montu to the Kumba roller coaster. “In his case, the psychologists were right: Empathy can’t be taught.”

			“But you said your zeal ... I mean, you gave up pretty quickly.”

			The binoculars reached the gondola over the Serengeti Plain. “I thought maybe we had environmental differences, but hocking a giant loogie in someone’s face is a language that crosses cultural lines.”
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			Chapter Three

			PALM BEACH

			The drive down South Ocean Boulevard, along the sand and surf of the Atlantic, is one of the most inspiring in the country. People come away describing an almost morphine-like sense of euphoria and bliss.

			“Motherfucker!” screamed Courtney Styles, punching the ceiling of her Geo Prizm that needed transmission work and non-bald tires.

			She pulled up the driveway of her uncle’s vacation cottage and couldn’t stay mad for long. It was the cutest little bungalow, and only three doors down from the ocean, cozily tucked in a nest of traveler’s palms and banana trees. Courtney especially liked the color combination of the villa’s yoke-yellow Bahama shutters and a phosphorus tropical green from those giant rain-forest leaves draping over the trim.

			She unlocked the front door. One step inside before her fingers went numb. Keys hit the polished, blond-pine floor. Courtney’s unbelieving eyes worked their way wall to wall. “What on earth—?”

			The first phone call was to the owner.

			“No,” said her uncle. “We’ll call the cops. You go over to the neighbors where you’ll be safe.”

			Before Courtney could ring the doorbell on the next house, nine squad cars and two vans from the Palm Beach Police Department arrived like they were paid massive bonuses for response time and overwhelming force to protect wealth, which they were. Black helmets dashed in a low crouch through the snapping foliage and took up an eight-point interlocking perimeter with laser sights and flash-bang options.

			“Miss, are you okay?”

			“Yes, but—”

			The leader held up a hand as his walkie-talkie squawked. “Go ahead, Team Indigo? ...” He listened, then turned to Courtney with a reassuring wink. “Indigo went in and cleared the kill box.”

			“Kill box?”

			“Office language,” said the commando commander. “Important thing is you’re safe. Come with me ...”

			Courtney decided she was beginning to like the thought of going back to school for her graduate degree. They reached the front of the bungalow, and the commander introduced her to a pair of detectives with mirror sunglasses and clipboards.

			“So if I understand, ma’am, a few minutes ago you returned to this unfurnished cottage when something seemed suspicious?”

			“Yes, it used to be furnished.”

			“Of course,” said the second detective. “And the previous owners took their stuff when they left.”

			“No, my uncle still owns it,” said Courtney. “They’re letting me live here this summer after graduation.”

			“But they stripped the place down after the season, right?” said the first detective. “Very common here. I can give you statistics.”

			“I’m saying it was furnished this morning.” She pointed. “Seventy-inch LED flat-screen in front of that jimmied-open wall safe.”

			“But the safe is empty,” said the second.

			“That’s the point,” said Courtney. “They got everything. I can’t believe how thorough they were.”

			“I see.” The first wrote something on his clipboard. “When was the last time you saw this furniture?”

			“About nine this morning when I left.”

			“And where did you go?”

			“Worth Avenue.”

			“Did anyone see you there?”

			“Wait a minute,” said Courtney. “I didn’t do it.”

			“We’re not saying that,” began the first detective. “Some homes are hit at random ...”

			“... Others are targeted,” completed the second. “We’re just trying to determine if someone was watching you to establish your patterns.”

			“Seen anyone out of place in the neighborhood?” asked the first. “Maybe in a parked car on your street?”

			“No,” said Courtney. “Nobody.”

			“What about a suspicious truck from the power company, where a guy is up in a cherry-picker basket supposed to be working on the lines, but instead he’s looking in bedroom windows with a zoom lens?”

			“I would have noticed that,” said Courtney.

			“You’d be surprised how many don’t,” said the first detective.

			The second detective flipped back through his notes. “You said it’s your uncle’s place? So you’re not actually a resident of Palm Beach?”

			“No, just the summer—”

			The detective wrote quickly. “That changes everything.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Courtney.

			“Nothing,” chimed his partner. “So you were on Worth Avenue this morning. What did you do?”

			“I met someone for lunch.”

			“What time?”

			“Just before ten A.M.”

			“That’s brunch.”

			“Okay, brunch.”

			“Are you changing your story?”

			“No,” said Courtney. “Lunch, brunch, what’s the difference? I was robbed blind.”

			“Interesting.” A pen pressed against a clipboard. “What was the name of this person you had this so-called brunch with?”

			“Gustave.”

			“Gustave what?”

			“I don’t know,” said Courtney.

			The pen came off the clipboard. “You don’t know your friend’s last name?”

			The second peeked over the top of his sunglasses. “Do a lot of your friends not have last names?”

			“No,” said Courtney. “I mean, when I say I met someone for lunch, I literally just met him.”

			“Where?”

			“On the sidewalk. He struck up a conversation and seemed nice enough, so we went to grab something to eat.”

			Writing on both clipboards now. “Where did you go?”

			Courtney opened her mouth, then realized she didn’t know how to say the name of the restaurant, and closed her mouth.

			The first detective nodded. “I know that place.”

			“Was it a long lunch?” asked the second.

			“Pretty long.”

			“You probably had a few drinks,” said the first. “How many?”

			“Two ... wait, three. I’m not sure.”

			“Hard to remember?” More clipboard writing. “And given the hour, I’m guessing Bloody Marys.”

			“Mimosas.”

			“You seem to know your way pretty well around a bottle in the morning.”

			“What are you implying?” said Courtney.

			“Do you often discover vehicle damage you can’t remember?” said the first.

			“Have all your relatives stopped lending you money?” said the second.

			“No!”

			“So you’ve been borrowing large amounts of money lately?”

			“No!”

			“Can’t keep your facts straight, can you?”

			The first detective held an index finger in front of her eyes and slowly moved it side to side. “Just follow it best you can.”

			“I am not a drunk!”

			“Tell me, how much did you have to eat today?”

			“Just one bite. And a shrimp cocktail, but it was the strangest—”

			“So you’ve been drinking all morning on an empty stomach.” The first detective glanced at the second. “Gee, that fits no problem behavior model we know of.”

			“Look,” said Courtney. “This polite guy asked me to lunch, we ordered— Can you please take your finger out of my face?”

			“Is it making you dizzy?”

			She just shook her head. “And when we were all finished at the restaurant, he got a phone call, and then he—”

			“Stop,” said the first. “He got a phone call at the end of the meal?”

			“And went to take it in private?” said the second.

			“But he never came back,” said the first. “Sticking you with the check?”

			“Probably said he had an expensive car out front?”

			Courtney’s head swiveled back and forth like a tennis fan’s. “How’d you know?”

			The detectives put their pens away.

			Courtney looked from one to the other. “What’s going on?”

			“We’ll need to get you with a sketch artist.”

			“What for?”

			“Ma’am, I’m afraid you’ve fallen victim to the dating bandit.”

			“Dating bandit?”

			“He finds his mark and follows her until he can arrange an ‘accidental’ meeting,” said the first.

			“Sometimes they go to lunch right then ...” said the second.

			“... Sometimes he makes a date for later,” said the first.

			“Depending on whether his crew is in position.”

			“Crew?” said Courtney.

			“He keeps the target occupied until getting the phone call telling him his crew is clear of the residence. Victims all over the state, from Orlando to Miami to Naples and Sarasota.”

			Courtney was astonished. “If he’s done it so many times, how come he’s never been caught?”

			“The term dating bandit is generic,” said the first.

			“There are dozens of guys working separately,” said the second.

			“Usually it’s lonely older women with a lot of jewelry.”

			“That’s why we initially didn’t suspect it in this case, because of your age.”

			Courtney’s brain raced to process data. “I don’t see any broken windows. How did they get in the house?”

			“Probably a ‘bump’ key,” said the first detective.

			“What’s that?”

			“About twenty brands of locks cover ninety-five percent of the residential market, so they buy blanks to cover the spread ...”

			The other pulled out his own key chain. “See these ridges? They go up and down, high and low...

			“... But on a ‘bump’ key, they’re all at the maximum height. Then they simply match the blank to the lock brand on your house.”

			Courtney checked her own keys. “That’s kind of disconcerting. It just opens the door?”

			“No, they have to practice,” said the first.

			“An accomplice grabs the doorknob and applies torque, trying to turn it...”

			“... And the other sticks the key in the opening of the lock and whacks it with a rubber mallet ...”

			“... If all goes right, the internal tumblers momentarily bounce, and the knob pops open in the hand of the guy applying pressure.”

			Courtney leaned back against the door frame. “So what now?”

			“We’ll have the sketch artist call ...”

			“... In the meantime, get your locks changed.”

			“I’ll do it this afternoon,” said Courtney. “Will that stop another bump key?”

			“No.”

			The detectives headed out the door and down the front porch steps. The first stopped and turned. “Just one more thing, ma’am ...”

			“Yes?” said Courtney.

			“How’d you like the shrimp cocktail?”

			They walked away laughing.

			STATE ROAD 60

			High beams from a Firebird Trans Am was the only illumination for miles, splitting the thick night in that long no-man’s run between Lake Wales and Yeehaw.

			A hamster crawled out of a bong. “Serge, I thought you were going to take care of this guy back at Busch Gardens.”

			Serge slowed to let a rabbit cross the road. “I was, but realized they don’t have what I need there anymore. It would have been perfect back in the seventies, except I’m guessing the safety people decided to lower the risks.”

			“Change of plans?”

			“No, same plans. Plenty of other places have since cropped up that’ll work just as well.”

			A few more minutes and the black Pontiac pulled up alongside a barbed-wire fence. There was a gate with a gnarled wooden sign across the top. Coleman read it and turned to Serge. “You’ve got to be kidding. He’s going to be tickled to death?”

			Serge grabbed a pair of bolt cutters. “You’d be surprised.”

			Soon the muscle car bounded across one of the most wide-open plains in all of Florida.

			Coleman leaned toward the windshield. “Are you going to let me watch this time?”

			“From a safe distance.”

			“Yes!”

			They finally reached the approximate center of the prairie flats. Coleman started opening his door.

			Serge lunged and yanked the handle shut. “Are you crazy! Want to get us killed?”

			“Why are you so freaked out?” said Coleman. “There might be another bunny out there?”

			“It will soon become more than evident. But whatever you do, don’t get out of the car.”

			Serge pulled his gun and stepped out of the Firebird, pointing it into the darkness. He slowly inched his way to the back of the Firebird.

			The trunk popped.

			Eyes blinked like a waking child.

			“Good, you’re still dazed,” said Serge, ripping the tape off Roscoe’s mouth. “Listen, I’ve done some thinking and, whatever you’ve done, I’ve been displaying a complete lack of empathy. So you’re free to go.”

			“Huh, what?”

			Serge untied Nash and helped him out of the trunk.

			Roscoe just stood and stared.

			Serge waved with the gun. “Go on. Git!”

			“Uh, okay, sure.”

			Roscoe took slow steps backward as Serge scrambled into the driver’s seat and hit the gas like he’d just gotten the green flag at Daytona.

			Coleman bounced against the ceiling as the Firebird sprang across dips and mounds. “Ow, ow, ow, what’s the hurry? Ow, ow ...”

			“We need to get back outside the fence and lock the gate as soon as possible.” Serge veered and barely missed a watering hole. “I didn’t tell you this before because of your marijuana situation, but we’re not even safe in this car.”

			“What!”

			“It’s got a tight suspension that doesn’t let us go very fast in this terrain. And the windows aren’t tempered to the proper strength.”

			Moments later, the Trans Am was back on the shoulder of State Road 60 with the gate adequately secured. Serge and Coleman leaned against fence posts, peering into the dark expanse.

			“Just remembered something,” said Coleman. “You mentioned at the jail that you posted his bail?”

			“What a bargain! Paid the bondsman ten cents on the buck.”

			“But why would you waste good money that way?”

			“It’s like those credit-card ads,” said Serge. “Bailing a dipstick out of jail: eight hundred dollars. What happens now: priceless!”

			Serge returned his gaze to the field, resting his chin on top of a post. A quarter mile away, a tiny silhouette turned in a circle and glanced around.

			“Nothing’s happening,” said Coleman. “He’s just standing in the open, looking confused.”

			“He will soon be accompanied by other thoughts.”

			“Wait, what’s that?”

			“Where?”

			Coleman stretched out an arm. “Way over there to the right.”

			“Are you sure?”

			Coleman looked down at his sneakers. Written across the toes in Magic Marker: R on one; L on the other.

			“I mean the left,” said Coleman. “Even farther away from the guy than we are. It’s not moving. Just standing upright like a human, but the shape’s not right.”

			“The guy sees it,” said Serge. “He’s starting to back up. The thing has spotted him and is beginning to walk in his direction.”

			“Where’d you get this idea anyway?”

			“From a friend who worked at Busch Gardens in the seventies,” said Serge. “He used to run the rib shack, and people really must have loved ribs back then because by the end of the day, they had such huge piles of ashes from the wood they’d burned that it filled several fifty-five-gallon drums. Then they loaded the drums on the back of a big Cushman golf cart, and the animal handlers would give them the all clear, open the gates and wave them through. They’d drive around the Serengeti Plain in the dark, spreading the ashes because it’s a good fertilizer.”

			“That doesn’t sound dangerous,” said Coleman.

			“It’s not,” said Serge. “Except one night when they reached their first drop point, faint yelling erupted back at the gate: ‘Get out of there! Get out now!’ My friend turned and realized they hadn’t secured all the wildlife. So
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