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SOME GUYS DON’T KNOW when to quit. That’s your problem.”


It was Fontana’s voice. I heard the voice before I felt the hand on my shoulder. When I looked up he was standing behind me, hazy in the smoked glass of the mirror on the back bar, out of prison three years early.


“You think you’ve seen it all,” he said, the hand gone. “You think you’ve run your course, but you can’t quite bring yourself to cash it in. So on you go: another day, another drink. What you really need is to find some noble exit. Some way of going out in a big blaze of glory.”


The kid behind the bar had been filling sample glasses and letting me taste each one. The place made its own beer: raspberry, India pale ale, one that tasted like molasses. You could see big copper vats behind a glass wall.


“Let’s grab a table outside,” Fontana said. “You have to get out in the sun, or what’s the point? This is Miami.”


When I got up he was already walking out to the patio, wind catching his jacket. I couldn’t see if he was carrying.


“Check it out,” he said when we were sitting down.


I thought he meant the girl on the Jet Ski, but he was looking at a rust-bucket freighter coming toward us down Government Cut. The harbor pilot went on ahead. A tug stayed behind the pilot boat, slaloming through the chop, dragging the freighter backward out the ship channel.


Fontana put on a pair of sunglasses. He had binoculars with him: civilian ones, out of a sporting goods store.


“You could drop that baby in the mouth of the channel and shut down this whole city for a week,” he said, looking at the freighter. “Three days, anyway. The cargo port. The river. Half the cruise ships in North America.”


I didn’t know if we were bumping into each other or it was something else. He picked up the field glasses, and I caught a flash of holster leather underneath his jacket.


“You’d have to make sure it swung sideways,” I offered. “Before you blew it.”


“Or after.” He put down the binoculars. “How you liking retirement, Matthew? Or I guess it’s semiretirement?”


“Fine. Same as you, right?”


“I don’t think so. Anyway, that’s not what I hear.”


“No?”


The freighter was passing us now, about sixty yards from the patio. A woman at a table nearby was showing a little boy how to wave. There was a man on the freighter’s bridge in a white shirt with blue epaulettes on the shoulders. The man dragged on a cigarette. I got one out myself.


“So you’re living down here again?”


“It’s a great town,” he replied, not exactly an answer.


I looked at him the way you do with people, trying to get a good, full look when you think they won’t catch you doing it. He was thinner, and I could understand why he wanted to be outside: he was very pale. I noticed caps on a couple of teeth.


“How long you been out?”


“Three weeks and three days,” he said, taking off his sunglasses and cleaning them with a napkin.


“How was it?”


He blew on his glasses and kept rubbing. “How was it? That’s a great question, Matt. Well, let me see: how was it. Do you know what a blanket party is?”


“I’ve heard the term. What do you say we just drop it?”


“They bring you down the cell block the first day, all the way down and back up the other side, their version of a perp walk. Then they open the door of a holding cell and in you go. All the cons are waiting to meet you. It’s the neighborhood welcoming committee. A couple guys stand up, taking their time. They hold a blanket in front of the bars, and the next thing you know, another one of ’em gets around behind you and hits you with something sneaky, maybe a soup can stuck in a sock. You go down, and that’s when the fun begins. They take turns with you, Matt, that’s what they do, three or four guys holding you down with a towel stuck in your mouth, everyone else helping out and taking turns. That’s a blanket party.”


He finished with his glasses and put them back on. “I’m trying to think what else I can tell you about being a defrocked drug agent in a state penitentiary. I caught up on my knitting?”


“I’m going to order a drink,” I said, and I did. I thought about the bottle of Advil in my desk drawer at work. My hand ached, worse than it had in weeks.


“One hell of a current in there at the change of tide,” Fontana was saying. “Especially an autumn tide. Mix it up with a new moon, you got a doozy. That’s why that tug’s straining like it is.”


I looked, and he was right.


“The way to do it is wait till the freighter’s right between the jetties, the narrowest point. You do it with some dynamite in the bow, say fifteen pounds. Nothing fancy. Dynamite and sandbags, a directed charge. You blow a hole in the port bow; it swings the whole ship around. Kid stuff.”


“You need a hobby.”


He laughed. “What I hear is you like to drink a fifth of Maker’s Mark a day and hang out in titty bars. Is that a hobby?”


I shrugged. “It’s a free country.”


“Yeah? You should turn on CNN sometime. You got survivalist militias, you got whacked-out religious cults, you got kids with purple hair running around calling themselves antiglobalists. They don’t think it’s a free country. The whole thing makes me glad I’m out of law enforcement. Maybe you should get out too.”


He couldn’t leave the binoculars alone. He had picked them up again, taking off his glasses to squint through them. He said, “You could get some serious action in this town, come to think of it. Your old buddies at the Bureau are scared shitless these Cubans are going to get serious someday, actually do something instead of screaming at each other on AM radio and shaking their fists at Castro.”


“I wouldn’t know.”


“I thought you out-to-pasture FBI guys all stayed in touch, had cocktail parties.”


I let it slide. It was a nice afternoon, cool for October and a little windy. Fishing boats were scattered all over the channel, a regular traffic jam. I felt sorry for the harbor pilot. Not too sorry, of course; those guys have a hell of a union. I could see the stern of the freighter now. In a few minutes the ship would be heading out to sea. The waitress brought my drink.


“I been playing with this thing,” Fontana said. He had slipped on a pair of calfskin gloves. I looked down, and there was a little black gizmo on the table. “Try it out. You’ll get addicted. A friend of mine, his sister’s kid turned me on to it.”


There was a screen, like on a pager. The thing was the size of a cigarette pack, with a dull metal casing, and when I picked it up, it was heavier than I had thought it would be. I wasn’t big on games.


“You push the button on the side to start it up,” he said.


I did. Nothing happened. Then the screen lit up and displayed little green letters. The little green letters said, Bang!


Right then I knew what was going to happen next but I didn’t even have time to breathe.


The explosion ripped through the patio like a gust of wind. Someone in one of the fishing boats was yelling, “¡Coño! ¡Coño! ¡Coño!” Everyone was screaming. On the wooden deck, on my stomach, I looked out from between two balusters and saw the freighter in flames. It had swung sideways in the channel, nose down and sinking fast. A guy on the tugboat was going nuts, trying to get the lines loose. He gave up and dove overboard, and the tug capsized.


Fontana was still sitting in his chair. He was laughing, sipping my drink. “This is great,” he said. He got up, giving his jacket a little hitch.


“You owe me one,” he added, “and this is it, some of it, anyway. Let’s not forget who could have been sitting in that eight-by-twelve up at Raiford the last three years instead of me. I’m at the Delano. You feel like it, give me a call. I got something going on I’d like to include you in.”


He gave the gizmo a glance. It was under the table next to my foot, or had been; now I didn’t see it. “You know, Matthew, a man can go his whole life in this country and never know if he’s a coward. You want a blaze of glory? I’m going to serve it to you on a silver fucking platter.”


He laughed again and walked inside. No one paid attention to him. After another minute I got up and sat in the chair and finished my drink, thinking to slip the black box in my pocket.


I reached down for it and froze. I shoved the table aside. The deck underneath was empty.


“The Vanishing Jack” was Fontana’s favorite card trick from years ago. He would do it so fast you hardly saw his hands move.
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THE NEXT MORNING it was all over the front page of the Herald. Hector came in around eight thirty, sat with one leg over the chair arm in my office, and read the whole thing out loud. Especially the letter.


The letter called Castro the Antichrist and also had some choice words for Congress, for gutting the travel embargo. The idea was that Cuban hard-liners in Miami had blown up the freighter as a warning. Bigger trouble was promised if the United States didn’t do some soul-searching and reimpose full trade sanctions against Havana, cut off diplomatic ties, make the ballet dancers and boxers stay home. An exile’s pipe dream.


And that’s what made the letter perfect: the delusion. It hit every note, right down to the spelling mistakes. It was signed the October 28th Brigade. Today was Thursday, October 29.


“What do you think?” Hector asked. The kid was playing it cool.


“I think someone better get the channel open or we’re both out of a job.”


The Corps of Engineers had a two-thousand-ton barge crane on its way down from Titusville. Meanwhile thirty freighters were backed up in Lagarre Anchorage off Miami Beach, waiting to get into port. The inbound cruise ships were being diverted to Port Everglades and Port Canaveral, but the larger problem was the six luxury liners trapped in their berths at Dodge Island, each one bigger than a football field. The Italians at Costa Cruises had already tried to run the Majesty of the Waves through Cape Florida Channel and gone aground.


At noon I was going to meet at the port director’s office with people from the three top cruise lines. Tanel, the big man in our outfit, was flying in from Chicago with a couple of board members, and right now I wanted to get rid of Hector. On the other hand, he was a good weather vane.


“What do you think?” I asked.


He shrugged. “It could be a hoax. It could be an insurance scam, or some kind of business payback. The freighter was docked on the river. Those guys on the river are animals. It’s a fight to the death up there.”


“But you don’t think so.”


“No,” he said, heating up. “This thing with Cuba, there had to be some kind of backlash. I mean, it’s the final betrayal, right? You start with Kennedy and the Bay of Pigs and end up with Congress queering the Helms-Burton Act. There was a rumor downtown a couple of days ago that Castro was getting invited to the White House for dinner.”


Another pipe dream. I wondered if Hector believed it or if he was just bringing it up as a sample of local gossip.


“Oh boy.” I acted like I’d thought of something. “I need you to take Neal and do a walk-through on the Ecstasy. Not the passenger areas, just the chandler bays. Look for anything out of the ordinary. New trucks, people you don’t recognize. Get the purser to go over the provisions manifest. Tell him I said so.”


“OK, chief. You want me to leave the newspaper?”


Hector called me “chief” whenever he got excited. The last time was in June after one of the cabin stewards raped a passenger on the Stargazer. I had a sudden image of Hector and Neal Atlee beating him with chopped-off pool cues behind a stack of ship containers, the floodlights from the gantries shining down on wet asphalt. Afterward, we put the steward on a plane back to Malaysia. The company settled out of court with the girl’s parents, which was routine, but this time the price tag was high six figures. Things had been pretty quiet since Labor Day.


I told Hector to take his paper with him, and I tried to get ready for the meeting. Dolores brought in a list of employees hired in the last three months. The officers were all Svens and Larses. The crew was mostly Filipino, some South Americans. While I went through the list I called Paul Lewis at the North Miami field office, expecting to get his voice mail. He picked up and said, “Well, well. Loose Cannon Shannon.”


“Paul. I hate to trouble you, but I’ve got a sit-down in three hours with the port director and Tanel and the whole Supreme Soviet down here.”


“I know. I’m invited.”


“I wasn’t aware.”


“I’m supposed to assure you guys that the FBI has a serious hard-on for the bomber. Which we do. The way I know is I’ve got nine agents on loan from Atlanta camped out in the bull pen. None of them speak any Spanish, of course. I’m going to say your people are supposed to keep their eyes peeled for suspicious characters, like guys carrying Cuban flags and tote bags full of dynamite.”


I decided not to ask about the dynamite. Then I wondered. The newspaper hadn’t said a word about dynamite. It was a detail that had been held back from the press. So why would Lewis mention it? It was exactly the kind of thing I would have thrown out as bait, just to see who nibbled. Or who didn’t. But now it was too late to bite.


“You think this is for real?”


“It doesn’t matter what I think,” he said. “The lab has the letter that was sent to the Herald, I’m not telling you anything you wouldn’t know anyway. Maybe forensics in Washington can do something with it. Meanwhile we beat the bushes.”


“They’re going to want me to run my own investigation. I can smell it coming.”


Lewis laughed. “Not a good idea.”


“I know. I was thinking you could mention that to Tanel.”


“I’m getting the picture,” he said. “By the way, how much they paying you over there, Matt?”


“A lot,” I said, lying. “You’re coming up on your twenty-five, aren’t you?”


“You got that right.”


“What’s your plan?”


“Go somewhere with trout and forget I met the human race. I’ve got to run. See you at noon.”


TANEL MADE A STEEPLE out of his fingers and said, “I think at this juncture we’d all like to hear from our director of security.”


The eyes swung my way, the chairs squeaking. Tanel was Israeli, but he was going through a big English-gentleman phase. All the chairs were burgundy leather. I expected pictures of fox hunts on the walls any day now. The English-gentleman phase included Mary, and Tanel was in the bad habit of bringing her to meetings to serve drinks. Today she wore slacks that were like riding pants, and a tweed jacket. She set a glass of Scotch in front of Tanel. The rest of us were drinking coffee or fizz water. I had to hand it to the old guy, he didn’t give a shit. One in the afternoon, and he was on his third double.


“I’ll start with what we know,” I began. “We’ve got a hundred-and-ninety-foot bulk cargo trader owned by Poseidon Transport sunk at the mouth of the ship channel. It’ll be up and out in seventy-two hours, maybe sooner. Until then we’ve got a logistical —”


“Nightmare,” said Tanel. “You can go ahead and say it, Matt.”


A little joke from the big man. He was looking at the ceiling now, swiveled back from the conference table with his fingers laced behind his neck.


“Right,” I said. “Some real challenges.”


“We already know that. Do you think this is terrorism?”


“I don’t know. In a sense it’s irrelevant. The thing to do at this stage is take precautions, which we’re doing.” I wanted to back up a little. I waited to see if I had the floor. “We’ve got a blown-up freighter and a letter in the Herald that may or may not be authentic. Let’s keep in mind there’s been no loss of life.”


“But that’s just by happenstance, now isn’t it?”


Tanel again, the debate team captain.


“Hard to say.”


This time I gave it a good long pause, to be sure I had settled his hash. I was planning to touch on the cancellations the marketing guy had just gone over, maybe repackage some of Paul Lewis’s speech. Lewis had left ten minutes earlier with the Italians and the people from Trinity, the number two line. It was just the big boys now and the port director and some of his staff. Fuck it, I thought, here we go.


“Of course, the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question is could this happen to a Festival Cruise Lines vessel, and the answer is yes. In fact, it could be the next logical step: bomb a recognizable, highly visible cruise ship with two thousand tourists on board.”


They were paying attention.


“If,” I said, “this was a Hezbollah or Qaeda hit, or some domestic antigovernment group. But there’s no reason yet to believe it was. Let’s assume for the moment the letter is real. OK. What we’re dealing with is a bunch of serious Castro haters, local Cubans. They’re not extortionists for money, they’re extortionists for glory. They want Washington to say, ‘Sí, señor. We will close down trade routes again.’ They want to make trouble, but they don’t want to completely alienate the authorities, and they certainly don’t want to piss off local right-wingers, because that’s where the glory is going to come from. In the end they want to be good Americans. They want to be good boys. They want Mama to pat them on the head. It’s a matriarchal culture.”


One of the staffers giggled. Earlier I had seen her staring at my hand the way I imagined she would stare at something unexpected and skittering in a damp bathtub or beneath the lid of a water-meter housing. The tension at the corners of her mouth was half fear and half fascination, and she had dropped her eyes as soon as I met her gaze. She was quite a looker, and I remembered hearing she was recently divorced, but even thinking about that seemed like a lot of trouble.


“So much for speculation,” I continued. “What we’re doing at the moment is tightening security with our shoreside suppliers because that’s the likeliest avenue for a bomb to get smuggled onto a cruise ship. We’re reviewing recent employment records. And a few other things.”


“Any more thoughts?” Tanel asked.


“That about gets it.”


“Well, Matt,” he said, two fingers thumping the rim of his rocks glass, “I think there’s a lot more you can do.”


Here it comes, I thought.


“I think it would be a good idea for you to initiate your own investigation,” he said.


“Of the freighter bombing.”


“Of the freighter bombing.” His hand was a claw clutching the glass, all blue veins and bone.


Mary poured some coffee in my cup. I caught the scent of jasmine as she moved away.


“Based on what I’ve heard here today, the local FBI field office seems to be handling that,” I said. “I think it’s a bad idea to parallel their efforts.”


“You have a distinct advantage. The FBI is looking out for the welfare of the nation. You’re only looking after the interests of the world’s largest cruise line. And you can afford to be”—he hesitated here, giving the Scotch a swirl—“a bit less formal in your approach. What do you say, Mary?”


Tanel reached behind him to grab her arm but missed. Mary stopped where she had been walking past and looped her arms around the chair to put her hands on his lapels, smiling out at the conference table.


“What do you say we give Mr. Shannon a little encouragement?” Tanel said.


She looked down at him, right on cue. She brushed her hair back behind one ear and cooed: “That sounds marvelous, darling.”


“I think I heard you call this the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question,” Tanel said, looking up at Mary but talking to me. “Let’s say we’ll make that your bonus when you introduce Mr. Antonopoulos to the mad bomber.” Antonopoulos was the operations manager. Right now he was looking up from some papers trying to figure out if he was supposed to laugh. The port director was doing a good job of staring at nothing from behind his oversize, indoor-outdoor sunglasses. Tanel sat straight up in his chair, one hand palm down on the conference table. He was looking at me, eyes like stones in a mountain stream. “Of course,” he said, “a Polaroid of the body would suffice. The mad bomber could sink to the bottom of the Atlantic, and this corporation wouldn’t give a fiddler’s fuck.”


Then the smile came back, and he raised the glass to his lips.


This was something new. I had to say, it made things interesting.
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THE DELANO stood on a narrow lot, but it was deep, all the way through from Collins to the beach. I paid the cabbie and got out. After I walked up the steps, and the doorman opened the door, I started to see what was what.


In front of me was a long, dim lobby, and it was crowded. Curtains billowed up to the ceiling. All the staff wore white.


I was early, so I decided to look around. The lobby turned into a restaurant that reminded me of New York, everyone wearing black or gray, the women with dark lipstick. Or that’s the way it seemed in the low light. Then I was outside, next to the swimming pool.


A line of royal palms rose from either side of the water. Hammocks swayed between some of them, and a full-length mirror in a wooden frame twinkled in the shadows. The mirror stood on the grass the way it would stand in a bedroom. A drunk guy was posing and puckering in front of it.


“Look at me!” he said, falsetto. “Look at me!” He stuck his ass out and wiggled it. A woman was with him, and she laughed. He was pretending to be a fashion model, and I could understand why. Coming through the lobby, I’d noticed quite a few of them.


I saw a tiki bar at the far end of the pool; a café table and two wrought-iron chairs stood in the water, an artistic touch. The pool was very shallow at that end, maybe three inches deep, and I wondered if any of the hotel guests ever waded out and actually sat at the table.


I got a beer from the kid at the tiki bar and started walking toward the other side of the pool. Two guys in their fifties and a young woman were up ahead, the men pushing the girl on a swing that hung from a gumbo-limbo tree. I could see she was something special. The men wore double-breasted suits, but the young woman looked like she had just stepped off a yacht. She was laughing. She wore a sort of silk skirt wrapped around her waist and tied on one side, and a bikini top. It was hard not to look at the bikini, so I slowed down and pretended to take a new interest in the swimming pool.


One of the men grabbed the ropes holding the swing and made it stop. He said something I couldn’t hear, and the three of them moved off to one of the cabanas that lined that side of the pool. When they were inside, the white canvas curtain was pulled across the doorway.


I got close and heard the woman, and then I heard a slap. One of the men laughed. Then the other’s voice said, “That’s it, baby. Yes.” There was nothing for a while. Then came a low moan, the girl. I moved under the shadow of a tree near the big mirror, catching a glimpse of myself. Because of the light, I almost didn’t recognize the image. It could have been anybody.


The curtain pulled back, and the girl came out. She started walking down the path before she noticed me.


“Getting a thrill?” she asked.


“Whatever,” I said. I didn’t know what to say. I put my hand in my pocket to warm it up.


She walked past, and I watched her go to the bar. Soon she headed back with two glasses in her hands. I had lit a cigarette.


She came off the path and moved right up in front of me. She bent down, put the drinks on one of the flagstones, and stood up, reaching behind her back to untie her top.


Her top fell to the ground. She looked at me while she massaged her breasts for a time; then she just stood there, arms at her sides. It was cold. Everyone was inside the hotel.


She put her top back on and said: “You’re wondering what it costs.”


“Yes,” I answered. She was right. It was exactly what I had been thinking.


“That guy, the one with the beard. He owns a sugar mill in Belle Glade. He’s worth seventeen million dollars. He pays me thirty thousand at the beginning of each fiscal quarter, and I suck his cock until the next installment.”


I heard some low laughter from inside the cabana.


“Whereupon,” she said, “I decide if I’m interested in doing it again.”


“You could make the same thing modeling.”


“No, I couldn’t. They want anorexic children these days.”


I really looked at her then. I put her at about twenty-five. She was beautiful.


“Twenty-eight,” she said, reading me.


“Who’s the other guy?”


“That’s Tim,” she said. “An out-of-town guest. We’re entertaining. Any other questions?”


What the hell. It was what I really wanted to know. “What happens if a higher bidder shows up?”


“That’s up to me. Entirely.” She picked up the drinks. She ran the tip of her tongue very slowly across her top lip. Then she turned back toward the white canvas.


IT WAS JUST FONTANA’S style: the biggest suite in the hotel. I got off the elevator on the fifteenth floor and walked down the hall and knocked.


He pulled the door open, and everything was white. The walls were white. The carpet was white. There was a minibar, and it was white too. A sconce stuck out from the wall like you see in old paintings, but instead of a candlestick or a vase, it held a green apple.


Fontana was wearing Armani: black jacket, white trousers, no tie, but the pearl-gray shirt buttoned up to the neck. He had an unlit cigar in his left hand. I could hear voices coming from another room. “Matthew,” he said, stepping back so I could walk in.


I followed him through an arched doorway into a sitting room, where he flopped on a white couch. I stopped, and the talk did too.


A little dark guy in a brown suit sat on a chair in the corner. I looked at the couch across from Fontana, and I was looking at Kip Purvis, half a lifetime later but almost exactly the same: same electric-blue eyes, same deepwater tan. The big difference was that his hair had turned completely white. He was pumped up from weight lifting, stretch marks around his neck and shoulders. A woman sat next to him. Kip jumped up and came at me, grinning.


“Holy shit!” he said, “I can’t fucking believe this, man!” When he said it, the saliva made me flinch.


He gave me a bear hug, lifting me off the floor. He started shaking my hand and forgot to let go. He was shaking my hand, but he was also shaking.


“Krystal! This is Matthew Shannon!”


The woman stood up and did what’s left of a curtsy in some parts of the South. She stuck out her hand, but I couldn’t get to it across the coffee table, so she gave up and sat down, smiling. Krystal turned out to be Kip’s sister.


“That’s Rodríguez,” Kip said. He pointed his thumb at the dark guy in the suit. “Fuck him.”


Kip pounded me on the back for a while, then went to a countertop jammed with bottles and glasses. He fetched me a Negra Modelo and one for himself.


“Old times,” he said, clicking his beer against mine.


Fontana was looking at me and smiling. I looked at Kip because anyone would. He had put the beer on the coffee table and started flexing his biceps like the Incredible Hulk, standing there in a red muscle shirt, blue jeans, and ostrich-skin Tony Lamas. The last time I’d seen him was in a safe house outside Thien Pao. One of the SEAL teams had fed him some acid, and after he took off his clothes and wouldn’t stop screaming, we duct taped his mouth shut and handcuffed him to a water pipe. Later on he got court-martialed, I couldn’t remember what for. I’d heard he was working in Guatemala, Africa before that.


“He’s training for Mister Over Forty,” Krystal explained. “The regional pose-off.”


Fontana burst out laughing, and the dark guy went so far as to smile and hoist one ankle across his knee.


“Sit down, Matthew,” Fontana suggested.


Kip winked at me and quit his strut. “Gotta water the weasel,” he said and disappeared through the doorway.


Fontana lit his cigar. “Adam was walking through the Garden of Eden,” he said, exhaling. “The clouds rolled back, and God looked down and said, ‘How you liking it down there, Adam my boy?’”


I sat on the sofa next to Krystal. She was working on some needlepoint that involved ducklings and kittens.


“‘Oh, I love it,’ Adam answered. ‘All the animals are so cuddly and friendly. The grass is so nice and green.’ ‘That’s fine, Adam,’ God says. ‘But I’ll make you a deal. I’m going to send you a new animal. This one’s called a woman.’”


Fontana gazed through a cloud of blue smoke, a look where you couldn’t tell how far he was looking. He found something wrong with his cigar and started working on it with a little clipper he fished out of his pocket.


“‘She’ll be your pal, help you out with any projects you got going,’” he said. “‘She’ll smooth down the grass for you at night and make a nice warm bed, and she’ll fulfill every one of your sexual fantasies. Not only that, she’ll invent sexual fantasies you couldn’t have dreamed up on your own.’”


“This is some joke?” It was the first peep out of the dark guy. He looked nervous, and I didn’t blame him.


“Of course it’s a joke, you fucking monkey,” Kip said, coming back into the room and zipping his fly. “Shut up.”


Fontana cleared his throat. He was ignoring them both, looking out the open doors to a balcony where the night breeze blew the curtains around.


“Adam scratches his head and says, ‘Well, that’s fine, God. But you said this was a deal. What’s it going to cost me?’ God says, ‘An arm and a leg. Your left arm and your right leg.’ Adam scratches his head again. Then he says: ‘What could I get for a rib?’”


Dead silence. Then Krystal laughed and said, “I don’t get it.”


Fontana looked like he’d gone to sleep. After a minute he opened his eyes and got up and poured something complicated at the bar. Kip shrugged. The dark guy, Rodríguez, lit a cigarette, and he and I looked at each other.


I decided to have a smoke, too. I had pretty much figured out we were waiting for someone else to show up when a loud knock struck the door. Fontana disappeared into the next room and came back with a slim black guy. The guy was wearing a guayabera and a beret, looking like a tropical Black Panther.


Fontana sat down, and the black guy glared around the room.


“Billy Bryant,” said Fontana.


It took me a minute, and then I remembered: Pan Am, 1978, Kennedy to Heathrow. And an armored car out West somewhere. Maybe more than one.


The guy went over to the far side of the room and sat on one of the chairs. He took off the beret and hung it on his knee. He put his arms behind his head, but he looked even stiffer than Rodríguez.


“Now that we’re all here, Kip,” Fontana said, “why don’t you explain to your old army buddy what the plan is.”


Kip giggled. Krystal looked up from her needlepoint and smiled.


“Matthew, ol’ buddy ol’ pal, we’re gonna hijack a cruise ship,” Kip said. “And not just any cruise ship. The Norwegian Empress, pride of the Festival Cruise Lines fleet. One of yours.”


“I’m outta here.” It was the black guy, Bryant. He jumped up and took some steps past the couch and then stopped near the doorway. He wheeled around and whipped his arms out wide to make a point, flinging his beret by accident. It hit the wall, and Rodríguez jumped.


“Listen,” Bryant said, going to get his hat, “I walk in here and here’s this cat I never seen before, and next thing I know you’re putting our business in the street? This guy could be anyone. He could be wired!” He looked me in the face for the first time. “I’m checking this man for a wire right now, or I’m outta here.”


I was about to say don’t bother, we’ll leave together.


Fontana blew another cloud. “I’ve got an even better idea,” he said. “Why don’t we go for a ride?”


OEBPS/images/Fever-cover.jpg
‘—\\.\ -
— = - :‘7\‘
— *;‘- —c=_ .

el ==
=== = ‘
i
B
= .- .
e

.

FEVER

Sean Rowe





