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			Prologue[image: Shark]

			My name is Edith Grabowski, I live in Florida and I’m old as dirt.

			Eat me.

			Those last two words you just read? They’re now on like a million T-shirts, along with my picture. There are other T-shirts with more photos from the rest of my gang: Edna, Eunice and Ethel. About 392 years of hard life between us. Everyone says we have spunk. Some claim we give them hope. There used to be a reason we made headlines and became famous, but who can remember? I think now we’re in the news just because we’re in the news, like half the nobodies on reality shows. The networks want to know every detail, especially the sex. They follow us into restrooms. Enough already.

			We needed something to kill those high beams of publicity. So every time the TV people chased us down and turned the cameras on again, I’d say, “Eat me.” We thought there were laws against putting such language on the air. But all that did was sell more T-shirts. And coffee mugs, and big foam hats with our names, and rear-window decals of four old ladies peeing on just about everything.

			They never leave us alone, day and night. Then we remembered the big stink over Janet Jackson at the Super Bowl. So this morning when they turned on the cameras outside my condo, the four of us had our own wardrobe malfunction. Everyone acted like their heads had caught fire, and one of the reporters threw up on his microphone. And me and the girls laughed like motherfuckers.

			So here we are again. Story time. Guess you want to know what happened, again. We landed in the middle of another huge Florida freak show that made the news all the way to Germany and Japan. How many times is that now? Four? Five? We’re like geriatric Forrest Gumps.

			Anyway, it all started back when everyone was hunting pythons in the Everglades, and some guy died at a cockroach-eating contest in Deerfield Beach, and this chick got arrested for riding a manatee like Seabiscuit, and a mysterious eyeball the size of a coconut washed ashore in Miami, and an entire trailer park crowded around the apparition of Christ in a power meter, and . . . Shhhh! Shut up, Ethel! I’m talking to these people here! . . . Sorry about that. Ethel says I’m senile and getting off track, but if she was telling the story, we’d now be tits deep in some long-winded nonsense about her great-grand-nephew who’s trying to “find himself” but instead just finds all the food in her refrigerator and plays video games all day before locking himself in the bathroom for three hours with an old briefcase he won’t let anyone touch and insists through the door that he’s dealing with a fungus. Now that’s off track. When I listed all those wacked-out news stories earlier, I just wanted to give you the latest lowdown on the Sunshine State to show what passes for normal around here, like residents strolling ho-hum along the shore, stepping over a big-ass eyeball and thinking: Sure, why not?

			After you can grasp that baseline of weirdness, you’ll understand how this story could actually happen. But only in the Sunshine State. It unfolded last year in the middle of the Florida Keys with the whole foreclosure crisis still gripping the nation. Except whenever something goes to hell everywhere else in the country, Florida puts it on roller skates with rocket thrusters. And whenever me and the girls get dragged in, there’s always one name that takes it to the next level:

			Serge.

			Hold on a second. We’re walking down the sidewalk right now. One of our fans is driving by in a convertible. He just honked at us and yelled “Eat me,” like you’d shout “You da man” when someone tees off in golf.

			Sure, why not?

			Mahoney’s the name. The chipped letters on my office window say I’m a private eye, private dick, gumshoe, hawkshaw, shamus, sherlock, sleuthhound, and the chair on the paying side of my desk is the last whistle-stop on the railroad of hard luck and soft dames.

			The chair doesn’t talk much but the people in it do: bankers, barbers, butchers, boozers, men-about-town, ladies-in-waiting, ex-husbands, futures traders, straight arrows, crooked cops, long-shot gamblers, nearsighted pimps, dark horses, alley cats, loan sharks, stool pigeons and Charlie Sheen.

			Their accents are different but the story’s the same, betting on the Chance Brothers, Fat and Slim. They hoof through my door from sunrise until the clock’s big hand is on boxcars. Then I have a standing appointment with Harvey Wallbanger.

			My bartender is a regular Joe named Louie who makes with the cocktails faster than the paint jigger at Sherwin-Williams. But my gut tells me you didn’t come to hear me mumble about the social life of bookies and bangtails.

			You want the lowdown on Serge? He’s my factotum when things start to roll hinkey, and that’s as often as “close cover before striking.” It began like any other day, except this one was about to throw me more curves than a double-jointed hooker with a spitball. The case stunk worse than a Sterno bum with a pet skunk named Shooter, and by the time the fat lady warbled, the mouthpieces in shark skin suits were all over us like a zoo chimp on the flesh banana . . . and Serge A. Storms continued gathering force, about to make landfall . . .

			Coleman!” Serge waved urgently. “Come here!”

			“I’m busy.” Coleman stood at the motel sink, pouring a palmful of suds into his other hand and back again.

			“What the hell are you doing?” asked Serge.

			“Handcrafted beer,” said Coleman. “I still don’t get it.”

			“You idiot, just come over here.”

			Coleman rinsed sticky hands and strolled across the room. “What’s up?”

			“I finally got published!” Serge clapped his hands like a windup toy with cymbals. “Dreams can come true!”

			“But weren’t you already published by that newspaper?”

			“That’s what I thought, too.” Serge leaned toward his laptop screen. “I mailed in my manifesto, Fixing the Entire World, to their letters to the editor, and I thought they were amazed by my expository style and global management skill set.”

			“They weren’t?”

			“Turns out they were printing it in cooperation with the police, asking the public’s help to track a serial killer. So that slightly taints its acceptance on literary merits . . . but not this time!” He turned the screen toward his pal. “Take a gander.”

			“You wrote a review on Amazon?”

			“That’s right,” said Serge. “E-publishing is the future of the written word.”

			“But I thought you hated stuff people put up on the Web.”

			“That’s how I used to feel. Until I got published.” Serge pushed Coleman’s head toward the laptop. “When the Internet first caught fire, they all said, ‘Now everyone can express their opinion.’ Then we saw the results and went, ewwwww, maybe not so great. And such a waste, too. We finally had this revolutionary new medium of communication to attain universal harmony, and people are posting videos of children hitting their dads in the nuts with Wiffle bats and writing one-star reviews shitting all over Lawrence of Arabia: ‘Too long,’ ‘Too British,’ ‘What’s the deal with all the Arabs?’ . . . I decided to jump in and demonstrate the Web’s true potential. Everyone else just reviews books and movies, so I went for my own niche.”

			Coleman looked up from the screen. “You reviewed duct tape?”

			“They always say to write what you know.” He grinned proudly. “I already have six hundred ‘likes.’”

			Coleman squinted as he plodded through the text:

			I’m here to say that duct tape isn’t just for ducts anymore. I could not survive without it. I can’t say enough about duct tape. One of the earliest versions was developed in 1942 by the good people at Revolite (according to Wikipedia, so who freakin’ knows?) and later used extensively by the military and NASA. It even helped save the Apollo 13 crew (wow!). I like duct tape for its soundproofing qualities when concentration and stealth are a priority. But don’t go cheap, as the shoddier brands can easily be loosened with the tongue. In the home improvement universe, duct tape is Sgt. Pepper’s, Citizen Kane and The Great Gatsby all wrapped into one. If I could, I’d give this review a hundred stars, but The Man has boxed me in at five. So in conclusion, even if you don’t need duct tape, buy a roll today, “invite” some people over to your motel room, let your imagination run amok and surprise yourself!

			SERGE A. STORMS
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			Chapter ONE[image: Shark]

			THE MIDDLE OF THE FLORIDA KEYS

			The invasion was under way. They hit the beach in overwhelming strength.

			Thousands of giant iguanas, Burmese pythons and African land snails.

			The iguanas basked along the grassy banks of the roads, for some reason all parallel, facing traffic like they knew something. The snakes wiggled through boat canals and curled up in the engine blocks of surprised car owners. The snails inspired the greatest disbelief, eating anything, including cement, and their baseball-sized shells punctured tires.

			It was the attack of irresponsible pet owners who’d become mollified by exotic species that knew no local predators, found an abundant food source and grew to unnatural scale. The pets had either gotten loose or were deliberately released when the owners’ motivation was required for more pressing matters of buying lottery tickets and fireworks.

			One of the snails completed a two-day slime odyssey across a parking lot and began nibbling at the corner of a low-slung concrete building that sat quietly beside the Overseas Highway.

			Above the automatic front doors was a colorful mosaic of tropical fish that fit together to form one large fish. To the right of the design: FISHERMEN’S HOSPITAL.

			It was the main community hospital for long stretches of the Keys in both directions. No fishermen were inside.

			The medical center resided in the city of Marathon. The city got its name because it was the midpoint in the marathon effort to build the overseas railroad just after the turn of the twentieth century. It was often erroneously called Marathon Key, when the city actually sat on the island of Vaca Key. Civic leaders constantly attempted to clarify the name to news organizations that continued dispatching stories datelined “Marathon Key” anytime weirdness happened, like when those barracuda fired themselves out of the water like harpoons, biting people in fishing boats. The injured fishermen were taken to a different hospital.

			On the hospital’s first floor, inside a sterile patient room, a thin line of blue light crossed the screen of a heart monitor, beeping each time the line spiked. Normal range. Of more concern on another machine were red blood-pressure numbers that loitered on the downside.

			The patient’s massive bandages concealed gender, but it was a woman. One arm in a cast, gauze on both legs, ribs taped and a head so completely wrapped in white that only the hole over the left eye hinted anyone was inside.

			The hospital had that universal hospital smell, a bouquet of disinfectant and the funk in an old person’s house. The Florida Keys added a briny tinge, like vinegar potato chips. The wrist of the arm not in a cast was handcuffed to the bed’s railing.

			A chart hung from the foot of the bed: Campanella, Brook.

			A uniformed police officer stood outside the door. Three others in suits hovered around the patient.

			Another man in a better-fitting suit pointed at the cuffs. “Is that really necessary?” Her lawyer.

			Brook had been a well-liked paralegal at a large South Florida firm until disappearing several weeks back under murky details. When word first broke of her arrival at the hospital, the firm immediately flew in one of their best defense attorneys.

			On the other side of the bed, detectives glanced at one another. Procedure required handcuffs, but discretion disagreed. And the cops needed cooperation that hadn’t been forthcoming. A tiny key clicked in the lock, and a cuff snapped off her wrist. The detective looked up at the lawyer. “Good faith?”

			“Even if we were inclined to talk, it’s far too soon,” said the attorney. “She just regained consciousness after surgery. Can’t this wait?”

			“Actually it can’t,” said the detective stowing cuffs. “Every second is critical right now.”

			His partner opened a notepad. “Serge is probably still somewhere in the Keys. We’ve rarely gotten this close to him.”

			“Your client’s in deep trouble,” said the first. “Participated in a three-hundred-mile crime spree, not to mention obstruction of justice for helping a person of interest in more than twenty homicides evade capture.”

			“For God’s sake,” said the attorney. “She was kidnapped.”

			“Maybe in the beginning,” said the second detective. “But we’ve got a roomful of witnesses who saw her in public with Serge, free to leave but never trying to escape.”

			“He always had a gun on her,” said the lawyer, “which he wasn’t going to wave around for your witnesses. Plus she did try to escape, several times before she finally made it, and you’re looking at the results. I mean, who jumps from a moving vehicle on the Seven Mile Bridge?”

			“What about her fingerprints at the various locations?”

			“But no gun-toting Patty Hearst photos or anything else connecting her to even one of Serge’s crimes.” The lawyer gestured toward his client. “Trust your own eyes. Does this look like a willing participant?”

			The first detective sighed. “If we can just ask her a few preliminary questions, then we’ll go.”

			“Questions?” said the lawyer. “She’s got a tube down her throat and the rest of her mouth is bandaged shut.”

			“But she can blink,” said the second. “One for yes, two for no.”

			“We’ll be as brief as possible,” said the first. “And you approve each question.”

			The lawyer exhaled hard. “If it will get you out of here. She needs her rest.”

			“Fair enough.” The detective turned toward Brook. “Did Serge do this to you?”

			The attorney squeezed her right hand. “You can answer that.”

			One blink.

			“Did Serge kill those people?”

			One blink.

			“Do you know where he is?”

			Two blinks.

			“Where he might be heading?”

			Two blinks.

			“Did he mention any known associates besides Coleman?”

			Two blinks.

			“Can you remember—”

			The attorney stepped around the bed. “That’s it for today. I have to insist.”

			“Okay,” said the first detective. “We’ll pick it up tomorrow.”

			The investigators left Brook’s room and stopped to congregate at a water cooler across the hall.

			“What do you think?”

			“Back when she was still missing, I would have bet my paycheck she was in on the whole thing.”

			“Me, too,” said his partner. “I’ve seen this scenario before. No matter how many restaurant and convenience-store sightings of so-called victims smiling with their captors, they always later swear they were too scared to leave.”

			The other detective looked back toward the closed hospital room door. “But after seeing her in there, I have no doubt she was utterly terrified the whole time.”

			“So how do you want to play it? Tell her lawyer she’s in the clear?”

			The other detective shook his head. “We need to bluff a little while longer.”

			“What for?”

			“I’m a hundred percent on her innocence, but there’s still the Stockholm syndrome.”

			“Stockholm? After that beating?”

			The detective shrugged. “In some twisted corner of her mind, she may still feel some screwed-up devotion to her tormentor.”

			“You think she knows more about Serge’s whereabouts than she’s letting on?”

			“There’s always the chance. That’s why we need to keep the pressure on.”

			“I don’t feel good about this.” The detective stared at his shoes. “It was creepy enough questioning her just now with that blinking eye.”

			“I know it’s a shitty thing to do,” said the second detective. “I got a family just like the next guy. But I also want to protect them from all the psychos out there.”

			They both stopped and looked over again at the guarded door of Brook’s room.

			“God only knows what that poor kid went through . . .”

			They heard a crash and ran outside. A Camaro with a snail-punctured tire had hit a utility pole in front of the emergency room. A stretcher came out.

			Back inside Brook’s room, the attorney patted her hand. “Don’t think any more for today. Just go to sleep.”

			Brook’s one visible eye slowly closed as she dozed into a deep morphine dream that seemed vividly real. Because it had been . . .
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			THREE DAYS EARLIER

			The eye was large and wide and blue, with innocent lashes. Practically pressed against the wood, staring down into a tiny hole.

			Brook Campanella stood back up and read the tiny brass plate nailed above the hole. “Who’s Mel Fisher?”

			“The famous treasure salvager,” said Serge. “Discovered the wreck of the Atocha and about forty tons of gold, silver, emeralds and other goodies. Died 1996.”

			Brook pointed at the wood. “He’s in there?”

			“Part of him, supposedly.”

			Brook looked down the length of the polished bar. Numerous other half-inch holes drilled at precise intervals, each with its own accompanying brass plate. The contents of the holes were a light alabaster, in contrast to the dark, brooding wood, sealed with varnish. In front of each hole sat a stool.

			Brook looked puzzled at Serge. “You mean to tell me people come in here and drink with someone’s cremated remains right in front of their beers?”

			“Don’t forget the empty holes in between.”

			Brook glanced again. “What are they for?”

			“The people sitting on the bar stools in front of them—bought burial slots in advance. They’re obviously goal oriented.” Serge smiled big. “There are bars and then there are bars. This one’s the ultimate crusty-locals dive, where politicians and assorted characters have been coming for decades.”

			“And it’s called?”

			“The Chart Room.”

			“Why?”

			“Nautical charts, like those hanging in that corner where Jimmy Buffett played for tips while still unknown,” said Serge. “He arrived in the early seventies with Jerry Jeff Walker, and the Chart Room is the first place they stopped. The now-famous novelist Tom Corcoran just happened to be bartending at the time, and since Jimmy said he was new to Key West, Tom said the inaugural beer was on him, and then Corcoran went on to write a couple songs with Jimmy, ‘Fins’ and ‘Cuban Crime of Passion,’ and shoot photos for seven of his album covers.”

			They stopped to take in the hodgepodge of faded photos and newspaper clips tacked up behind the bar. A sign: TIP BIG!—above a fake million-dollar bill. Political buttons, business cards from defunct businesses. An actual coconut sat among a shelf of glasses without explanation. Some of the photos were of dogs and people mooning.

			“I never expected a place like this when we walked up a few minutes ago,” said Brook. “I just saw a giant luxury resort with everything perfectly manicured and polished.”

			“The Pier House,” Serge footnoted. “North end of Duval.”

			“But how does the bar still exist?” asked Brook. “It’s everything big corporations detest, as if the people who own this place don’t know it’s here.”

			“That’s the reaction I always get when I bring people, voluntarily or against their will, leading them on the winding route through a Hawaiian-pastel landscaping maze with pasty northerners cannonballing in the pool, fiddling with drink umbrellas and feeding pet tarpon off the boardwalk—until we discover this joint tucked out of sight under the back side like it’s janitorial storage. One of the tiniest bars, but pound for pound . . .”

			Brook slowly began to nod. “I’m starting to get it. I see why you like the place . . .”

			It was the perfect answer. The way to Serge’s heart was through his trivia. And Brook wasn’t like the others. She was pure and possessed historical stamina. Serge had tried vainly to teach previous love interests about his cherished state, but they just wanted to have sex.

			“Oh yes! Oh yes! Oh, Serge! Harder! Faster! What are you thinking about?”

			“Artifacts from the Seminole wars, agrarian pioneers at Cape Sable, Florida lighthouses in chronological order of construction . . .”

			“To delay your orgasm?”

			“No, to speed it up . . .”

			But Brook was different. When the couple initially arrived in Key West, Serge had guarded expectations. He began his trademark A-tour of the island, a withering multiday quest of brutal attrition. To his surprise, Brook stayed with him stride for stride.

			“Key West tip number 362: If you have to go to the bathroom on Duval Street, most of the restrooms are for patrons only, and the ones on the ground floor of the venerable La Concha hotel are locked and require a room key for access, so you just take the elevator to the observation deck, where the bathrooms aren’t militarized.”

			Brook exited the ladies’ room on top of the hotel. “That feels better. Where to now? Hey, how about that cemetery you were telling me about? I’ll bet you’d like to take lots of photos . . .”

			Serge thought: Heart be still.

			They weren’t just an odd couple but a freak pairing of nature, like those Internet photos of a mouse that thinks a cat’s its mom. Serge was criminally insane, and Brook was Norman Rockwell territory. They’d met during one of Mahoney’s cases. She was his client and in a serious jam, the proverbial damsel in distress. So Serge added more distress. “Get in the fucking car if you want to live!”

			She got in.

			Only because of the harrowing alternative. And once that danger had passed, the specter of Serge became even more terrifying. But Serge was an old-school criminal: Leave the vulnerable alone, or rescue if need be. To Brook’s astonishment, he was a total gentleman and the ultimate protector. She felt completely safe for the first time since she could remember.

			That was three months ago, a schoolgirl crush growing by the day. Brook had never laughed so much in her life.

			“What’s so funny?” asked Serge.

			“Your new diet,” said Brook. “Replacing the bulb in the refrigerator with a black light so everything looks like toxic waste.”

			“I’m totally serious. I could get a book deal.”

			And she couldn’t get enough of his encyclopedic brain-evacuation rants. Their dynamic became a subtropical My Fair Lady, her Eliza Doolittle to his Henry Higgins by way of Speedy Gonzalez.

			For his part, Serge slowly began to notice the sweet little flower by his side. She was the only uncontaminated thing in his life, and he decided to keep it that way. In the beginning, Brook had worried about sexual come-ons. Now she wondered, What’s he waiting for?

			And that’s where it stood as she helped him photographically map every inch of the Chart Room. Click, click, click. “Serge, I think I’m getting the hang of this.” Click, click, click. “Where to now?”

			“How about Havana Docks? It’s another bar behind this place up on piers with a great view of the harbor,” said Serge. “One thing you should know about me: I’m all about drinking holes with views of water over the bottles.”

			“Sounds so romantic.” She clutched his arm tighter. “And you were right about putting out of my mind that whole mess back in Fort Lauderdale. I’m definitely in the clear by now.”

			Serge stopped to photograph one of the massive tarpon awaiting tourist handouts. “As they say, worry is usually interest paid on a debt that never comes due.”

			They made more stops, admiring and snapping pictures of chromatic flowers, wading birds, flats boats and more fish. Brook snuggled into his side and stared up at him radiantly. Passersby would have guessed it was a honeymoon.

			The couple finally climbed the wooden planks leading to Havana Docks. Brook made a prompt left after hitting the air-conditioning. “I need to powder my nose.”

			“I need to look at water over bottles.”

			Moments later, a carefree Brook emerged from the ladies’ room, stowing lipstick in her purse. Something seized her arm from behind and yanked her back into the alcove.

			“Oh, it’s you, Serge.” Brook took her hand off her chest. “Nearly gave me a stroke.”

			“We have to get the hell out of here! Now!”

			“But we just got here,” said Brook. “Why?”

			“Because they have a TV.”

			“I know you hate network programming—”

			He pulled her to the front of the short hall and pointed around the corner at the large-screen TV over the bar. “It’s probably been playing all day.” The volume was up loud enough for them to hear across the empty lounge.

			“Hey,” said Brook. “What’s my photo doing on the news?”

			“At this hour, authorities are conducting a massive search for this woman in connection with two brutal South Florida murders . . .”

			Brook went slack-jawed. Another face filled the screen.

			“Law enforcement suspect she is traveling in the company of this man, Serge Storms, wanted for questioning in at least twenty other homicides . . .”

			The noise in Brook’s head was an air-raid siren.

			“The pair was last believed to be traveling toward Key West . . .”

			Her legs began to buckle, and Serge caught her on the way down.
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			THE GULF STREAM

			A catamaran sat anchored six miles southwest of Key West.

			It had left the dock crammed cheek to jowl with fifty tourists who had suddenly decided to take up snorkeling. They were instructed how to fasten and blow up their yellow flotation vests, making the deck even more crowded. Locals called it a cattle boat.

			It had a large sail that was stowed so it could quickly motor out to the reef and get those paying customers in the water. They now surrounded the boat, bobbing in the sea like a school of spastic lemon jellyfish.

			A head rose from the sea and spit out a snorkel. “I think I saw a fish.”

			“Where?” said Ethel.

			“Down there,” said Edith.

			“I don’t see anything,” said Edna.

			“They promised all this fantastic marine life,” said Eunice. “Why aren’t we finding it?”

			Because the best underwater viewing was at Pennekamp, Looe Key and the Tortugas. And the fiercely competitive Key West snorkeling racket depended on turnaround time, which meant the nearest reef, which was barren.

			“I see some rocks,” said Edna.

			But it was still the Gulf Stream, and a few stray fish couldn’t help but swim by. Then visitors from Indiana and Ohio who didn’t know any better would go home happy. It was a sound formula: People not used to treading open ocean quickly tired of waves and tide, returning to the boat long before their snorkel time was up. On the way back to Key West they were served unlimited free Rum Runners that they lapped up in the manner of people offered free liquor everywhere, and by the time they staggered onto the dock, the four scrawny fish they had seen turned into a Jacques Cousteau expedition.

			“I definitely see one this time,” said Ethel. “That little guy.”

			“I see one over there,” said Eunice. “That makes two.”

			Edith was looking the other way. “I think the guys running the boat are hotties.”

			“Edith, they’re all seventy years younger than us.”

			“Exactly.”

			“I have to admit I’m with Edith on this one,” said Edna.

			“I’m exhausted,” said Eunice.

			“Me, too,” said Ethel. “Let’s go drink a shitload of those Rum Runners.”

			“What about you, Edith? . . . Edith? . . . What’s that look on your face?”

			“I have to go to the bathroom.”

			“So go already. It’s the ocean.”

			“No, it’s not—”

			“Wait,” said Edna. “You don’t mean number two.”

			“I didn’t plan it.”

			“Just hold it until we get back on the boat!”

			“Have you forgotten?” said Edith. “At our age that’s not always in the cards.”

			“No! Stop! Whatever you do . . .”

			Edith closed her eyes, and exhaled with satisfied relief.

			“Dear God in heaven!” The other three frantically splashed away from her.

			Back on deck, the boat’s crew circulated with giant red pitchers, filling dozens of plastic cups held out by the beckoning mob. The crew was motivated; it increased tips. Four crouched women with white hair elbowed their way through. Ethel held a cup over her head. “Hit me!”

			“That’s your fourth,” said Edna.

			“And this train ain’t stoppin’ now.”

			“Whoa!” Eunice jumped back, arms dripping with red liquid from the pitcher. “What’s the deal?”

			“Sorry,” said the crew member. “Someone just pinched my ass.” He spun around to see a giggling Edith worm her way out of sight into the crowd.

			The anchor hoisted. Those with better cameras migrated starboard to shoot the setting sun through girders of the nearby Sand Key Lighthouse, which began service in 1853. Since it was a reef light, it wasn’t one of those round concrete jobs but an iron skeleton in the shape of a steep pyramid. The sand of Sand Key was underwater. One of the shutterbugs with a Nikon pointed off the port bow. “A waterspout!”

			“I’ve never seen a waterspout before,” said Eunice.

			“It looks so pretty,” said Edna.

			“You wouldn’t say that if you saw it on land,” said Ethel. “They’re called tornadoes.”

			“Except this one’s just harmlessly sucking up water.”

			“And some fish that don’t like it,” said Eunice.

			“Maybe that’s where all the fish went that we were supposed to see today,” said Ethel.

			“Have another drink,” said Edna.

			The crew started the engine. They had a strict no-ocean-littering policy, because of staunch fines from the ever-vigilant Coast Guard. So there was immediate concern when a passenger with a video camera panned wide-angle along the side of the boat. “What the heck is that floating over the reef? . . .”

			A half hour later, the gangway lowered onto the dock, and the crew steadied its customers as they wobbled ashore. “Here’s ten bucks for your tip bucket! . . .” “Never seen so many fish! . . .”

			The old ladies climbed down next.

			Eunice reached the dock and covered her eyes. “Jesus, Edith! I’ve never been so embarrassed in my entire life!”

			“I don’t see what you’re so upset about.”

			“Edith! The first mate used a net on a long pole to fish your diaper out of the ocean!”

			“Fuck it, let’s find a bar.”

			“I know a good one.” Edna pointed across a sunset crowd surrounding jugglers and tightrope walkers and a guy turning blue in a straitjacket wrapped with chains. “Just on the other side of Mallory Square.”

			The elderly quartet finally reached the top step outside their destination, and Edna grabbed the door handle. “What do you think?”

			“Look at that view!” said Eunice.

			“Told you it was a great place.”

			They went inside Havana Docks. Eunice stopped and pointed at the face entirely filling the flat-screen TV. “Look! It’s Serge!”

			“You’re right!” yelled Edna. “It is Serge!”

			“What’s he done now?”

			Serge’s eyes flew wide at the sound of his name echoing through the bar. He pulled Brook deeper into the alcove outside the restrooms and urgently tapped her cheeks. “I know you’re woozy, but we have to get out of here!”

			A waiter passed by and stopped. “Is she okay?”

			“Just needs some air.”

			The waiter was about to leave, but stopped again. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

			“No!”

			Brook managed to steady her legs. They hurried east toward Key West Bight. Every passing bar seemed to have a TV with their faces. “Wrong way.” Serge jerked her south, ducking in the first souvenir shop they saw. The clerk rang them up. “Have we met somewhere before?”

			“No!”

			They ran out of the store with bright Conch Republic baseball caps pulled low over their faces bank-robber style. “This way . . .”

			They reversed course, moving west on Greene Street. Up ahead, a large grouper marked their sanctuary. It hung over the doors of Captain Tony’s Saloon, the original Sloppy Joe’s where Hemingway used to kick back after his daily writing quota of five hundred words. A drunk tourist now stood on the sidewalk, throwing quarters backward over his head in a long-standing tradition of trying to get pocket change in the grouper’s mouth for good luck. Serge knew that Tony’s didn’t have a TV and was cave dark. He also knew something else.

			Quarters bounced and rolled on the sidewalk as Serge and Brook ran hand in hand into the bar, past pool tables, some real tombstones and the old lynching tree that grew up through the roof. They reached the back of the lounge; Serge’s fist pounded a door that said PRIVATE.

			From inside “What now?” It was opened by an extra-tall, lanky man who used to pitch for the University of Miami Hurricanes. His eyes bugged out. “Serge!” He quickly checked to see if anyone was looking, then pulled them both inside and slammed the door.

			“Jesus, you’re all over the news, every station. What have you gotten yourself into now?”

			“I can explain.”

			The man held up a hand. “I don’t want to know.”

			“I need a favor.”

			“That I knew.”

			“It’s too hot for us in Key West,” said Serge. “We need to get off the Rock, but people are starting to recognize us on the street . . .”

			“ . . . And you need to get to Big Pine.”

			“Can you help us, Joe?”

			Joe rubbed his forehead. The full name was Joe Faber, who bought the bar from Captain Tony two decades back, allowing the local celebrity to remain on his bar-stool perch by the front door—right up to his death in ’08 at the age of ninety-two—taking donations for autographs and, if the women were sufficiently hammered, getting in a little fondling. Faber also owned the infamous No Name Pub, a converted 1930s trading post and brothel back in the banana trees on Big Pine Key.

			“Man, Serge, when you show up, you bring the band.” Joe grabbed his keys off a hook. “We’ll go out the back . . .”

		

	
		
			
			Chapter FOUR[image: Shark]

			THE OVERSEAS HIGHWAY

			Joe Faber loved his classic ’96 Cadillac DeVille. Serge had also once owned a Caddy and was familiar with the roomy trunk, but this was the first time he was getting the ride.

			“What are you doing?” Brook asked in the dark next to the spare tire.

			“Counting bridges,” said Serge. “That last one was Ramrod, and Little Torch is coming up. Then one more to Big Pine.”

			A couple minutes later: “We’re stopping,” said Brook.

			“First red light since Stock Island after leaving Key West twenty-six miles back. Then we turn north into the backcountry.”

			Serge finally heard rocks under the tires. “We’re here.”

			The car stopped and the trunk popped open in blinding sunlight.

			Joe helped Brook climb out. “I pulled us around back by the gas tanks so nobody would see.”

			“I owe you,” said Serge.

			“I know.” The Caddy slung pebbles and sped off.

			Quiet again except wind and occasional cawing gulls over Bogie Channel.

			Serge headed toward a whitewashed two-story clapboard building—the combination marina and motel office. The rear door opened before he could knock.

			“Good God, Serge, get in here before anyone sees!” Hands yanked them inside. “You’re all over the TV!”

			“It’s this crazy twenty-four-hour news cycle,” said Serge. “When I was a kid, just three channels, the national anthem, a prayer, test pattern, go to bed. And the 7-Eleven closed at eleven. It was a healthier time.”

			“Don’t change the subject.”

			“My manners,” said Serge. “Brook, I’d like you to meet Julie. Julie, this is Brook.”

			“You’re changing the subject.”

			Serge cleared his throat. “I need a—”

			“Favor,” said Julie. “Okay, we got a free cabin.”

			“Cabin number five?” Serge pumped his eyebrows. “You know how I feel about ol’ casa cinco.”

			“Serge, you’re not exactly in a position to be choosy.”

			“You’re absolutely right,” said Serge. “But if you have number five.”

			Julie sighed and pulled a plastic fob off a pegboard. “Here’s the key. And can you come back sometime when you’re not using my place as a fugitive hangout?”

			“You say that like it’s bad publicity.”

			“Because it is.”

			“Excuse me.” Brook asked Julie, “How well do you know Serge?”

			“Well enough not to get into a trunk with him. Girl, take care of yourself.”

			The pair pulled their baseball caps down again and walked briskly across a white gravel parking lot.

			“How exactly do you know all these people?” asked Brook.

			“I just have a knack for collecting friends,” said Serge. “And they’re always offering to do favors. It’s odd.”

			They continued toward a row of tiny cabins. The Old Wooden Bridge Fishing Camp. The wood part of the bridge was gone, now a modern concrete arch festooned with fishing poles and cast nets, connecting Big Pine to the hardy residents of No Name Key and their thriving hermit village of generators, septic tanks and cisterns.

			Serge reached the door. Since time was critical, he only briefly kissed the number five as he unlocked it.

			It was a cozy cottage. Could easily have been a single room, but a thin wooden divider separated two small beds from the sofa and tube TV. Serge’s favorite part was the full wall of windows along the front of the cabin that overlooked the magnificent waters of Bogie Channel. He could spend hours watching the rhythms of nature through that glass.

			Serge quickly closed all the blinds and pulled Brook to the couch.

			She looked searchingly into his ice-blue eyes. “What happens now?”

			“Strategize,” said Serge. “I’ve seen this movie before, and I know how cops tick. The first thing we need to do is split up.”

			“But, Serge, I want to stay with you!”

			He shook his head. “I knew that’s how you’d react, but it’s non-negotiable. This isn’t your world.”

			“But why?”

			“Operationally, it’s a no-brainer. They’re looking for a couple traveling together. More important, though, is your future. It’s me they want, and the sooner we part, the better it will go for you.”

			“But I didn’t do anything, and anything I did do was legally justified.”

			“You’re fond of me?” asked Serge.

			“So?”

			“So we hung out. That’s aiding and abetting a known fugitive.” Serge got up and peeked through the blinds. “The longer police can’t capture someone, the more pissed off they get. Go figure. Then they target anyone who might have helped you remain free. Usually it’s relatives with addresses that have been under surveillance. The police know you haven’t stayed there, but they fuck with them anyway, hoping to rattle their cages and get them to phone you on a wiretapped line. But you fall into a worse category.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Someone who’s been seen rolling with me.” Serge began pacing. “The only option is to immediately turn yourself in and minimize the damage.”

			“I don’t want to turn myself in.” Tears welled. “I mean, I thought you and me—”

			“Stop!” He knelt in front of the couch and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Look, if I didn’t also have feelings for you, I’d let you come along—”

			“Serge!”

			“Who knows what the future will bring? Someday down the road, long after you’ve gotten your law degree and have a corner office with a successful firm, the phone will ring out of the blue and it will be me, hopefully not because I need a lawyer.”

			“But there must be a way we can stay together.”

			“When I said there was only one option, there’s another: You become a lifelong fugitive. Is that really what you want? Always looking over your shoulder, flinching every time a car backfires, running out the back door whenever there’s a knock at the front, carrying bags of marbles to throw on the sidewalk in the event of a chase? Actually, I used to throw the marbles in general as a preventive measure, but that just created chases. Not to mention constantly escaping through Chinese kitchens with crashing food trays and Cantonese hysterics. Personally I couldn’t live any other way, but are you prepared to pull all that chow mein out of your hair?” Serge idly grabbed the TV remote and clicked the set on. Brook’s face filled the screen. He clicked it off.

			She was crying now. “I—I—I don’t know what to do.”

			“What you do is let me think for both of us from now on.” Serge took a seat next to Brook and held her hand. “Right now I need you to compose yourself and pay attention. Can you do that?”

			She wiped her eyes and nodded.

			“Okay, the only way this will work is if I kidnapped you. Anything they ask about, pin it all on me. Tell them everything even if I didn’t do it. Agree to testify.”

			“I can’t do that.”

			“You have to,” said Serge. “When you turn yourself in, there are only two untasty items on the menu: They’ll either think you started out as a kidnap victim but I brainwashed you into becoming an accomplice. Or they might actually believe your story. But they’ll still bluff as leverage for details to track me down.”

			“Then what do I do?”

			“Give them details.”

			“Make them up?”

			“No, tell the truth.” Serge stood and stretched. “The point is you have to convince them, and they have this annoying way of figuring out when you’re lying. So the more candid you are about me, the more it will buttress our kidnapping charade. Tell them everything: my routines, frequent haunts, jaunty attire, charismatic quirks, love of country, disdain for eleven items in the express lane, passion for folding road maps back correctly. Just stick to the story that I had a gun on you the whole time.”

			“But details will help them capture you.”

			“I can take care of myself.” Serge checked his wallet for cash reserves. “Then it’s settled.”

			“What about your car?”

			“It’s a memory. We have to wait while Faber gets me another ride with clean plates and retrieves our luggage from the Southern Cross. Man, he’s going to hold this over my head so long it’s almost not worth it.” He stopped and tapped his chin. “But I have the oddest feeling I’m forgetting something. It’s been nagging me all day. What could it possibly be?”

			“Serge,” said Brook. “Where’s Coleman?”

		

	
		
			
			Chapter FIVE[image: Shark]

			KEY WEST

			Another anonymous fleabag motel on Truman Avenue. And what do we have behind door number three?

			The third door flew open. A naked man ran across the parking lot with clothes bunched in his arms and a spiked dog collar around his neck.

			Back in the doorway stood a curvaceous woman with an irrepressible mane of fiery red hair. A shiny Smith & Wesson .38 pistol gripped loosely in her left hand. “Come back! It was just role-playing!”

			The fleeing man never broke stride through honking traffic. “You’re a crazy bitch!”

			The woman frowned and closed the door. She clicked on the TV. An episode of Desperate Housewives was interrupted by breaking news. Serge’s face filled the screen.

			“Cocksucker!”

			A .38 bullet blasted the picture tube in a shower of glass and sparks. She casually stuck the gun in her purse and headed out the door.

			Brakes screeched on Truman Avenue. A pickup rear-ended a Miata. Frat boys on mopeds shouted propositions. Guys on bicycles turned around and doubled back.

			The woman ignored them all and continued down the sidewalk in the kind of chin-up, aggressively sexual strut that made men forget the fear of death and glance over with their wives present.

			She reached the entrance of a corner bar with all the windows open and wooden ceiling fans set on lazy.

			A bartender happened to turn; his eyebrows jackknifed. He huddled with the others.

			“You serve her.”

			“I’m not going to serve her. You serve her.”

			“Are you crazy? . . .”

			She settled onto a stool at the far end. A salesman quickly moved to the stool next to hers and offered a drink. She slowly turned toward him. He abruptly left the building.

			“What are you guys afraid of?” asked the newest bartender.

			“That’s Molly.”

			“Who’s Molly? . . .”

			The TV over the bar flashed a news bulletin. “ . . . Authorities are looking for this man . . .”

			Molly’s hand swiftly went into her purse.

			“Change the channel! Change the channel! . . .” yelled one of the bartenders.

			Trembling fingers fumbled with the remote and clicked coverage over to a Belgian soccer game. Molly withdrew her empty hand.

			“I still don’t know who Molly is,” said the clueless bartender.

			“Serge’s wife.”

			“Serge has a wife?”

			“Been separated almost a decade, but she refuses to sign the divorce papers. Whatever else you do in this life, don’t mention his name . . .”

			Back on Big Pine Key:

			“Coleman!” Serge jumped up. “That’s right! We left that idiot in the Million Dollar Bar on Truman. See, that’s the thing about my A-tour of Key West. Coleman’s all cool with it at the beginning, but then, ‘I just need to lie down a minute,’ like when we lost him in the cemetery.”

			“And I found him snoozing between those crypts,” said Brook. “You’d have thought those ant bites would have woken him up.”

			“Not when he goes to the dark side.” Serge flipped open his cell. “So I figured we’d straighten him up with some café con leche and get him to the Million Dollar. At least I could count on him staying put there . . . Damn, he’s not answering his phone.”

			“Why do they call it the Million Dollar?” asked Brook. “It’s just a small locals’ dive.”

			“Believe it or not, that’s what real estate goes for down there.” He dialed again. “Hello? Who’s this?”

			“Don. Who’s this?”

			“Serge. Is Coleman there?”

			“Yeah, he’s resting.”

			“Where?”

			“On the pool table.”

			“I need to talk to him.”

			“Me, too. You know how hard it is getting urine out of green felt?”

			Serge covered his eyes. “I’m good for it. Listen, can you get him in a cab for the Old Wooden Bridge? And pin a note on his shirt saying there’s an extra key to cabin five waiting for him in the office.”

			“I want him out of here more than you do.”

			“I can understand,” said Serge.

			“No, you can’t. Molly’s here.”

			“Molly! What’s she doing there?”

			“How should I know? She’s your wife. You almost owed me a new flat screen.”

			“Has she seen Coleman?”

			“Hell no! I got Lubs and Boomer at the pool table shielding her view until Mike can drag him out the back.”

			“I’ll make it up to you,” said Serge.

			“Expect a bill from the pool-table people.”

			The phone went dead.

			Serge heaved a breath of frustration and turned around.

			Brook was staring. “Who’s Molly?”

			“My wife?”

			“Your wife!”

			“Separated for years. Won’t sign the papers.” Serge grabbed his room key. “The important thing is they’re retrieving Coleman.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“I have to get out of here.”

			“But we’re not supposed to show our faces,” said Brook. “You keep checking out the blinds.”

			“Cabin fever is the natural enemy of strategic judgment. Plus there’s a really cool place I want to show you!”

			He opened the door.

			“Serge, there’s a tiny deer waiting at the bottom of the steps.”

			“It’s one of the endangered miniature Key deer that only live on Big Pine and No Name Key.”

			“He seems to know you.”

			“His name’s Sparky. He likes Cheetos.” Serge petted the deer on the head as he went past. “You’re not supposed to feed or touch them, but those big eyes wear you down.”

			He led her along the isolated street in growing darkness. Silent except for their footsteps.

			Brook looked up at wild palms bending in the cool night breeze. “Where the heck are we going?”

			“No Name.”

			“It doesn’t have a name?”

			“No, that’s the name.”

			Brook chuckled. “Who’s on first?”

			“It’s a pub.”

			She stopped on the center line. “We’re going to a bar? Don’t you think that’s a little risky?”

			“Relax, it’s the No Name. You’ll see . . .” Serge walked around the side of the building and grabbed the handle on a screen door. “This place is totally cool. They’d never rat me out, and everyone’s sly enough not to attract any undue attention toward me.”

			They stepped inside.

			“Serge!”

			“You’re all over TV!”

			“Did you really do all that shit?”

			Serge pulled out a stool for Brook. “Can you guys dial it down a tad? I think Interpol heard you.”

			Brook rotated in place where she sat. “Wow, the bar is completely wallpapered with signed dollar bills. Ceiling, too . . .”

			“Mine’s up over that little pass-through window to the kitchen where they send out the world’s greatest pizzas,” said Serge, looking out the screen door as a pink taxi went by.

			The cab turned at the corner and parked in front of cabin number five. The dashboard air freshener was a tiny voodoo mask. The driver was from Senegal. “Okay, big fella, enough beauty rest.”

			“Wha—?” Coleman sat up in the backseat with caramel peanuts in his ears.

			The driver steadied Coleman until they reached the picnic table in front of the cottage. Coleman climbed on top and went back to sleep. The cab pulled away.

			Back at the No Name, Serge huddled with Brook. “The next step is to anticipate the cops’ questions. So we need to rehearse your answers, which means remembering all the public places where there might have been surveillance cameras or witnesses.”

			“Let’s see,” said Brook. “We took the tram out to Pigeon Key
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