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PART I

GREEN STUFF


Chapter 1

THE RAID



The jungle grew shadows, and the shadows grew eyes.

Across the Western Hemisphere, dawn was coming simultaneously to tens of thousands of locations. Millions of souls arising for their days, stumbling sleepily for radios and coffee and morning editions, oblivious to anything going on in the world not covered by Bryant Gumbel and the rest of the mass-media pack.

Equally oblivious to the denizens of high-tech civilization were those who rose with the dawn in the equatorial jungles of southern Venezuela. They were the Yanomamö. They were the Fierce People.

Angus Finnegan watched as the brown-skinned warriors crept near to the low stockade wall surrounding the village of Iyakei-teri. The raiding party, numbering just over twenty, moved like predatory cats, jaguars silently stalking prey. They carried bows made of palm wood, so hard it deflected nails, that were as long as the Yanomamö were tall. The arrows alone were six feet long, built for interchangeable tips. This morning war tips were in place—bamboo lanceolate coated with sticky brown curare.

Angus made a curious sight among the raiding party. Better than a full head taller than the tribe’s tallest man, he stood a hulking six foot five. His long, unkempt hair and beard had gone white several years before, giving him a look of some Old Testament prophet sun-blasted toward madness in an unforgiving desert. He wore dirty khakis instead of robes, but the allusion wasn’t far off. And at sixty years old, he looked to have the power of a man twenty years younger.

Kneeling beside a thicket of brush and ferns, Angus scanned through the gloom toward the village. Weak shafts of sunlight cut through at a slant, and the air was alive with the calls of birds. Macaws, parrots, others. Beneath the constant canopy of trees, the jungle was never very bright, and during the chill of dawn, visibility was murky at best.

But they had not come too late. The Colombians were still at the village; probably overnight. Their rowboat, powered by a large outboard motor, rested against the muddy bank of the stream near the village’s main entrance. A few winding kilometers downstream, it linked with the larger Orinoco River. Odds were that the Orinoco would take them back to one of the more civilized areas with its own airstrip.

Before Angus even heard him coming, the headman of the raiding tribe, from Mabori-teri, was at his side. His name was Damowä, and like many of the raiders, he had painted his body black with the pigments they used in ceremonies and warfare.

“Are the enemy still here?” he asked in the native tongue. Angus nodded.

The black paint ended just under Damowä’s eyes; above the line, those eyes spoke a profound mixture of ferocity and fear. “Will they have the wasp-guns?”

Angus lowered his great shaggy head for a moment, then raised it. Inside, what the Yanomamö called his buhii—his inner self—was cold. Their expression for sadness.

“Yes,” he said softly. “I think they will.”

Damowä nodded once. “Then we will just have to kill them before they point them at us.”

If only it were as simple as it sounded. As Damowä silently padded away on his callused feet, Angus bowed his head once more. And left it there.

“Father Cod,” he prayed, whispering, this time in English, “there will be deaths this morning. But I see no other way. And so I ask You, if there is to be punishment for them, that You’ll heap it upon my head, and not theirs. Because I’m the one who led them into this. Through the blood of Your Son, amen.”

Some of the Yanomamö had long since accepted the presence of God. Or Dios, as they sometimes called Him, depending on the nationality of the missionaries who had first arrived to convert them. In many cases, their religion was a mixture of reverence to Dios and a tenacious clinging to the spirit world served by countless generations of their ancestors. Of the ten thousand or so Yanomamö in the rain forests of Venezuela and Brazil, many had been converted to some degree.

Angus wondered, not for the first time, how often it happened the other way around. That a missionary was converted by the Yanomamö. He was willing to bet that he was the first and only.

Angus lifted the shotgun he’d brought. He wasn’t one to leave all the dirty work to his primitive charges. If they were going to be risking death at the hands of an enemy village, at his bidding, he could do no less than join in the fray. And in their eyes, it made him just that much closer to being Yanomamö—and therefore human.

The cultural values running deepest in their souls were nearly a complete flip-flop of what Angus had known as a Scots-Irish Catholic from Boston. Christianity taught meekness, forgiveness, turning the other cheek. The Yanomamö believed that ferocity and avenging all trespasses was the key to living. Theirs was a society of small villages, usually numbering seventy to eighty, never more than 250. A village grows too packed, and it becomes one giant pressure cooker, with feuds and fights constantly erupting over sins real or imagined. Stealing food, sorcery, trysting with one man’s wife while the husband’s back was turned. Theirs was a society in which men beat their wives to show they cared, and a wife without scars was considered unloved. Should she cheat on her husband, he might go so far as to hack her ears off with a machete as just punishment. Yanomamö country was indeed a man’s world.

It was a society in which nearly every afternoon, the men of the village would load yard-long hollow tubes with ebene, a pale green powder made from the inner bark of a particular tree. They would squat and take turns blasting the ebene into each other’s nostrils with strong breaths. Ebene was hallucinatory, putting the takers into a trance in which they met with their personal demons. Experienced shamans could sometimes even coax the demons into living within their chests.

Naturally, men of God were appalled. And over the last few decades they had attempted to dispense with the naked pagans’ filthy demons and bring them around to the ways of Western society. American Evangelicals, various Catholics, Spanish Salesians. Methodology and doctrine differed. The results were invariably the same: The gradual erosion of a culture that had heretofore remained pure for thousands of years.

Angus Finnegan had spent nineteen years with the Yanomamö of Mabori-teri. The first fifteen trying to strip them of their silly spirits. And the last four trying to repair the damage.

For in their well-intentioned meddling, the missionaries had managed to trip a row of dominos that would eventually lead to the twentieth century bulldozing right over one of the last sovereign Stone Age tribes in the world.

Missionaries led to mission posts. Posts led to airstrips. Airstrips led to increased contact with foreigners, including tourists with a yen for the exotic. Which led to exposure to diseases that the Indians had never encountered and, therefore, had no resistance or immunity to. A measles epidemic could kill, and had. Trinkets of the West had wormed their way into the Yanomamö way of life, even in the most remote villages.

At first such trade goods were innocuous—machetes, aluminum pots, steel axes and knives. Later came boats with outboards, and clothing. And shotguns.

Once the Yanomamö roamed their homeland nearly naked. All the men wore was a narrow waistcord, to which they tied the foreskins of their penises to keep them from dangling. That the sight of a naked body stimulated thoughts of lust had never entered their minds until the missionaries insisted so. Increasingly the Indians felt ill at ease without some sort of covering. Swimming trunks, loincloths, even Fruit of the Loom jockey shorts were often the rule rather than the exception now. Headman Damowä had come by a pair of which he was extremely proud, boasting drawings of a jubilant Mickey Mouse, whom he called “the happy rat.”

But whereas clothing was harmless and sometimes even amusing, the arrival of shotguns was not. They were finding their way more and more into Yanomamö warfare. And where a quarter of adult male deaths were already due to warfare, an arms race was the last thing they needed.

A lot of the shotguns had even come from the missionaries themselves. Give them flashlights and shotguns, went the logic, and the Indians will be forever dependent on you for batteries and ammunition. Even the missionaries were not above petty squabbles over who would be first to reach uncontacted villages.

Angus was fully aware that violence and treachery were a part of daily Yanomamö life. Still, as bad as it could get, that seemed far preferable to hypocrisy. And hypocrisy was something the Yanomamö did not know.

It was learned by example.

Angus had long resided in hushuo—emotional turmoil. For he had come to know the Indians on a level that most of the missionaries never would. With dignity, nobility, wit, with a strength of kinship unsurpassed anywhere. As fellow human beings. While some of the missionaries outspokenly professed beliefs that the tribesmen were subhuman, on a par with animals.

Well then, let him who is without sin cast the first stone, Angus had thought at his breaking point four years ago. As for me, I’ll have no part in destroying their lives any longer.

Not that they shouldn’t come to know God. But God dwells in unspoiled jungles as readily as in suburban tract homes. There had to be a happy medium.

But the die had been cast, and its path was downhill all the way. Change could not be stopped. Impeded, perhaps. Which meant knowing what to expect. It was only a matter of time, then, before they were contacted by traffickers in the drug trade. At least in Iyakei-teri.

Angus still kept a calendar, kept track of days and dates. This was April, tail end of the dry season, and that had been of enormous benefit to hopes of ending things here and now. Intervillage gossip ran rampant during the dry season. During the rainy season, the trails between villages became impassable swamps, isolating each tribe for the duration. Had the Colombians come between next month and September, he would never have heard the news. About men from the outside world coming to trade fabulous supplies for a magical powder recently cultivated by the Iyakei tribe. A powder called hekura-teri, which had made them the most feared tribe around.

May God have mercy should it reach the outside world.

The raiders could see thickening plumes of smoke rising from within the village. Newly awake, the Iyakei were stoking their dwindling fires with fresh wood. It wouldn’t be long now.

The raiders nervously worked wads of green tobacco in their mouths. They were edgy. Mabori-teri was a three days’ walk away. Their traveling food—the bananalike plantains, a dietary staple—was nearly gone. And last night they could have no fire, since it might have gotten them spotted. As a result they were cold and feared spirits that might have approached overnight. Raids were always like this.

They could hear voices now, steadily increasing chatter.

Yanomamö villages consisted of an oval-shaped succession of huts called a shabono. Each hut was built adjacent to its neighbor, until the oval was enclosed. An open plaza in the middle. A log stockade surrounding the huts. Periodic gaps in both for entrance and exit. Overnight, these were filled with brush, a first-defense burglar alarm.

Angus watched and listened as the Iyakei removed the deadbrush and a few emerged. Voices mostly announced intentions to defecate. Bodily functions were as ripe for talk as plans for later in the day.

The raiders, concealed in brush and gloom, were as silent as ghosts, notching arrows into their bowstrings. Ready. Meat-hungry for war. They waited patiently as the Iyakei, armed even during this commonplace activity, relieved bowels and bladders. Alert for any sign of discovery. Angus tensed as a taller man in bush pants came out to do his duty as well, fifteen feet away. Long hair; certainly not Yanomamö. They kept theirs trimmed by razor-grass into bowl-shaped cuts, men and women alike.

Colombian. Toting along a small machine pistol. What Damowä had called a wasp-gun, because the spray of automatic fire reminded him of an attacking swarm of angry wasps. No doubt these were their fundamental trade gifts for the hekura-teri powder. Keep the tribe full of incentive for continued cooperation. All they’d have to bring next time would be ammunition. If the missionaries could play that game, why not the drug exporters?

Fifteen minutes later, the same Colombian led two others out, armed as well. Couldn’t be any more left inside. Three men and their load would be pushing it as it was, given the size of the boat. They stood guard and oversaw Iyakei tribesmen, who came out toting canvas bags to load into the boat. Now or never. Angus signaled.

Damowä was the first to let his arrow fly, and a second later some twenty more went streaking in. A Colombian was the first hit. He took Damowä’s arrow in the throat, the war tip snapping off as the shaft fell to the ground. As one voice, the Mabori roared their savagery.

In answer, the wasp-guns roared back.

Angus unleashed his own war cry and erupted from his crouch. He let the shotgun do the talking from then on.

His first blast peppered the leg of another Colombian and sent him sprawling into the mud of the stream bank. He jacked another shell into the chamber and spun, an avenging angel with broken wings, and blasted a tribesman clumsily attempting to sight in on him with a machine gun.

Pandemonium had arisen from within the village. Screams from the women and children, enraged cries from other warriors who came out to join the battle. Arrows whizzed back and forth, bullets chewed up trees and foliage all around the Mabori. Twenty feet to Angus’s left, the machine-gun fire nearly tore one of the raiders in half. Six guns were firing at once, two with the Colombians and four in the inexperienced hands of the Iyakei.

Experienced or not, it didn’t matter as long as they pointed in your direction and squeezed the trigger. You were just as dead or wounded. And the casualties began to mount up on the raiders’ side quicker than on the Iyakei’s.

Angus fell to the ground as bullets chopped at a tree above his head, then took out one of the gunners with another shotgun blast. One of the Mabori, Kerebawa, took out another one with an arrow. The wound itself, in the thigh, would never be fatal. But the curare wasted no time in taking over, paralyzing him from the outside in.

The Mabori were pinned down behind their cover, with little recourse left but to fire blindly into the air and hope the arrows got lucky. Dumb luck and instinct. While the injured Colombian laid down covering fire from the ground, his longhaired partner and a tribesman crouched low to finish loading the boat.

Another gunner fell, after which a Mabori warrior loosed an arrow and sprinted closer. With a quick burst of fire, his head showered apart.

Another Mabori screamed for vengeance and charged from his cover, a machete held aloft. He actually managed to outrun the path of bullets sent after him, and Angus watched as he descended upon the hapless gunner and hacked him across the face. A moment later, the avenging Mabori was skewered by the sharpened end of a seven-foot club.

The one saving grace for the Mabori was the Iyakei’s unfamiliarity with their guns. They wasted ammunition, firing long bursts instead of short ones. And once their clips were empty, their attempts to reload were clumsy, those who had extra clips to begin with. It was the only thing preventing Mabori extinction.

Still, the Iyakei had managed to buy enough time to finish loading the boat. Angus swore aloud and clenched his teeth firmly when he heard the outboard fire up. He rose again, heedless of the danger, an arrow nearly skinning off his nose. He unleashed two rapid shotgun blasts toward the boat. When the injured Colombian rose to return fire, he took an arrow in the belly.

But the third throttled the engine and kicked up a sudden wake as the boat took flight. Angus could have wept with frustration. Unless a wild arrow claimed him, and this seemed less and less likely the farther away he got the entire massacre had been for nothing.

As he looked at fourteen bleeding bodies strewn across the forest floor, with more likely to fall, he could have ripped out his hair in great handfuls. Even greater than the sense of failure was the self-loathing over what he had done: He’d torn apart the very men whose souls he had come to save. If a man like that was not condemned to Hell, who was? His buhii was so cold by now, it was a glacier, scraping his heart raw.

He was about ready to motion to Damowä that they might as well retreat when he heard it. When they all heard it. The entire jungle split with the sound, and it held its breath to listen in awe.

From within the village came as unearthly a shriek as any of them had ever heard. Angus had heard something similar twice before, this dry season, and had prayed to never hear it again. Now it was worse, though. Now he was going to get a chance to witness its source close up.

It wasn’t quite human. It wasn’t quite animal. It wasn’t quite spirit. It was somehow the worst of all three, and then some.

Every warrior still alive on the battlefield froze as it tore the morning air to shreds. The upper canopy exploded with birds that hadn’t even been driven off by the sound of gunfire taking flight. From deeper in the jungle, monkeys screeched in fear.

Fierceness as a way of life be damned. Two of the Mabori flat-out turned tail and made tracks back through the jungle.

While it came running from the main entrance of the shabono.

Angus recognized it only by the clothing. Whatever it was now, it had been their chief. The Iyakei headman had ended up with a change of oversize clothes that he’d worn into filth-encrusted stiffness. Cotton pants, with the crotch cut out because the zipper was too bothersome to work. Ancient workshirt, unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up. Apparently he had felt that clothes do make the man, and he’d learned enough Spanish to call himself capitán. Yes, it was the headman’s clothing.

But the face … his face … his entire head.

“Iwä!” screamed one of the Mabori. “Iwä!”

Alligator.

From his upper chest on up, the headman’s flesh had thickened into knobby hide, brownish green in color. From within chunky folds of skin, a pair of slitted yellow eyes gleamed. His mouth and nose were no more, at least not in human terms. The entire cranial structure had become rearranged into a long snout, flattened across top and bottom. And lined with so very many teeth. Sharp teeth. Snapping.

“Don’t kill him!” Angus cried to the rest of the Mabori. Without need. They’d already learned their lesson once before. The hard way.

The headman came charging past his own awestruck warriors, locking onto Angus’s voice. The yellow eyes alive with hunger.

Instinct said to shoot. Wisdom prevented it. And altruism thought, in the second before the iwä pounced, that perhaps his own death might buy more time for the rest to flee.

He lifted the shotgun in both hands, like a quarterstaff, as the headman bore him down to the ground. He wedged it sideways between the thing’s jaws. Rows of teeth grated on metal, gouged out splinters of wood. He was bathed with the thing’s foul breath, and as it sat atop him, it lunged relentlessly for his throat.

Claws. The man’s hands had thickened into leathery reptilian feet, twisted claws instead of fingers. They flailed past the shotgun and ripped Angus’s shoulder open to the bone. Blood soaked the ground beneath him.

The jaws, snapping, grinding through the shotgun…

The yellow eyes, inhuman, unblinking…

The face, mutated past anything he’d ever dared believe existed this side of Hell…

There was no point in struggling. To give in to its jaws would be the quickest way out. One brief moment of agony, then merciful oblivion.

But he couldn’t. Life instinct was strong. Even as another swipe of the claws tattered his cheek. Even as yet another tore across his chest. Even as a claw worked its way between two ribs and punctured a lung.

He wheezed blood, swallowed it, coughed it.

A blur above him. No, they should run.

One of the burliest of the Mabori, a man named Ariwari, had come hurtling to Angus’s aid, leaping onto the back of the headman and pulling him free. They rolled across the ground, and when they came to a halt, Ariwari was beneath him. One arm was clenched around the headman’s swollen throat, the other around his stomach. The headman, the iwä, thrashed and bellowed another unearthly cry.

Kerebawa was close on Ariwari’s heels, while the remaining warriors fired arrows to cover them. And as Angus watched, bleeding profusely and barely able to move, Kerebawa knelt beside the thrashing headman and tenderly rubbed his stomach. Ignoring the slashing jaws, the flailing talons. Rubbing the belly.

Incredible.

The thrashing weakened, and quickly ended altogether. Scrabbling limbs stilled and relaxed. Of all defenses—sleep.

Angus had seen this before, rolling an alligator onto its back and rubbing its belly. Something about the sensation and the backflow of blood into the brain induced sleep. That it should work here, now, was nothing short of a miracle.

Ariwari eased out from under the heavy body and scuttled away through the underbrush beneath a hail of arrows. Kerebawa reached beneath Angus’s arms and locked his fingers to drag him away. Angus clenched his teeth against a feeble cry. The pain was almost beyond belief.

“I have you, Padre,” Kerebawa murmured into his ear, and Angus watched his heels dig furrows on the jungle floor. “I have you.”

Angus’s head felt too heavy, a massive weight atop a fragile stalk. As Kerebawa pulled him backward, the remaining Mabori fell into position to retreat. Gradually falling back in teams to guard one another’s escape.

And as Angus watched Iyakei-teri fade into the background, this savage green world turned gray. Then black. Then…

Nothing.
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He came to later, and by the position of the sun, it looked to be midafternoon. Had they been home at Mabori-teri, the heat of midday would have driven most of them to their hammocks to rest.

As it was, they were resting now, ever alert for Iyakei warriors in pursuit. Or worse, the iwä.

Out of a raiding party of twenty-three men, they now numbered only fourteen. The bodies of the dead would remain, to be recovered later by the old women of Mabori-teri. Angus had always found it a strange double standard, that the young women were treated no better than chattel, but if they survived into old age, they were revered. Old women were often used as emissaries between warring tribes. Never harmed. Even when recovering the bodies of warriors who had slain the enemy.

Once home, the bodies would be burned. The remaining bones and ash ground into powder. The powder saved to be mixed with a soup of boiled plantains, and eaten.

Angus wondered if they would do the same with his bones. Burial by other missionaries? No. He didn’t belong with them anymore. He belonged in Mabori-teri, in death as well as in life.

Kerebawa had tended the claw wounds as best he could, but they were gruesomely bad. If one of the shamans were here, he would chant a healing plea. Even so, it was not altogether unpleasant, feeling the numbness overtaking his body as he stared into the canopy overhead. Teeming with life that had no idea men killed one another over powders.

“I am cold inside for you, Padre,” Kerebawa said. He held one hand behind Angus’s head so he could drink some water.

Angus choked on a little, got the rest down. He patted the hand that fed him, felt the stinging trickle of tears. For the friendship to be severed. He’d known Kerebawa nearly all the young man’s life. Angus didn’t know precisely how old he was. There were only three numbers known to the Yanomamö: one, two, and anything greater than two. But he had been a small child when Angus had arrived nineteen years ago.

The way he saw it, Kerebawa had the brains and courage to assume headman status someday. If the tribe remained intact that long. Their survival depended on men like him, who could adapt.

Angus had singled out Kerebawa to introduce to the outside world. He’d told him of lands near and far: Mexico-teri America-teri. England-teri. It was easier to put the names into a form and context Kerebawa would find meaningful. The -teri suffix denoted “village of.” Mabori-teri meant, simply, village of the Mabori people. America-teri, then, village of the America people.

Nowhere was it more poignant, though, than when Kerebawa and the others had finally grasped the concept of Heaven: God-teri.

The Yanomamö had no way of conceiving of the enormity of the outside world. In their minds, they were the center of the universe. In their imaginations, the Venezuelan city of Caracas was merely a large shabono, just another succession of huts.

So Angus had shown Kerebawa the reality, in hopes that he might understand. And when the time was right, convey to the rest just how large and diverse the world was out there. Forewarned was forearmed.

Kerebawa had seen Caracas. Later, Mexico City. Eventually they had ventured all the way to Miami. The culture shock didn’t seem to be particularly painful, no doubt in part due to the young man’s schooling. As a child, he’d been educated with other Indian children in a mission school in Esmerelda, taught to read and write. He had learned to be marginally conversant in Spanish. Over the last four years, Angus had taught him a good deal of English as well.

A trilingual Yanomamö. Angus could have wept in bitter sorrow that such a rarity was needed. But better trilingual than extinct.

“Padre,” said the headman Damowä, “today you became a true waiteri.” A fierce one. “We will tell our children of this day. We will not forget.”

Angus closed his eyes and smiled. The numbness had left his arms and legs nearly paralyzed. But he could smile. For now he knew that his bones would end up in their bellies. Living with them, in a strange way, forever.

Kerebawa gazed down at his teacher, his mentor, tears in his eyes. He wiped away the flecks of blood that Angus coughed up.

“The hekura-teri,” Angus whispered. “They still got away with it. Do you know what that means?”

Kerebawa didn’t twitch a muscle, didn’t even bat an eye. But he knew. Angus could feel it. The young warrior understood it all.

“You wish to avenge my death … don’t you?” There, appeal to centuries of inbred honor. Angus felt horribly manipulative. “Then you’ll have to follow the path of the hekura-teri. And stop it.”

“The world is too big,” Kerebawa said. “It will eat me.”

“Maybe not.” A spasm shook his body; he didn’t have long now. “The Colombians will take it back home, to Medellín-teri. To Vasquez. From there?” He shook his head in surrender.

Kerebawa simply closed his eyes in resignation.

“In my hut … papers, maps. The names of the men who took us to see the outer world. Barrows and Matteson? Use them all.”

The paralysis crept up his chest to seize his throat. But no matter. He had said all he needed. After death, he knew his name would never be spoken again among their tribe. Their way of showing respect. But they would remember. Always.

And in the midst of this massive green cathedral, Angus let go his spirit, and let it soar.

While around his body rose the sudden sound of mourning.


Chapter 2

NEW HORIZONS



TWA flight 435 from St. Louis to Tampa, nonstop, took just over two hours. They had made good time, caught a tailwind, while Justin had caught a good buzz on airline vodka. He wondered if the stewardesses had posted an alert on him. Watch out for the guy in 19A, could be trouble. A human sponge. And he hardly says a word. It’s always the quiet types that flake out.

Couldn’t much fault their concern. Not since the April 1989 flight into St. Louis from Tennessee. Some anthropoid drinks six bottles of airline hootch, disembarks, steals an electric cart for a joyride past the gates, ducks into a mysteriously unlocked maintenance room, and tries to hide in a trash chute. End of story. Said anthropoid winds up crushed to death in the trash compactor.

From obscurity to legend in less than an hour. All in all, there were worse ways to go out.

With his A-seat, he managed to spend a lot of time staring out the window. Flight was a strange mix of illusions. While gazing out over nearby cirrocumulus clouds, it felt as if they were skimming low over vast polar regions and snow-drenched mountains.

The sight kept him isolated from his seatmate. Late thirties, gray suit and yellow power tie, receding hairline. Hunched over the drop-down tabletop, scribbling into arcane reports while his fingers danced on a calculator’s keypad. What a horrible life it looked like from the outside. Justin would have preferred the trash compactor to ending up like that in ten years. He had come to learn its price. The hard way.

Sometimes life felt like a bad movie, moments of reality that seemed like anything but. Wondering if other people looked on him with the same benign loathing he felt toward his seatmate. Wondering if his life were indeed a movie being lensed for the enjoyment of some cosmic film buff with a penchant for tragicomedy. Wondering how the script read…

Fade in, interior, a TWA DC-10, economy class. In seat 19A sits Justin Gray, swilling his fifth screwdriver of this Monday morning. He stares out the window for answers and finds none, as he leaves behind the wreckage of his life in a desperate attempt to rebuild anew. Will he succeed? Only the Smirnoff distillery knows for sure.

He looked toward the aisle as a woman threaded back to the bathrooms. She had apparently boarded after, of all things, a trip to donate blood. Her blouse’s collar still bore the little Red Cross sticker: Be nice to me. I gave blood today. Justin wondered what might be appropriate for his own sticker. Be nice to me. I fucked up my life this year.

They touched down in Tampa shortly after noon, taxied to the gate. Halt. Everyone clogged the aisles to retrieve overhead carry-ons. Justin wavered a bit as he left the plane for the gangway and imagined a collective sigh of relief from the stewardesses.

Freedom, then. Transplantation complete. Hopefully, salvation.

He scanned unfamiliar faces inside the terminal until the sole familiar one broke into a big smile. Hugs were next, big back-slapping bear hugs just so no one got the mistaken impression that these two rather artistic-looking fellows were reunited lovers. Public image is everything in a land of sun and water and misspent passions.

“Welcome to my con-tree,” said Erik, counterfeit south-of-the-border accent flashing briefly. Then back to white-bread American: “How was the flight?”

“Crash free,” Justin said. “That’s all that counts, isn’t it?” The similarities between them were almost brotherly. Both tall, with similarly high cheekbones, the same purposeful stride. But Erik smiled more. He looked healthier; maybe the tan. And the eyes … Erik’s wide baby blues tagged him as one of life’s innocents, whereas Justin’s chocolate browns seemed warier, too many laps around the fast-track. Maybe Erik’s ambitions had not been quite as high, but he was happy. Without betraying the aesthetics and values truly important to him. Justin had traditionally been the better groomed, Erik the true artiste, just a touch scruffy, boyishly and endearingly so. But the gap was narrowing. Six weeks since Justin’s last haircut, while shaving was now an every-other-day inconvenience; once upon a time, unthinkable.

Justin let Erik take the lead. Following airport hieroglyphics to locate baggage was now beyond him. They boarded a stand-only elevated tram that whisked them to another building, and out its windows Justin drank in the change of scenery. Palm trees, bluer sky than he’d left behind, flat tarmac. It was May in Florida, and it didn’t look any different than it did in October. He would adjust, gladly.

“My guess is that in-flight service was very very good to you.” Erik tipped an imaginary bottle and made a gluk-gluk noise.

“Mother Russia’s finest.”

“That’s a good start. I talked myself into some premature vacation time this week. So what we do is, you and I bag over our legal limit of fun and we slay brain cells left and right until we get you down to one cell. And then you start over from scratch. Sound good?”

Justin said that it did. Erik, bless him—planning strategies for overhauling the pieces of a life when he knew only the barest facts as to what had caused its kamikaze dive to begin with. Such was his way. You couldn’t ask for a better partner in crime when you wanted to lop off a few brain cells and revert to prehistoric languages. But he would still be there the next morning to make the hangover more bearable. And he was equally handy at the heart-to-hearts, as well. Erik Webber, last of the emotional Renaissance men.

“What’s this new job you’ve gotten?” Justin asked as they waited for the luggage from Flight 435 to find its way onto the carousels Praying that the gods of airborne transportation hadn’t sent it elsewhere. “I thought you’d be snapping pictures for the Tribune forever.”

Erik grinned, pushing errant hair hack from his forehead. It was sun-bleached a few degrees lighter than the shade of brown it had been when Justin had last seen him. Had it really been a year and a half? They’d both been too lax about contact lately.

“You won’t believe me if I just tell you. I better show you.”

The feed hole in the carousel wall began to spit fresh luggage. Dozens of conversations halted in midstride as eyes flicked to inspect what was emerging next. It was like watching numbers come up in the lottery. Ah, a winner.

Justin plucked up his bags and they turned away, hoofing it toward the garage for Erik’s car. Both of them sharing the burdens.
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Justin couldn’t wipe the perplexed grin off his face as he flipped through the rack. Nothing but lingerie. Sheer nighties, peekaboo teddies, lacy little inconsequentialities that exposed a lot and left the best to the imagination.

This didn’t make sense. The place was a photo studio, sign outside saying NORTH LIGHT PHOTOGRAPHY. He’d seen customers elsewhere in the building awaiting portrait sittings, engagement shots.

Justin looked at Erik, found a more knowing grin than his own. As if it had gotten the joke minutes before.

“Boudoir photography,” Erik said, somewhat sheepishly.

“Boudoir. Meaning?”

“Meaning I shoot tasteful cheesecake and make good money doing it.” Erik shrugged, easygoing.

Justin pulled a hangered black lace thing from the rack, held it before his own torso. They both shook their heads, and he put it back.

“It’s the latest thing. One of them, anyway.” Erik motioned him to follow, led him past a jumble of studio gear. Lights, tripods, backdrops, ornate brass-rail bed with frilly coverlet. They left it behind for a side cubbyhole crammed with a desk and file cabinet. Erik flipped on the light. “Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like the office.”

“So what does this involve, if I may be so bold?”

Erik spoke while digging through a file drawer. “In a nutshell, women come in to have erotic pictures taken of themselves. No hard-core nudes, no couples, no guys, transvestites or otherwise. Very classy. The management is pretty strict on that.” He plucked out a folder with a satisfied nod. “Yah. Here we go.”

He handed a few proof sheets to Justin, who scanned the miniature images with wide eyes and a longing heart. Three different women, looked to be from mid-twenties to late thirties. One per proof sheet. Obviously, they knew how to pose and Erik knew how to capture the moment.

“We’re supposed to destroy the proofs after they place their orders.” Erik made doubly sure they were alone. “But sometimes I fudge and tuck them away. The really good ones. An artiste’s life has so few rewards, you know.”

Justin handed them back, and away they went. “I hate you. I bet you make out like Don Juan in this job.”

“Huh. Dream on. There was only once that the client-photographer relationship got a little heated.” Erik sighed, settled in his desk chair. “I’d say at least ninety-nine percent of the women who come in are having them shot for someone else. They give them to husbands, boyfriends. So it’s a lost cause. Or they’re giving them to a girlfriend, in which case it’s really a lost cause. You kind of have to be a real philosopher to not go crazy in this job.”

Justin slid down to the floor, back to the wall. The vodka buzz was waning. Have to remedy that soon. Hung over by early afternoon was not the most ideal proposition.

“So why the switch from shooting news? I thought you loved that job.”

“I did.” Erik’s eyes grew cloudy. He laced his fingers while gazing at the ceiling for inspiration. “But with some of the stuff! was shooting—man, it really takes a certain mindset to not get to you. The drug wars, especially. I mean, this isn’t Miami, but we’re not immune here by any means. I was shooting pictures of these people—men, women, kids, everybody gets caught in the crossfire sooner or later—and I was seeing some really hideous stuff. Shootings, knifings, beatings. Murder by automobile. One guy they found … one of his arms wasn’t anything but bone from the elbow down. Coroner said somebody had stuck his arm in with a bunch of piranha, if you can believe that. So I’m seeing all this through my viewfinder, and I find that it’s not making much of a dent in my head anymore.”

Justin nodded. “But you’re supposed to bring a certain amount of objectivity with you.”

“Objectivity is one thing. Not giving a damn anymore is another. I was burning out big-time. And I just didn’t want to end up one of these grizzled old guys trading their worst murder stories over coffee and doughnuts every morning.” Erik pulled up from his slump, rested his elbows on his knees. Smiled and upturned his palms. “So now … all this is mine.”

“Lord of the thighs.”

Erik wrinkled his nose. “Crass.” He dug through the center desk drawer. He pulled out another sheet of photographic paper. Withheld the image for a moment. “I’ve got all kinds of stuff lined up for us to do the next few days, get you out and introduced to a few people.”

Justin grinned. “So you’re not stuck with me the whole time, right?”

“All for your own good, dear boy. We’ve got to get you circulating among single women again. You’re probably out of practice.” He handed the picture over. “Here’s someone you’ll be meeting tomorrow night. And don’t drool on the picture.”

This was no proof sheet, best served by a magnifying glass, but a full eight-by-ten glossy. The woman was in her mid- or late twenties. It wasn’t a standard lace teddy shot and was therefore all the more provocative. Faded ancient jeans, unsnapped and halfway unzipped. Blue denim shirt, completely unbuttoned as well, with only the inner swell of each breast showing. Bare feet, luxurious dark hair bunched messily around her shoulders. Her face looked vaguely exotic, as if she carried within a few drops of Asian blood.

Yes, it could be love.

“That’s April. April Kingston. She used to work at the paper too. In advertising. See, you already have something in common. I took that shot of her, oh, seven, eight months ago.

Justin pulled his eyes away, an effort. He looked at Erik with a sudden plummeting of his heart. “This is too good to be true. So what’s the catch, what is she? Married, engaged, or a lesbian?”

A wide smile from Erik. “None of the above. Formerly engaged, if you must know. It broke off around Christmas. I don’t know why, she never talked much about it. Best thing that could’ve happened, though. Her fiancé’s name was Brad, but I used to call him Dickless. That should clue you in. He was about as exciting as a bowl of oat bran.”

Justin perused the photo again. “He was probably too safe for her. A womanchild like this needs the kind of thrills that my roller-coaster life can provide.”

“That’s the spirit. Turn that checkered past to an advantage.” Erik wiggled his fingers, and Justin reluctantly parted with the print. Back it went into the drawer. “Come on. Let’s go start on those brain cells and play catch-up on the past few months.”

They rose to leave, Erik killing the light. Justin threw one last longing glance at the desk drawer:

“Can’t we bring her along?”

“You’re smitten already, aren’t you? I recognize that look. She stays put. Your first day in town, I get all your attention. I’m selfish that way.”

They were halfway across the boudoir set before Erik spoke again.

“Besides, I’ve got another print like that at home.”
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Erik Webber lived in a section of Tampa called Davis Island. The “island” label made it sound more exotic than it really was. It was simply a bulbous little annex that barely missed extending to the southern edge of the city proper. You hardly knew you were forsaking the mainland when the highway bridged over a channel leading into the bay. Near the edge of the island, round timbers jutted a few feet above the water, and brown pelicans often perched there, a respite from scooping up fish that were probably contaminated by now anyway.

They made the island their final stop, ducking into the last of three bars on Erik’s agenda. Knocked back a few more beers, played a few video games, and retired to Erik’s Davis Boulevard apartment to whittle on his refrigerator stock and tune in to the VCR. Evening was well underway by now.

They watched a mutual favorite, Barfly. Generally heralded by critics but little known. See Mickey Rourke swagger about, full-time derelict and part-time literary genius. See Faye Dunaway match him drink for drink, understandably proud of her legs. See them revel in lowlife, for here is their life’s true niche, and they know it.

“Why is it every time I watch this, I feel like I’m just that much closer to living it?” Justin asked. The credits were rolling beneath sleazy jazz organ by Booker T.

Erik shrugged. Legs dangling over one arm of the apartment’s love seat, he aimed the VCR remote and zapped it into rewind mode. MTV came on as the video image disappeared.

Justin looked toward the row of windows. The apartment was third-floor, a corner unit. The first two windows were nearly filled with an extreme close-up of the top of a palm tree. Wonderful view. Beyond lay the buildings of Davis Boulevard, a low skyline of apartments and commercial property. Darkening clouds beyond them.

He had always found dusk the most supremely dismal time of day. Never sure why, only knowing that the advent of night felt like a painful transition. The sun bleeding into the horizon. Nature’s subtle reminder that death is inevitable, that the law of the jungle prevails even on asphalt.

He knew what was coming next. The moment was ripe for it.

“Story time now, I think,” Erik said. He remoted the TV volume to a whisper. “Okay?”

“I suppose there’s no way around it.”

Erik nodded. “I think I’ve showed enormous patience today. But hey, I do deserve a little more explanation about what went down in St. Louis. I get a phone call and my friend’s telling me that the entire U.S. system of justice is coming down on his head, I tend to wonder why.”

Justin pulled thoughtfully at his beer bottle. How to begin, how to begin. Erik knew the setup.

College graduate Justin Gray, armed with his degree, a B.S. in advertising—never was there a more appropriately named degree. Returns home from the University of Illinois to St. Louis, lands an entry-level position with the agency Hamilton, Darren, and Stevens, annual billings in excess of twenty-four million. The creative department is good, allows business world success without necessarily becoming a corporate clone. Wide-eyed Justin hopes he’ll become the wunderkind of the midwestern advertising scene, perhaps use St. Louis, then Chicago, as stepping-stones to New York. He does okay, nothing spectacular. Respectable. Solid. He sows his wild oats, then marries well, a blond-haired, blue-eyed fashion merchandiser named Paula. The archetypical upwardly mobile couple. This, Erik knew.

“Well,” said Justin, “you know we’ve always been into better living through chemistry.”

“Sure.” Even now, Erik had a couple of joints rolling around on the coffee table. He hadn’t offered any nasal powder, so Justin assumed there was none around.

“So. Couple years ago, I started dealing. I mean, it was a nice secondary income. I wanted things, Paula wanted things. This was just a quicker way to do it. I kept it strictly small time, though. Friends, acquaintances, people at the office … that sort of thing. I figure don’t get greedy, keep it downscale, I won’t get caught. No hassles with anybody, no rough stuff. A kinder, gentler drug dealer.”

Erik had a hearty chuckle at that.

“And that’s the way it was, too. Paula felt a little weird about it. It wasn’t exactly approval, but it wasn’t disapproval, either. It was like, ‘This makes me nervous, but I sure do like these new toys we have to play with.’ A boat, couple new cars.

“Then in November we went to this party, and a guy turns some friend of his on to me that wants to score some heroin. So I made a few calls, made a couple stops, and came back with it. No problem, right?

“Wrong.” Justin felt the tears creep up to the backs of his eyes. He had reached the point where the threshold of memory and the threshold of pain were one and the same. “Some guy, some idiot, with an IQ about like his shoe size … he’d laced the junk with strychnine. Just to see what would happen, he said later. So I got to watch this eighteen-year-old nail up right in front of me and go into convulsions and die. All because I thought we had to have a better stereo system.”

He gauged Erik for reactions, for the loathing he had become accustomed to feeling directed his way from endless sources. Thankfully, it wasn’t there.

“So I got pinched that night. No way around that. A nice grueling four-hour interrogation. But. I was a little fish. They wanted big fish, and I was the bait. Cut a deal, and I could walk. So I turned state’s evidence and led them to some guys they really had a hard-on for. It was either that or manslaughter charges, on top of the dealing and possession and all that. So I rolled over and squealed like a pig from Deliverance.”

They both smiled. Sometimes it seemed their lives were one constant string of cinematic references.

“Everything else—job, home life, everything—it went down like a row of dominos. Pretty soon I didn’t need a lawyer just for the bust, I needed him for divorce proceedings too.” Justin ran his hands through his hair, left it sticking up from his head. Shock therapy. “I’ve got to get my proverbial shit together, Erik. The trials, the testimony, it was all over three days ago. My first stop after I left the courthouse was the travel agency.”

Erik abandoned the love seat and wandered over to the couch. Sank in beside him, looped a brotherly arm around his shoulders.

“Tell you what. Stay here as long as you need, to get your head back together. When it feels right, we’ll find you a new job. There’s loads, this place is booming. And then I’ll fly back up with you, and we can both load up your stuff and road-trip it down here. Sound good?”

Justin shook his head. “No need for that, man.”

“I insist. It’s the least I can do.”

“When I say there’s no need, there’s no need.” He hitched his thumb toward the corner, where the suitcases sat patiently. Still full. “That’s it. That’s my sum total of worldly possessions.”

It could have been the evening’s low point. The pit of despair. But for some reason, the thought of the quintessential yuppie reduced to traveling around like a gypsy caravan of one struck Justin as funny. He surrendered to laughter, and Erik quickly followed. It was like spitting into the eye of Fate. Gallows humor.

And Justin hoped, prayed, that he would be smart enough to keep lightning from striking twice in the same place.


Chapter 3

PARTY ANIMALS



The name of the club was Apocalips, and the name said it all. Too many lights, too much glitz, too many speakers with too much wattage. An exercise in sensual overkill.

Justin loved it.

Given the turn of events in St. Louis, it had been a long time since he had tasted any sort of nightlife. He’d not realized how much he missed it, like someone whose hunger doesn’t surface until the first crucial bite of food.

True to his word, Erik had managed a sizable turnout of friends to welcome Justin to Tampa. Most of them didn’t seem to have needed much coaxing. There were nine or ten in all. Hard to keep track, though, with everybody on the move. Drinks, dancing, some of them taking trips to the johns to powder their noses from the inside.

They’d pulled a few tables together inside a chrome corral elevated above the dance floor, creating a home base of sorts. A core group of four or five stayed at the tables at any one time.

Names, faces—too many to pair together. He’d have Erik quiz him tomorrow until he had them down. A few stuck in mind, though. Angel, a blond tigress on the dance floor. She showed him her signature, a halo above the A and a devil’s tail tipping the cursive l. Trent, perpetually wired and hyper and suffering from a self-induced runny nose, rarely still for three seconds at a time.

And then there was April, at once cool and animated, drinking margaritas at a pace of two per hour. She seemed much less the exotic goddess she’d appeared in the photo, and for this Justin was grateful. Exotic goddesses lean toward the unapproachable.

“Ask her to dance, you weenie.” Erik had to hover close to his ear to be heard over the music. “We’ve been here nearly three hours. You’re disappointing me.”

Justin, sucking from a Killian’s Red bottle, nodded. “I’ll get around to it.”

“Not later. Now.”

Justin set his bottle on the mauve table. “Answer a question first.”

“Sure.”

Justin glanced sidelong at April. Her attention was elsewhere. Good. He hated discussing someone when he thought they knew it.

“She hardly seems like someone you wouldn’t go for. Tell me the truth. Was there ever anything between the two of you?”

Erik bit a knuckle, frowning. “You perceptive little cuss, you. Well, yeah, sort of. For a couple weeks after she broke up with Dickless. But it just didn’t feel right. We were friends first. By the time we tried lovers, we thought it made more sense not to risk killing the friendship.” Erik played priest, made the sign of the cross. “You have my blessings, my son. Now move your ass.”

So much for pep talks. April sat on the other side of the tables, three chairs down. Shouting across the distance seemed less than suave, so he stood. Mohammed must go to the mountain.

The floor thumped with basslines, swirling lights glinted off chrome and glass. Across the packed dance floor stood a wall of video monitors, thirty in all, each playing the same image. Like a fragmented worldview through multifaceted insect eyes in B-grade movies. INXS blared from the speakers; good dance music.

Distance crossed. Nerves steeled. Justin smiled down at her.

“Would you like to dance?”

She smiled back, nose crinkling a bit. “No thanks.”

It shotgunned the smile right off his face. His eyes darted to Erik, who was talking with Angel. This was Erik’s fault. He’s a dead man, I will kill him. He started to grope for a graceful way out, knowing such dignity was hopeless.

“I’ve watched you out on the floor tonight,” April said. She seemed friendly enough—what gave? “You don’t really like to dance. Do you?”

“Sure I do. I wouldn’t have asked if…”

She grinned, hazel eyes sparkling. She was enjoying this torture! After Erik was dead, perhaps he’d turn on her.

“Don’t lie,” she gleefully warned. “Liars go to Hell.”

He let his arms hang limp, palms out in surrender. Here stands a complete and utter fool. “No,” he finally said. “I don’t, really.”

“Neither do I.”

He was starting to catch on to her game. Perhaps this could be salvaged after all. “So would you like,” he ventured, “to sit one out with me?”

“I’d love to.” April motioned to the empty seat at her right, and he took it before they could slip back into retrograde progress. The conversation was anyone’s ball game. He punted.

“So why the aversion to dancing?” he asked. “You look like you’d be good at it.”

“I am, I guess. Oh, it’s not dancing per se I don’t like. I dance a lot at home, alone. I just don’t like all the little games it entails in public. You know, a dance, then a drink, then…” She seemed too shy to blurt out the last one.

“Debauchery?” he tried. Words were his life. Used to be, anyway.

“Yeah! Close enough.” She looked relieved.

April gazed out over the bodies clogging the dance floor, some graceful, some spastic, some exhibiting moments of both. Then the spectators and their glasses and bottles. Closer still to home base: Trent, a chair away, nervously tapping an empty vial against the tabletop.

“Did you ever think about the function a place like this serves?” she said. “Not the shallow surface stuff. Deeper, I mean.”

“A marketing ploy for hangover remedies?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re not even close. But I have this theory. Why society in general is so screwed up today.”

“This should be good.”

“It’s because we don’t have any more rituals. Sure, we have weddings, and baptisms, and funerals. But how many times a year do any of us go to something like that? I mean everyday rituals.”

He nodded, if only to be polite. He had no idea what she was talking about. This was the most bizarre first-time conversation he could recall ever having had with anyone, male or female.

“Now look at primitive cultures,” April continued. “They sing, they chant, they take hallucinogenic drugs, they have established dances for different occasions. And they’re happy! You don’t see them needing mental health centers.”

This girl was a challenge of Alpine dimensions. He had a sense that she operated on a slightly different plane than most everyone else. Yet he was starting to grasp what she meant.

“Come to a place like this, and you’ll see the exact same sort of behavior.” April was really into this, had completely forgotten her drink. “Exactly. Only there’s more desperation. We’re so far removed from the primal part of ourselves that we mix it up with all this other stuff. Scoring on somebody, seeing who can drink the most or snort the most. Making someone jealous by dancing with someone else. Stupid stuff like that.” She shook her head, smiled in summation. “We need to get reacquainted with our primitive sides.”

Justin regarded her in close to dropjaw amazement. He’d heard so many theories seeking to explain everything from discos to chemical dependencies that he was sick of them. Sick of the theorists who concocted them. And not a one of them had ever made this much sense or been this succinct.

“You sound like a sociologist,” he told her.

“Nah. I took a few courses in anthropology when I was in college. Art major, anthropology minor, if you can believe that combination.”

He told her that based on his first five minutes with her, he could believe anything. She took it as a roundabout compliment, and he supposed he’d meant it that way.

They made a game of zeroing in on different clubgoers and finding appropriate designations for them. Primitive terms, of course, as they were all natives in the global village. Here a fertility goddess expecting worship. There a predatory hunter. Elsewhere an electric shaman in passionate sync with the music.

And a bit later came the arrival of the obligatory medicine man.

Justin caught periodic glimpses of him over the next fifteen minutes. A brown-skinned guy with jet-black hair that shone under the lights. In long, gentle curls, it was pulled straight back and tied at the back of his head, with the loose ends trailing to his shoulders. He wore a black mesh shirt, and beneath it were sleek muscle tone and a simple gold chain with a mounted shark’s tooth. Pants of many pockets.

The guy seemed to know everyone as he gradually weaved through the club. Stopping now and then to talk, to kiss a girl on either mouth or cheek, dance a little. King of the nighttime world, handsomely Hispanic. Good-time Carlos. Justin wasn’t surprised when he eased over to Erik’s friends. It seemed inevitable.

“Tony!” cried Trent, spirits buoyant. “Been waiting for you, man.” He raised the empty little vial.

Tony flashed an easy smile, caught Trent’s hand in a soul shake. Then he laughed and ran his finger along Trent’s neckline, plucking at half a dozen gold chains. Erik had explained that Trent was a darkroom tech at North Light Photography. His presence had been unavoidable, though not urgently desired.

“What’s with all this shit, man?” Tony rattled the chains. “Is this your Mr. T starter kit?”

Justin turned a questioning glance to April. She seemed a little tighter all of a sudden, a little chillier. A whiff of bad karma hovered in the air.

“Tony Mendoza,” she said. Flat, neutral.

That he was a dealer was without doubt. Justin had thought April might find all manner of anthropological observations to make about him. Maybe she didn’t find the game quite as much fun when it fell too close to home. Which made him fear all the more her reaction to the moment she would inevitably learn about his own past.

He had to wonder in another direction, though, when Tony smiled down at her and pursed his lips for a quick airborne kiss. She shifted uncomfortably and pretended not to notice.

“Friend of yours, I take it,” Justin said lightly. Anything to undercut the moment.

April faced him then, offering an unflinching look into her almond eyes. Lovely, dark, and deep. Clear
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