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Three and a half years ago

The black SUV is four car lengths back when she first notices it.

She has both hands on the wheel. Her knuckles have gone white. The phone on the passenger seat is ringing, but she is not answering. A1A narrows ahead, where the mangroves crowd the shoulder. The speed limit is fifty. She is going well over eighty now. It’s the fastest she has ever driven in her life, and it still isn’t enough.

The hulking SUV pulls alongside almost effortlessly.

There is a big man at the wheel, his face wild, shouting. Window down, he’s screaming, “Pull over!” His hand points to the side of the road frantically.

It only terrifies her more.

She swings the wheel to put distance between them. The big SUV drifts with her. The shoulder disappears. The mangroves are an unforgiving green wall at this speed. She overcorrects. Her small BMW’s wheel catches an edge and she is airborne, spiraling and screaming. Her car hits nose first and flips twice lengthwise before finally coming to rest on its crumpled roof in the tall grass between the road and the mangroves.

Only one wheel is spinning. Only one is able.

Leila is upside down. The seatbelt holds her in place, her long hair dangling. Her right arm will not move. Her chest aches with every shallow breath she can manage.

And then, mercifully, the pain stops. She closes her eyes.

In a flash she remembers the open safe. The tiny device in her hand. Then the package addressed to Max in Amherst. And in that moment, she smiles and thinks:

Max will know what to do.

The last wheel slows, ticks, and goes still. Leila is gone.

The SUV brakes hard on the shoulder. The burly driver gets out and slams his door. A second man follows. The driver is on the phone reporting to someone. The second man reaches her car first, crouches, and looks through the shattered glass. He says nothing as he feels for a pulse. Then he stands and shakes his head once.

The driver lowers the phone and closes his eyes.

There is no time. Cars are already coming into view in the distance. The pair go through her clothing and her blood-drenched handbag in seconds. They check the footwells and feel frantically under the seats.

An old man in a battered white pickup stops to help. The driver reaches for the pistol in his waistband and wonders if he can buy more time. Another car pulls behind the pickup, and then a third.

The search is over now.

The pair stand in the long grass in the first blue of evening, waiting to give their statements. They are the only real witnesses. This will be the easy part.

The hard part will be explaining how they lost more than two hundred million dollars between Sanctuary Island and here.
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The fire crackles and pops as I arrange fresh logs across glowing embers. Christmas cards linger on the mantel. It’s mid-January—way past time to collect them.

My passport arrived yesterday. I’ve had a month to plan and still all I have is the first move. I’m not exactly sure how it will all play out. But I know where to start. Osprey—the gated community down in West Palm where my father had his second home. Two kingdoms ending at a private bridge to Sanctuary Island, where billionaires do whatever it is billionaires do.

Dawn brings new snowflakes with it, but not enough to keep my flight on the ground at Bradley. Rose won’t be up for a few hours yet. Over the past five years, she’s turned into the older sister I never had. Someone I trust with my life now. Since my father’s death, her opinion matters most to me. But I know where she will land on this, so I pick up the pen and start to write:


Rose,

By the time you find this, I’ll be halfway to Florida, which is a cowardly way to have a conversation like this. I’m sorry. I tried three Sundays in a row to tell you over coffee and lost my nerve.

I’m going down to West Palm for a while. The house has been sitting empty since June and it’s time I dealt with it. Sort through Dad’s things, decide what stays or goes, decide what to do with the place. The girls can run the café without me.

I know what you’re going to think when you read this. That I’m not really going down there for the house. You’re partly right. I’ve been thinking about Marisol Vega. About all of it. And the truth is I think I may have left a door open down there in October without meaning to. I’d like to make sure it’s closed tight before I sell the place and walk away for good. That’s all it is. Loose ends.

I know how that sounds coming from me. I know what the last six months looked like from where you were sitting, and I know what I asked of you and what it cost. I’m not doing that again. The hard part is over. I’m going to ask a few questions, see what I can see, and come home. If it turns into anything more than that, I know who to call for help. I just want this to be over.

Please don’t call Aliyah. She and I are hanging on by a thread, and I’m worried about her health. I don’t expect her to call, but if she does, tell her I’m boxing up Dad’s stuff and wishing she was down here helping me.

You and the girls are still in the clear. This is about keeping it that way. Trust me.

I’ll call when I get there.

Tommy

P.S.—Go to mass for both of us.
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I stretch my arms wide and stare up at the deep blue sky as I step out of the arrival terminal at Palm Beach International.

Sunshine versus snow. Seventy-five degrees instead of thirty. Every New Englander’s mid-January dream come true.

Maybe next year I’ll be back to enjoy it.

I breathe in deeply as I wait for my Uber driver to arrive, and I remind myself why I’m here. Of how careful I need to be. No more decisions on the fly. That’s what brought me back here in the first place.

When we arrive, the first set of gates—the ones that separate Osprey from the real world—look taller and stronger than they did in October. I know nothing about them has changed. The live oak between the lanes, the flowers at its feet, the plaque with its stately name: all exactly as I left them. I’m the one who’s different now. I’ve been deep on the other side; the gates aren’t here to keep people out. It’s all about keeping secrets in. The deeper you go here, the deeper they run.

I wait in the air-conditioned comfort of the guard post. I wear tan khakis, a green polo, high-priced Italian loafers with no socks. On my head, a repurposed Sanctuary Island golf cap. You can’t buy them in Osprey North or South. Just out on that precious little island.

A big white Mercedes sedan pulls into one of eight parking spaces in front of the communal mailboxes of Osprey North. A big Audi SUV joins it. Its driver struggles to rein the behemoth in, turning two spaces into one. One wrinkled old man steps out with a smile and greets his neighbor. Car windows come down and their two pampered spouses begin speaking loudly enough to overcome what time has done to their hearing.

Then the real hearing test comes. La Cucaracha blares out, spinning the two grandpas around. The ladies are just as startled. One of them shakes her head while the two older gents scowl. One of the men folds his arms as Gus—Gunny—Morelli gives them another blast just in case they missed the first one and follows it with a grin and a big, disingenuous wave. One of the guards behind the counter smirks a little but pulls it back when I notice.

All I can do is smile. It’s hard not to love this guy unless you’re in need of stick removal, as these four clearly are.

“Still making friends, I see.”

“It’s what I live for. Good to see you, Tommy.”

Just another day in the life of Osprey North’s evil Santa, with his long white beard, barrel chest, and a belly that his favorite bright red, parrot-and-palms Hawaiian shirt is doing its best to conceal. The straw hat with its bent brim looks as ratty as the last time. The shirt is unbuttoned, revealing a muscle T-shirt without the actual muscles.

I shake his meaty paw and toss my carry-on in the back. “113 North Eagle Chase, and step on it.”

“Done and done.”

One old lady from the big Audi is stepping out now. The two older gents are still watching the show with disgust. Gunny gives them another blast and a second exaggerated wave while he lets out a sinister laugh. No doubt they’ll be making a special trip back here tomorrow to mail their complaints to the HOA board. But at the end of the day, I doubt Gunny will be going anywhere. He’s been here for five years. He knows where the line is and takes great pleasure in getting as close to it as he can without stepping over.

“Just look at ’em, Tommy,” he says through his smile as he waves. “A bigger bunch of tight asses you won’t find anywhere.”

“So the horn’s sort of therapeutic.”

“That’s right. I’m doin’ ’em all a favor. Life without yours truly would only be early bird specials and endless doctor’s visits. I have a few laughs, and they get to feel superior. Everybody wins.” He lets out another laugh.

“I see. It’s more like a public service, then.”

He glances over at me and taps his nose a few times.

“No beer today, Gun?”

He points to a cooler on the floor in the back, then brings his finger to his mouth.

“Shhhh. Never at the gate.”

My planned arrival has the house at a comfortable seventy degrees as we enter, but the air smells processed and stale. Still, I’m glad Gunny has a key. When I arrived a few months ago, the heat inside was like my garage in the middle of July back home.

“I picked you up some essentials,” Gunny says, pointing to the big Sub-Zero fridge in the oversized kitchen.

I open the door and it’s stocked with a case of long-neck brown bottles. Not a vegetable in sight. It’s the first time I’ve felt at home here since my father passed.

“How’s your girl doin’?”

The question catches me by surprise. So much has happened over the past few months I’ve almost forgotten where we left off—with me rushing home to Aliyah in the hospital after her first sickle cell attack.

“She’s much better, thanks.”

“Couldn’t make the trip? I was really lookin’ forward to meetin’ her.”

“Maybe next time.” I don’t have the time or the heart to bring him up to speed. And what’s the point? No one wants to hear a sad story anyway.

“Made reservations at El Rincón for five o’clock. Feelin’ up to it?”

I raise my index finger and walk into the bedroom, where I open my father’s big walk-in closet and grab the bright blue Hawaiian shirt plastered with brilliant red blossoms from the waiting hanger. I replace the polo with it. It fits perfectly.

I walk back out into the open floor plan and stop in front of a waiting Gunny.

“This answer your question?”

I expect a wisecrack, but it doesn’t come. I’ve managed to do what almost every resident of Osprey wants to do without even trying—make Gus Morelli go silent.

The tough old Marine looks like he’s about to lose it. I’m only now realizing how deep his bond with Max Dalton ran.

“Sorry, kid, that was freaky. It was like watchin’ your dad come around the corner.”

He shakes his head to clear it.

“Now that’s you, dude.” His laugh returns. He steps close and unbuttons my shirt two buttons lower. I flash back to the farmhouse. To my dad adjusting my tie before the prom.

“Yeah, that’s more like it. Gotta show off those pecs.”
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We eat on the patio at El Rincón. The wrought iron chairs are every bit as uncomfortable as I remember, but the food always makes up for it. Lechón asado with fried plátanos—my father’s favorite.

The conversation begins with the unimportant: the weather, sports, some of Gunny’s antics at Osprey. He’s got a small war going on with the neighbor across the street over leaving his infamous, tricked-out golf cart in his driveway overnight. A real first-world problem if there ever was one.

I do more listening than talking, trying to decide when and how to ask him.

Two more frosty pint glasses of beer arrive. It provides the break I’ve been looking for. He takes a long pull and wipes his beard with an open hand.

“Last time I was here, you mentioned you wrapped up your final tour at Guantanamo?”

The sudden gear change throws him for a minute.

“Yeah, six-month exit tour. I’d rather have finished up stateside, but Marines go where their uncle sends ’em. Why do you ask?”

“What’s it like there, Cuba?”

“Cuba, or Gitmo?” he says, furrowing his brow.

“Is there a difference?”

He laughs. “Night and day. Gitmo’s where they send the worst of the worst enemy combatants.”

“Right, but it’s still the Caribbean.”

“It’s a naval base, not a resort in the Virgin Islands. Gitmo has a few nice beaches and a great golf course that runs right alongside a minefield. Remember the colonel’s line from A Few Good Men? Somethin’ about eating breakfast three hundred yards from four thousand Cubans trained to kill him. That’s the place I remember.”

“I read somewhere Cuba is a popular vacation spot with Europeans.”

“For some Americans too. Folks with relatives there mostly.”

I nod and pick up my beer.

“Why all the Cuba questions, kid? Planning a trip?”

“You never know.”

“Stick with the good ole US of A. Forget the travel agent hype about all the history and beautiful beaches. You can sip rum and smoke good cigars right here. Cuba’s still the Third World.”

To go any further, I need to make up my mind to trust him or just drop him off back next door when we’re done.
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Back at Osprey, I set up my father’s handmade chess pieces. As I position each one, I imagine him hunched over his workbench in the barn back home—fussing over every last detail.

Gunny walks into the study with two beers in each hand. A pair for each of us, theoretically. But I know he’s going to outdrink me three to one, which is fine—his house next door is only a short stumble away.

“You ever gonna tell me what you’re really up to?” he asks, running his left hand through his thick beard as he pushes a pawn forward.

“Just trying to wrap up some old business. Boring stuff. I don’t think you would be interested.”

He raises his left hand. “Fair enough. None of my business. It’s just that the last time you were here you ended up dancin’ with one of the Hasim family bodyguards out in the garage.”

My hand goes to my right kidney subconsciously. I haven’t forgotten how he sent Salman packing at gunpoint that night.

“Thanks again for that, Gunny.”

“Not lookin’ for any thanks. Only tryin’ to help.”

My father trusted him with the key to his front door. And a few months back, Gunny put his pistol in a man’s face on my behalf without hesitation. That tends to move a friendship along quickly. Maybe that’s why I told him the same story I told Faisal about a two-hundred-million swindle back then, hoping to jar some information loose that might help solve Loretta Weston’s kidnapping before time ran out.

My heavily sanitized version of the cold wallet story, complete with a mystery woman I couldn’t name then and still can’t now.

The door I wish I could close.

“I’m looking for someone. Well, into someone, I should say.”

“Still think your dad was mixed up in somethin’ down here that got him killed?”

“Yeah, still do.”

“And if you’re anything like your old man, you’re not gonna let it go.”

I stare into his pale blue eyes for a few beats and decide. I take Marisol’s photo out of my back pocket and hand it to him.

“Very pretty. Is this your girl?”

“No. Don’t you remember her from the range? She was in the bleachers watching Faisal shoot.”

“No. I learned from my Middle East tours that you don’t show ’em the bottom of your shoe and you never stare at their women. They drum that kinda stuff into you.”

“She was there with Faisal’s cousin. Lives with him down in Coconut Grove now.”

“Why do you have it?”

I get up and walk over to the cherry storage box my father built for the chess pieces. I push the compass rose inlays in the right sequence until I hear the click while Gunny watches intently. It took me a while to figure out the pattern back in October. But when I did, it opened a door I’ve been unable to close ever since.

Showing this to anyone is a leap of faith for me. Gunny’s earned it.

I lift the divider and take the sapphire rosary beads from the false bottom. They sparkle in the beams of sunlight streaming through the open plantation shutters. I cradle the ornate golden cross in my palm. It feels heavier than I remember.

“That picture was under these. Look on the back.”

He flips the photo over and reads Marisol along with the date it was taken.

“Pretty girl. Pretty name.”

“Her old name. She’s Fatima Hasim now. Saudi passport and all.”

“Okay, married one of ’em. Wouldn’t be my first choice if I had a daughter, but anything goes these days.”

I don’t like the comment, but some of Gunny’s ideas have been formed at the end of a rifle. So, who gets the blame?

“Maybe so, but her mother got deported back to Cuba around the same time.”

“I don’t get it... You think there’s some funny business goin’ on with our Arab neighbors down the street? That she’s been trafficked or somethin’?”

“Or owned maybe. All I know is that for her picture to be hidden away at the bottom of this box, there has to be a very good reason.”

He picks up his half-empty beer and takes a mighty pull that drains the bottle.

“Why do I get the feelin’ there’s a whole lot more to this story?” he says.

“Because there is. The problem is that every time I tell it, someone ends up dead.”

His eyebrows flare and his head rocks back a tick.

“Want to hear more? And ‘No’ is a perfectly acceptable answer,” I say.

He stops to think. Looks over at the photo of Dad and me on the shelf next to one of Dad’s skeet trophies.

“Your old man saved me, Tommy. After Cindy passed, I put my gun in my mouth more than once. Max helped me sort it out. Got me some help at the VA. Even drove me there for the first couple of months.”

“And you returned the favor when Salman was about to beat me to death out in the garage a few months back. You’re already even with the Dalton family.”

“Not by a long shot, kid. I had your dad’s back and now I got yours. You might look at me and see a tired old man carrying this big bag of shit around,” he says, patting his belly. “But I got a little gas left in the tank. Been under fire plenty and I’m still here.”

He narrows his eyes. I know he’s capable. I’ve seen him in action. All I wanted was for him to open a few doors in Cuba, not sign him up as my wingman.

But Gunny’s already all in.

I hope it’s not because he has nowhere else to go.

“Okay, if you’re absolutely sure.” I point to his beer bottle—this makes six including El Rincón earlier. “Maybe wait until the morning before you answer.”

He smiles. “Then I’ll be sayin’ yes with a big head instead of a good buzz.”

If this is going to work, it’s time to level up with my new wingman. I get up and walk back into my dad’s bedroom, into that big walk-in closet with the tall gun safe in the corner, punch in the code and open it. Inside, my eyes go to my father’s two competition shotguns, then to the small Glock on the upper shelf, and finally, to the handwritten letter that started me on this journey.

Back in the study, I hesitate—weighing what these pages have cost everyone who has read them, starting with me. The wallet’s toothless now, carefully emptied back in July. But someone is still missing its contents, and because I know that someone must be down here, I reluctantly hand Gunny the letter. He unfolds the pages and begins to read:


Tommy,

If you are reading this letter, it means the good Lord has called me home. Please don’t be sad or angry about that. He knows what he is doing. Know that I am happy.

David Goldman will be putting a small envelope in your hands soon if that hasn’t already happened.

This cold wallet was sent to me for safekeeping by a good person caught up in a hopeless situation. She died shortly after sending it. I think she was murdered. I’m not sure who it belongs to, but I can guess. When I found out she was dead, I decided to open it.

I didn’t want to leave an electronic footprint, so I went to a little computer repair shop outside Holyoke. I paid a kid named Hector in cash to set me up with a clean laptop. I used the guest network at the hospital to check the account.

It has a balance of over $200 million in bitcoin.

Two days later, Hector was beaten to death. I must have tripped some sort of internet watchdog, and the computer he sold me wasn’t cleaned well enough because it led back to that poor kid. He is dead because of me.

I got rid of the computer, sealed the cold wallet in an envelope and asked David to store it safely. I waited for a visit in the middle of the night that never came. I guess Hector didn’t have any cameras in his shop.

David doesn’t know what it is. I trust him not to open the envelope. But if I am wrong about that, you will know if he has.

As it sits in your hand, it’s safe like a grenade with its pin left in. If, God forbid, you ever need to pull it, only you know how.

I have been working anonymously with the government on and off, hoping to find some justice for the dead. If you are reading this, I didn’t get the job done. You are the only person in the world I trust. I want you to destroy it now. Trust no one.

Please forgive me for dumping this in your lap. It came to me at a high price and opening it doubled the cost. I just felt obligated to somehow make things right.

I love you, my boy. You have been my greatest joy, and your mother’s greatest gift to me. I am so proud of you and the man you have become.

God bless you. And He will. Can’t wait to see you on the other side.

Love, Dad.


When I shared it in the past, the reactions were always extreme: shock, fear, even panic.

But Gunny shows none of these. I tell myself it’s normal for a battle-weary Marine.

When he reaches the end, he doesn’t fold the pages. He turns back to the first one and starts again, slower this time, his lips moving on the dollar amount.

Then his eyes lift past me to the shelf, to the cherry storage box still sitting open where I left it, and stop there for a second before coming back down to the page in his hands.

“What a cluster.”

He folds the pages and hands them back to me.

“So this is why you asked if I’d heard anything about your father being involved in a two-hundred-million swindle with some mystery woman back in October,” he says.

“You and Faisal Hasim. I was trying to shake something loose. To find a thread to pull.” I don’t tell him about Loretta’s kidnapping and eventual murder, which was at the heart of my desperation back then, because none of that turned out to be directly related. My father’s letter is enough for anyone to cope with all on its own.

He shakes his head with a concerned look on his face. “Risky as hell, Tommy. Could’ve brought the whole damn thing down on yourself.”

“Yeah—what do they say—desperate times and all that...”

“Hard to wrap your head around it... Two hundred million.”

“That was three and a half years ago. It was closer to half a billion back in June,” I say.

He keeps shaking his head slowly.

“Where is it now, this cold wallet?”

“Got rid of it.”

He wrinkles his brow again. “Turn it in to the cops, the feds?”

I understand his curiosity, but I’ve learned not to put the people I care about in danger.

“No, took care of it with the help of some friends. It’s been dealt with. The problem is that its owner is still out there... close by, I think,” I say, pointing in the direction of Sanctuary Island. “I need to get to the bottom of it all, Gunny. To find the dead woman from that letter and figure out where all this started. Then maybe I can put it to rest along with my dad.”

“And this girl, Marisol, and her mother back in Cuba?” he asks.

“They have to be connected in some way. I’m praying they are because it’s the only lead I have. Her mother’s deportation matches the timeline in the letter.”

“What about asking Hasim’s son, Faisal, about her? You know him good enough now for that.”

“Not my first choice. Look what happened the last time I got a little too close to the Hasim clan.”

“Yeah, and blood is thicker than water.”

“Exactly,” I agree.

“Do you have a place to start in Cuba?”

“I was sort of hoping you’d have a friend who could help. Didn’t realize Guantanamo was so isolated.”

“I do know some intel guys. Served with a handful of them over the years. But I was on the supply side. I could make some calls, but lookin’ for civilians in Cuba? I don’t know.”

“Try it... I might have another way.”

It’s a card I didn’t want to play, but one I knew I would have to eventually. I was just hoping it wouldn’t be so soon.
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I hold the SAT phone in my hand for almost an hour. It’s the one Aliyah sent me the last time I was down here. Our relationship moved so effortlessly in the beginning, even under the weight of the wallet. Four months in, it seemed meant to be—unstoppable. Two months after that, it’s barely breathing, and I know this call can only hurt what’s left between us.

I want to go back to that first kiss that seemed to put the world right for a moment inside a storm. But there’s never a time machine around when you need one.

It rings four times.

“Tommy.”

No good to hear from you. Not even a hello. Just my name.

“Hey. How are you feeling? And Isaiah?”

“I’m okay.” A long pause, and then quieter: “Isaiah is still struggling. Self-medicating with twelve-hour days.”

“Kicking the can down the road. We’ve all done that. Gets you past it eventually.”

“It’s just so damn hard to watch,” she says.

She’d know. Right after New Year’s she made it official—full-time at WSL, an office down the hall from his. She told Rose, not me.

Three months ago, we would have drilled down deeper for a possible solution. Today we both let it sit there.

“Ali, I need a favor.”

“Of course you do.”

She doesn’t say it meanly. She says it in an exhausted tone, which is even worse.

“Do you remember the girl I was looking into a few months back? Marisol Vega?”

“Don’t tell me you’re still on that. I thought we wrote her off when it came to Loretta’s kidnapping?”

“We did. But—”

“Where are you, Tommy?”

“West Palm.”

The pause this time is the longest yet. I count to five. I’m waiting for her to hang up.

“What kind of favor?”

“Can you leverage any of your old Homeland connections? I want to know who sent Marisol’s mother, Dolores, back to Cuba and why.”

“So you can do what, go down there and talk to her?”

“I think Marisol Vega may be in trouble.”

“Then report it to the locals.”

“And wait for what, a wellness check out in Coconut Grove?”

“It’s a place to start, yeah.”

“I’m going down there, Ali. With or without your help. I was just hoping you could save me some fumbling around.”

“I doubt I could even get that kind of information anymore.”

“No worries... thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask. You know, for old times’ sake.”

“Don’t play that card with me, Dalton.”

The next morning, I receive a very basic text.

WSL. Hangar eighteen. Palm Beach International. Liz Davenport.

The lack of a call lets me know where I stand with Aliyah Mayfield.
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“Last chance to take a pass,” I say to Gunny as he helps me jump the Mustang.

“We’re not talkin’ about a deployment to a live fire zone. I just signed up to watch your back down there for a few days.”

“Fair enough. I need to take a spin out to the airport. When I get back, we’ll set the flights up. Is your passport current with six months of life still on it?”

“Locked and loaded.”

WSL in Palm Beach is a miniature version of the Windsor Locks operation back in Connecticut—same DNA, none of the frills. The hangar door is closed but I’m sure they have something inside fueled and ready that could get us to Cuba in no time.

Aliyah’s plan to liquidate the cold wallet ran through this company last July. We buried Isaiah’s wife Loretta three months later. And anyone who works for WSL still has to be shaking their heads over it—even the folks down here.

The front door is locked. I can’t see a lobby or a fancy reception desk through the extra-thick glass. There’s an external locking mechanism that looks like it’s from a bank vault. I press the green intercom button. Static, then a woman’s voice.

“Thomas Dalton here for Ms. Davenport.”

A click, then silence. She appears at the door. Long black hair with a thin, drawn face. Maybe in her early forties. Light blue WSL polo and tan shorts. The look of disappointment lets me know I’m inconveniencing her. Clearly, she has more important things to do than deal with me.

She gestures, making a small frame with her hands. She mouths I.D. I press my driver’s license against the glass. A half-hearted thumbs up and she deactivates the lock.

No smile. No handshake. Just a flat “Back here, Mr. Dalton.”

Her perfume would be pleasant enough in small doses, but she wears so much of it, every stride releases an invisible cloud that catches in my throat. I drop a step back.

Inside is an open space with tall office dividers separating the staff. I count three men and four women as I walk past the cubicles—headsets on, managing multiple screens.

When we reach her slightly bigger cube, she doesn’t offer me a seat. Amongst the simple crayon drawings of a child, she unpins a small manila envelope from her cork board and hands it to me.

“Address and contact info for Havana.”

“No hotel? Car reservation? What kind of travel agency are you guys running here?” I say.

Crickets. Not even a polite smile.

“This guy is going to be expecting five grand in cash,” she tells me.

I pinch the envelope like it’s too thin to be holding the money. It earns me a strained grin.

I slide the single piece of paper out of the envelope while she watches. The contact info as promised is on one side—nothing on the back—no response to the other half of my question.

Who had Dolores Vega deported, and why?

“Anything else?” I ask.

She looks at me with a measure of annoyed disbelief. “There’s still a lot going on back in Windsor Locks.”

“I know, Ms. Davenport. Thanks.”

I walk out, hoping Aliyah still cares enough to keep working on the deportation issue.
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I pay through the nose for the tickets on short notice and finish our preparations for Cuba.

I’ve done my own research. Passport, pink tourist card, general license from OFAC—the Office for Foreign Assets Control. I need to provide a reason for the visit. I go with time-tested “Support for the Cuban people,” along with proof of health insurance. Each of us can carry five thousand in without an issue. Internet travel tips tell me we need to bring small bills for everyday transactions because most of the local vendors don’t have the money to make change.

Back in my father’s study, I slide the envelope to Gunny. “Contact in Havana. You can hold on to it. I already put it in my phone.”

“Rolling blackouts since Trump started screwing with them,” he says.

“I booked us a good hotel. I’m guessing the whole island would have to go dark before they cut the power there.”

I pull the wad of cash from my pocket as Gunny watches. The stack of tens and twenties is a couple of inches high. I slide the top drawer open and pull out the big bills. I count out the $5,000 and set it alongside the smaller ones.

“Daily stuff,” I say, pointing to the tall stack of small bills. “Government back door,” I continue, pointing to the other.

Gunny smiles widely. “Greasing the locals. My specialty.”

I’m glad one of us is enjoying this.
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It’s a short hop from Palm Beach to Miami. We wait at the gate for the Cuba leg while sipping overpriced airport coffee. Our flight boards in a couple of hours. We go over our plan again. I’m happy to have Gunny along to handle the locals. Bribery isn’t listed on my resume.

Normally I grab the latest Connelly or Baldacci novel to help kill layovers this long, or find a bar in the concourse to sample the local craft brews. Today I’m too uptight to do either.

I look over at Gunny. His earlier enthusiasm for the new adventure, maybe his last, seems to have slipped into something more like quiet contemplation. He stares out at the planes coming and going. Jetways inch into place and then pull away. Baggage handlers maneuver tug trains packed tight with luggage to waiting conveyors.

Then he looks over at me and asks, “You ever think you would find yourself down in Cuba chasing a ghost?”

“Not in a million years. This is the first time I’ve even been out of the country except for hockey trips to Canada... I’m just a small-town guy with a small-town life.”

“You’re lucky, kid.”

“Really, I don’t feel lucky.”

“It’ll all still be there when you get back.”

“Truthfully, Gunny, I should never have left, and I shouldn’t be here now. Hell, I’ve been in over my head since this all started.”

“Only one thing to do then. Bag the next flight, go over to the counter and book us back to Palm Beach. Let someone else do the rest of the heavy lifting on this.”

His words don’t land like some sort of reverse psychology pep talk. Instead, it feels like something my father might say. “You have options, Tommy—who cares what the rest of the world thinks?”

“I want this over, Gunny.”

He nods his head and thinks for a while.

“My dad told me something right before I shipped out to Parris Island. I didn’t really understand it way back then. He was a farmer who thought he was some kinda Greek philosopher... There are Indians and chiefs in this world, he told me. Then there are rainmakers. Try to be a rainmaker, son.”

“Good advice.”

Gunny chuckles. “Not really. Turns out you can’t decide to be somethin’ like that. It’s either in you or it’s not. It was never in me. I found that out a long time ago. But people like your dad, they just have it.”

“Yeah, he was a great man without trying.”

“I think it’s genetic, Tommy. You can accept it or let it run you over.”

I smile and file it away for another day.
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We step off the jet bridge into a corridor that feels twenty degrees warmer than the plane, and the air already smells different—a mix of jet fuel and humidity. Gunny is a few steps behind me, red parrot-and-palms shirt clinging at the shoulders, the straw hat with its bent brim back in place, fanning himself with his customs forms and muttering something about the commie version of AC. We follow the slow procession down a hallway lined with sun-faded posters of Varadero beaches and tobacco fields. The wheels of our carry-on bags clack unevenly on worn tiles until the corridor opens into the immigration hall with its low ceiling, stale fluorescent light, and a row of narrow glass booths along the far wall.

The officer in my booth is young and stone-faced. She wears an olive-green uniform with red trim on her epaulets. She studies me a beat longer than feels comfortable, then finally stamps my tourist card with a heavy thunk, and the door clicks open behind me. Gunny is already through. He leans on the outstretched handle of his bag. “She had the nerve to ask me if I’d ever been here before. Told her I spent six months on the eastern end,” he says, grinning. “Didn’t seem to impress her.”

The needle isn’t only for the Osprey elite.

Past the carousels, where shrink-wrapped items and taped-up cardboard boxes tumble onto the belts, another customs officer eyes Gunny’s shirt longer than she eyes our bags. He twitches his eyebrows. She fights back a smile, then a little laugh escapes, and she waves us through. The automatic doors slide open onto a wall of waiting families pressed against the railing, calling out names, holding flowers, drivers already angling—¿Habana, amigo? ¿Nacional? ¿Vedado?—and the thick air hits like an invisible wall.

Gunny walks past the motorized rickshaw cabs and a Hyundai. All too small. He stops at a vintage Caddy that didn’t begin its life painted canary yellow. A Gunny-sized vehicle. A skinny kid in a worn Yankees cap leans against it, arms folded. He isn’t anywhere near as anxious as his competitors.

“¿Habla inglés?”

“Sí, yes.”

“What’s your name, kid?”

“Miguel. Miguel Arroyo.”

Gunny haggles him from fifty down to thirty for the ride to the hotel, then asks what he would charge for a full day tomorrow. Miguel quickly sizes us up and says three hundred.

Gunny laughs and looks at me. “What we got ourselves here is a natural-born capitalist, Tommy.” He turns back to Miguel and says, “One fifty.” Miguel grins and we have a deal.
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The Caddy pulls onto Avenida de Rancho Boyeros, heading north into the city. For the first twenty minutes it’s nothing much—flat scrub, billboards in Spanish that don’t seem to be selling anything, low, Soviet-era apartment blocks the color of wet cement. Then Havana rises. The buildings get taller and older. The driver swings onto Avenida de los Presidentes and the city opens up—a wide boulevard with a planted median, leafy trees arching overhead, crumbling colonial mansions on either side. Communism hasn’t been kind to them. Some have become embassies. Others have been carved into apartments with sagging laundry hanging from their balconies while overgrown tropical plants crowd the courtyards below. Gunny is quiet in the back, somewhere else entirely. The plan is simple: tomorrow we find out where Dolores Vega lives and make this trip pay off.

I’m tired of dead ends in tropical places.

The Caddy turns onto Calle 21 and stops at low gates. The driver waves to the guard and he waves back. We climb a short, palm-lined hill until the Hotel Nacional fills the frame—a pair of tall, inset bell towers anchor its eight floors. Weathered terracotta tiles crown the rooflines. From the outside, it feels old rather than historic.

A bellman in a starched white guayabera is at Gunny’s door before the Cadillac fully stops. Gunny tips our driver well enough that the kid grins from ear to ear. To the right, beyond a low wall, the lawn rolls down toward the sea—royal palms, the seawall and its boulevard below, the ocean past that, dropping into late-afternoon haze. Two old Spanish cannons sit on the bluff, pointing out at the harbor mouth.

Inside, the clerks behind the long, dark reception desk work with practiced care. I can tell by the way they move that expectations are painfully high. I’m sure there is no shortage of replacements waiting outside the gates. To the left, a wide archway opens toward the back terrace, and the walls between are filled with framed black-and-white photos. The internet called it the Hall of Fame. Movie stars—some I recognize from classic films, many I don’t. Shots of luminaries like Winston Churchill and Hemingway fishing are unmistakable. The Party bosses left the pictures of American mobsters like Lucky Luciano displayed, showing them laughing and smoking cigars in the hotel bar. I recognize their faces from a Mafia documentary I watched with Rose a while back.
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The next morning begins with a sky almost too blue and perfect to be real. It’s the middle of January and at nine in the morning it’s already seventy-five degrees and plenty humid. But our driver, Miguel, wears a light jacket. This passes for winter in Cuba, but it feels more like June back in Amherst.

Gunny has decided to transform himself. His Santa beard is neat and trimmed down by half. He has replaced his favorite red Hawaiian shirt with a white guayabera, traditional Cuban wear he purchased from the hotel gift shop last night. Had it laundered and ironed by the hotel’s overnight service for pennies. The ratty old straw hat has been abandoned back in the room.

We climb into Miguel’s chalky yellow Caddy. Me in the back. Gunny up front.

“Little chilly, señorita,” he says to Miguel.

“Very funny man,” he replies, adjusting his tired Yankees cap.

Gunny laughs and pats the skinny kid on the shoulder. “Calle 17, Número 203, know where that is?”

“Sí, yes, Inmigración, Vedado.”

Down the soft hill and back into Havana proper. Back to the section thick with the old colonial mansions. This one is cream-colored. Two stories, columns running the length of the front porch, fancy carved tops on each one of them. Windows tall enough to walk through. Up on the roof there’s a stone railing and a couple of statues. The hedges are trimmed tight. Palms hang softly into the driveway
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