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The barrel of the .45 felt good in Blevins’s
mouth. The muzzle rested in the hollow of his palate, the front
sight in the crease along his tongue. The first few times he had
sucked the smooth steel the metallic taste was disheartening. A
bloodlike flavor in the mouth as one’s last sensation could ruin
the whole event. Now, the taste was familiar, welcome and warm,
like good bourbon. If he kept it in long enough, it would seem to
soften, and he imagined he could leave his teeth marks in it, like
in a pencil. He smiled at the notion of a revolver barrel as a
writing implement.

Through the gap between the lines of trees
along the far side of the Silver River, Blevins had a clear view of
a pale-yellow full moon. The silhouette of a slender bird, probably
an egret, passed across it. What better final sight?

The dispatcher said something about a report
of a dead body in the Forest. Blevins pressed the revolver’s
trigger, steadied the hammer with his thumb, and removed the barrel
from his mouth. He wiped the spit from the muzzle on his shirt and
holstered his sidearm as he slid down from the hood of the
department vehicle. He got into the car, wedged the bottle of
whiskey between his thighs, and picked up the radio.

“Maggie, it’s Blevins. I’m out that
way. What’s the situation?”

“Got a call from a Starlight. They
found a campsite and think the occupant is dead.”

“I didn’t even know they were back
already. Usual location?”

“Yes. I’m surprised they even
reported it.”

“I’m on the way.”

Blevins upended the bottle for a last swallow
and stuffed it under the seat. He left the boat landing, pulled
onto East State Road 40 to head deeper into the Ocala National
Forest, and wondered if answering the call was testimony to his
dedication as a law enforcement officer or one more instance of
weakness of will. He had already imagined the newspaper story.
“Major Blevins Bombardi, a twenty-eight-year veteran of the Marion
County Sheriff’s Department, was found dead on the hood of his car.
The cause of death is unknown.” Perhaps just this once the paper
would instead have the guts to tell the real story instead of
displaying its usual timidity concerning suicide. “He died from a
self-inflicted gunshot to the head. Blood was splattered over the
windshield of the department vehicle. He was in uniform. The
coroner found high levels of alcohol in Bombardi’s blood. Bombardi
is reported to have suffered from depression since the highly
publicized death of his wife in 2017.”

 


 


The western edge of the Ocala National Forest
is three miles east of town and covers over six hundred square
miles of pine, scrub oak, hardwood hammocks, lakes, and rivers.
Millions of tourists visit year-round to hike, camp, kayak, and try
to catch glimpses of black bears, bobcats, and alligators.
Wood-frame, four-room houses and mildewed mobile homes align the
narrow roads, occupied by folks whom Ocala residents generally
consider unsavory. When an Ocalan says that someone is from the
Forest, the message is that the person is at best uncouth but
probably a shiftless squatter on the run from the law. Truant young
men are known as Forest Rats, whose idea of recreation is trolling
for gators by means of a large treble hook baited with a live
squirrel behind a jon boat and catching cooters, freshwater
turtles, to shove hoses into their mouths and gorge them with water
until the shells explode.

As a young deputy Blevins spent most of his
days patrolling the Forest roads, occasionally arresting drug
dealers and manufacturers and burglars who stole chainsaws and
satellite dishes from each other to dump in the pawn shops, the
primary entrepreneurial endeavor of the community of Silver
Springs, a thin buffer between Ocala and the Forest. The Forest is
also home for a few weeks each February to the Starlight Family of
Cosmic Energy, a band of several hundred young vagabonds who have
rejected what they selectively deem society to follow the seasons
around the country sleeping in decrepit pup tents and espousing
universal love and some ill-articulated form of animism populated
by nature and biochemical spirits. To local businesses, they are
better known for smoking marijuana and eating psilocybin mushrooms
in addition to pilfering their necessities from those businesses.
They are seen hitchhiking between the Forest and Ocala in threes
and fours in their hemp shirts and sandals made from blown out
tires and a few inches of rope.

Blevins turned onto the macadam road that led
to where the Starlights set up camp each year. The road was flanked
on both sides by a variety of old cars—fifteen-year-old Honda
Civics, twenty-year-old Volvo and Subaru wagons, a few pick-ups, a
Yugo, a ’75 Gremlin, and a ’68 GTO—several VW busses, assorted
minivans, and a school bus with its emergency door removed, all
covered with peace signs and bumper stickers that were difficult to
read under a layer of white dust. He rolled down his window and
heard chanting ahead. Large red letters were painted on the windows
of the school bus—BE NICE. When he rounded the curve he saw the
flicker of campfires. The campers must have seen his headlights,
because the chanting ceased. Ten yards from the Great Door, as the
Starlights called their main entrance, a line of a dozen young men,
holding hands as if playing Red Rover, stretched across the road.
Blevins halted the car inches from them and got out.

“Welcome, brother,” they said in
unison.

Blevins knew that this invitation was not
sincere. He was a leo, law enforcement officer, and
considered unfriendly by the Starlights.

“I’m Major Bombardi. Someone here
reported a possible dead body.”

“Not possible. Actual,” said a
young man in the center of the line. He wore the customary
dreadlocks and a heavy shirt that looked like coarse wool. “I’m
Tock. I remember you from last year. The beast chaser was found
dead in his camp.”

“Beast chaser?”

“The sasquatch hunter. This
way.”

The phalanx of young men broke rank to allow
Blevins to follow Tock into the camp. Tock pointed to a cluster of
people sitting on a fallen pine and staring at Blevins. “The one
with the funny hat found him.”

All the hats looked funny to Blevins. Some
were the loose, tam-like woven caps worn by Rastafarians (although
these were all white kids, mostly middle-class suburbanites), and
others looked like they were pulled from the pages of Dr. Seuss. A
Cat in the Hat boy arose from the group and approached. Blevins
guessed him to be about nineteen years old. His lower lip was
pierced with what appeared to be a dog whistle.

“What’s your name, son?” Blevins
asked.

The kid looked at Tock before he answered.
“Ricky.”

“You found the body?”

Ricky glanced at Tock again. “Yeah. He’s out
there by that trail.”

“Wait here.” Blevins went to his
car. He retrieved the whiskey bottle from under the seat, placed it
to his lips, and took a long pull. He radioed the department and
told Maggie to send two of his detectives and returned to find Tock
whispering to Ricky and wagging his finger in the boy’s face. “OK,”
Blevins said. “Take me to him.”

This was the warmest February on record
throughout the country but especially in Florida. Temperatures had
been near ninety the entire month with high humidity, feeling more
like July than winter. Blevins guessed the temperature then at ten
p.m. to be in the upper seventies. The slight breeze offered little
relief. After walking the trail a couple of hundred yards he rolled
up his shirtsleeves.

The camp was in a clearing a few yards off the
trail. Ricky pointed towards the rear of the tent. “He’s back
there.”

A man lay on the ground face up about ten feet
from the tent. Blevins looked him over with his flashlight: khaki
shorts, hiking boots, a tee shirt with a picture of a chambered
nautilus, dirt and leaves on his face and chest, eyes open. Blevins
placed his hand on the man’s neck: cold, no pulse.

“How did you find him?” Blevins
asked.

“I just looked down,” Ricky
said.

“I mean, why were you out here, and
is this how he was when you arrived?”

Rickey looked at Tock. Tock nodded. “A regular
was chasing me,” Ricky said. “I knew where the beast chaser was
camping and wanted him to, well, I thought he might, protect me. He
has a gun.”

So far Blevins knew this much: The boy’s
ordinary name meant that he was a newcomer or temporary traveler.
When a Starlight is officially accepted, he or she is newly dubbed
by the elders. The young women get hippie-sounding names like
“Earth Sister” and the young men nonsense syllables like “Blash” or
“Nis.” Also, a local person, a “regular,” must have had a squabble
with Ricky, and Ricky fled. Finally, Ricky and probably others had
some sort of relationship, perhaps friendly, to this camper who,
Tock said, was looking for a sasquatch.

“Tell me the whole story,” Blevins
said. “Do you know who this regular is?”

“I think his name is Mango,” Tock
said. “Big, giant guy. He started some trouble with us last
year.”

“Mingo,” Blevins said. “Mingo
Mauser. I remember last year’s incident. What was the trouble this
time?”

Tock said, “Ricky and the regular were
fighting over a girl—”

“That’s not true!” Ricky said. He
looked at Tock and then at the ground. “Sorry. I mean, he, the
regular, was bothering an outlier girl, and I asked him to leave
her alone. He pushed me hard. I almost fell. He’s a real big guy
and I thought he was going to hit me.” Ricky took a deep breath and
adjusted his hat to sit farther down upon his forehead. “We don’t
believe in violence so I ran but he chased me. I thought he would
give up soon cause he’s kind of old and has a big gut, but he just
kept coming after me. He was hollering, ‘Stop you little bitch!’
and ‘I’ll gut you like a she-bear!’ I was near the beast chaser’s
camp so I ran there cause like I said I thought he might protect
me.”

Starlights back at their compound began to
chant again.

“I was yelling ‘help’ when I got
there, but I didn’t see him nowhere,” Ricky said. “Mother Moon was
bright enough that I found the beast chaser’s camp real easy even
though there weren’t no fires or lanterns burning. I was real
afraid that he wasn’t there and that the regular was going to kill
me. Then I saw the dead guy lying there. I kept yelling but he
didn’t move so I kicked him but he didn’t wake up.” He put his hand
on his crotch and bounced on his toes. “Can I take a
pee?”

“Sure,” Blevins said. “But step a
few yards to the other side of the trail. This is a crime
scene.”

Ricky stepped a few yards away to a tree.
Blevins could hear the piss splashing against the tree
trunk.

“Did you see any of this?” Blevins
asked Tock.

“No. Some others did. Harst and, I
think, Lut was with him. And the outlier.”

“I’ll need to speak with them
sooner or later. Know anything about this outlier?”

Tock spat on the ground. “No. Just saw her
today.”

Ricky returned, rubbing his hands on his
chambray shirttail.

“OK, son, tell me what happened
then.”

Ricky shot a glance at Tock. “Then the regular
was here,” Ricky said. “He was panting hard but still could say
‘I’m gonna fuck you bad, bitch.’ But I said ‘Look’ and pointed at
the dead guy. The regular squatted down beside him and rolled him
over on his back. He laughed a little and said, ‘Good thing for
you.’ I didn’t know whether he was talking to me or the beast
chaser. Then the regular stood up, took a few breaths, and I think
he winked at me. Then he just walked back into the woods like
nothing happened.”

“Did you return to the camp
immediately?”

“Yes. I came back and told
Tock.”

Blevins turned to Tock. “Did you call the
department right away?”

“We tried,” Tock said. “It’s hard
to get cell phone service out here. A bunch of us tried. Water
Friend walked down the road until she got service and called
911.”

A gust moved through the forest. Some of the
Starlights whooped, perhaps believing the wind bore a woodland
spirit. Blevins stood up. “Let’s go back to your camp. I need to
call in.”

At the camp the Starlights clustered around
fires. Someone threw a burning branch into the air that slammed to
the ground spraying sparks. Girls squealed and scampered, boys
laughed, and a couple of dogs—small, rounded ones favored by the
privileged, not the curs that roam the gone-natural yards of Forest
folk—yelped and sought cover. The festivities were not too
different from bonfire parties Blevins remembered from high school,
except instead of pastel-painted banners and chants of unity, those
of Blevins’ youth of forty years earlier sported Confederate flags
and Lynyrd Skynyrd anthems.

Headlights shown from down the road. The car
approached and stopped behind Blevins’s. The lights remained on.
The Evidence Division’s detectives would not have had time to
arrive, so Blevins assumed one of the patrolling deputies had heard
the dispatch and came out to help. He walked out to the
cars.

“Star light, star bright, what’s
them dip shits up to tonight?” Deputy Hendricks asked as he stepped
to the front of Blevins’s car.

“Hey, Maynard,” Blevins said. “They
found a dead camper out in the woods.”

“One of them?”

“No. I just took a look. Lone male
camper, probably in his forties.”

“You need me to help out, Major?
But you do all the talking, all right? These stink-ass sumbitches
give me the fidgets.”

“You’re not alone,” Blevins said.
“Stay for a while. A couple of detectives should be here shortly.
We probably can’t do much tonight but tape the area. Somebody’ll
need to guard it until we can make a good sweep in the morning. You
up for it?”

“Stay out here with these
freaks?”

“The scene’s outside their camp.
They seem a little spooked by it, so I doubt any of them will even
be near you. Maybe you’ll enjoy the singing.”

“Hell I will.”

 


 


Sheriff Todd’s office was lined with plaques
and certificates. Behind the desk hung the largest frame, holding a
twenty-four by twenty-inch photo of the Sheriff as a young deputy
shaking hands with former Governor Lawton Chiles. Todd had received
a commendation for bravery from a shootout in a failed pharmacy
robbery. He had killed both perps and taken a bullet in the
stomach. No civilians were harmed.

The Sheriff was on his third cup of coffee at
six forty-five a.m. when Blevins rapped on his open
door.

“Morning, Ash,” Blevins
said.

“It’s been morning all night for
me. This damn budget won’t let me get a wink of sleep. Been up
since three, here since four. Hear me? Have a seat, Blevins. What’s
all this with them Starlights this time?”

Blevins sat in a cordovan leather chair in
front of the desk and told the Sheriff about the night
before.

“Mingo Mauser again,” Ashley said.
“You think he had something to do with it, or them
Starlights?”

“I haven’t heard from Dewitt and
Haynes yet. I’m on my way back out there now.”

“What you going out there for?
They’re good detectives. Let them do their job. These goddamn
politicians in Tallahassee say they’re all for law enforcement and
then they tell me I got to make a fifteen percent cut. You know how
big this county is. How am I supposed to cover this place when I
had to cut people last year? Then they said on the news this
morning that a tropical storm suddenly popped up and is probably
heading this way. A tropical storm in February. Can you believe
that horse shit? I got enough things to worry about without you not
staying here minding the Major Crimes department.”

“Ash, I’ve researched the
Starlights and know more about them than anybody here. And we
haven’t had a homicide in the Forest in years. Plenty of other
shit, but I think the Forest residents are going to be reluctant to
say much if they know anything. Especially if Mingo is in fact
involved. Hell, most of them’d rather be arrested than to testify
against him. You know I know these people. My region for twelve
years. Crews can help out with the desk.”

Ashley threw two Rolaids tablets into his
mouth. He stared at Blevins for a few breaths. “How’s your, um,
condition?”

Blevins clinched his jaw. “I have an
appointment tomorrow. My shrink thinks I might be ready to come off
my meds. Besides, he said last time that maybe I need a change of
pace, like maybe being more hands-on with
investigations.”

Ashley crunched the tablets with his mouth
open. “Well.” He swallowed, then took a gulp of coffee. He stared
at Blevins for several heartbeats. “This might damn well come back
to bite me in the balls, but I’m gonna let you do this. Now, we got
to face the hairy-ass elephant in the room. I know you think I hold
a grudge against you. Hell, everybody thinks that. Truth be told, I
probably do. I don’t want nobody, not no damn body thinking
that I’m giving you some shit hole assignment to get at you. Hear
me? Morale is bad enough with all my men worried about whether
they’ll have a job next fiscal year.”

“Look, Ashley—”

“The minute I hear any grumbling,
from any damn body, I’m pulling you off. You make damn sure
everybody knows you begged me to do this. Got it?”

The chair arms squeaked under Blevins’s grip.
“I got it.” He stood.

“One more thing.” The Sheriff ate
another tablet. “Take that new kid Moreno with you. She’s a bright
girl, top out at CF, and I want to see her groomed for something.
Something else I’m catching heat about with not enough blacks being
promoted. Can’t hurt it’s a woman, too. Hear me? I talked to her a
few times, and I think she might make it.”

“Yes sir,” Blevins said and turned
toward the door.

“Blevins,” Ashley said. “You know I
really care here—anything on your daughter?”

Blevins halted but did not turn to face the
Sheriff. “No,” he said and walked out.

 


 


Water oaks and longleaf pines flanked the
narrow dirt road. The matted undergrowth of ferns and palmettos was
overdue for a controlled burn. Two mobile homes, one without its
tires, were anchored along the half-mile stretch of road. Blevins
pulled into the yard at the end of the road in front of a green
A-frame house. On the side by a clutch of brown azalea bushes a
late model Dodge pickup was hooked to a trailer carrying an
airboat. Blevins finished his coffee, and he and Roberta Moreno
walked to the porch. Blevins knocked on the door. He waited a
moment and knocked again. “Mingo!” he called.

“Yo!” came a voice from behind the
house at the same time that a dog barked. Blevins and Moreno walked
to the back to see Mingo emerge from a tin-roofed shed. He was
shirtless and held a large knife. He was still a hulking figure,
but he looked as if he had lost a few inches off his gut since
Blevins had last run into him several months earlier. A black and
white dog that appeared to be a mix of a Boston terrier and a fox
squirrel hopped and barked beside him.

“Well kiss my sanctified ass if it
ain’t the good Major Blevins. Come take a look, Shaky. And do
something about this son-of-a-bitching sooner of yours.”

A man about thirty years old emerged to stand
beside Mingo. The man also had a knife and wore a white tee shirt
with the arms cut off and a large red stain on the
front.

Mingo stepped towards Blevins. “What you want
with me, Major?”

Blevins stared at the blood covering Mingo’s
arms up to his elbows. “I understand you found a body last
night.”

“You had to bring a helper to ask
me that?”

“This is Deputy Moreno. I thought
she should become acquainted with some of the county’s more
respected citizens. The Starlights said you were having a fuss with
them last night and followed a kid to a tent where a body was
found.”

Mingo wiped the bloody knife on his camouflage
pants leg. “You listen to them heathens? Yeah, I was out there
witnessing to them. I got the Lord now, you know. That’s the only
thing keeping me civil towards you right now. You know—love your
enemies.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Did you know
the dead man?”

“Talked to him a time or two.
Crazy. Looking for the skunk ape. We had a friendly conversation
when I was out…bird watching.”

The man behind Mingo threw back his head and
snorted. His blue and green striped welder’s cap slipped to the
back of his head. “Hahnk! We seen us a bunch of birds, didn’t we,
Mingo? Heeyoh!” Blevins saw a blue birthmark on the man’s forehead
that resembled India.

“Shut the fuck up, Shaky,” Mingo
said. “And I done told you about that damn shit eater.”

Shaky lifted the yapping dog, took it into the
shed, and returned without it.

“What did you and the skunk ape guy
talk about?” Blevins asked.

Mingo slipped a pouch of Red Man chewing
tobacco from his back pocket. He took his time shaping a wad with
his bloody fingers and placing it into his cheek. He held the pouch
toward the deputy.

“No thank you,” Moreno said. She
looked to Blevins as if wondering about proper protocol.

“You don’t know what you’re
missing, princess” Mingo said as he returned the pouch to his
pocket. “So I was telling the guy about how skunk apes is demons of
the devil and he should get the hell out of them woods. He didn’t
take too well to my advice.” He spat tobacco onto the ground just
beside Blevins’s shoe. “We about done here, Blevins? I got to
finish cleaning them squirrels.”

The other man snorted again.
“Squirrels.”

“Shaky, get back in the shed,”
Mingo said. Shaky obeyed.

“Pretty big knife for cleaning
squirrels,” Blevins said.

“I only shoot the big
ones.”

“What went on between you and the
Starlights last night?”

Mingo threw his knife down. It stuck straight
up in the dirt. “Am I under investigation? I done told you I was
witnessing. Everyone of them ass fuckers is hell bound, and I got a
duty to Lord Jesus Christ my savior to make sure they hear the Word
at least once. Now, one of them started in on me and words was
said. Next thing I know he takes off and me after him. We found the
dead guy and I come on home. That’s the whole of it.”

“They told me you got into a spat
over a girl.”

“Bull shit!” Mingo shouted and
reached down for his knife.

Moreno went into a crouch and drew her pistol
on Mingo.

“Holster that weapon, Deputy!”
Blevins said.

The deputy stood erect and returned the pistol
to its holster. She took three deep breaths, exhaling slowly
through rounded lips as if blowing out a candle. Her hand remained
on the 9mm’s grip.

Mingo pushed the knife to the hilt into the
ground, slid it up and down in the dirt, wiped the blade on his
pants again, and placed the knife into the leather sheath at his
belt. “Got a live one there, Blevins. Anybody, even a woman, who
pulls a gun on me usually don’t get away so easy. I strike like
lightning.”

A thud emitted from the shed. “Goddamnit!”
Shaky yelled. “Ooowee hell! Fucking shitass rope!”

Blevins moved toward the shed.

“Stay out of there!” Mingo said. He
sidled three strides to try to block the view. “This is private
property!”

Blevins made a side-step to get a glimpse
around Mingo and into the shed. Shaky was standing over a mound of
black fur. Shaky looked back. He squatted with his arms extended,
trying to hide something.

“You have a bear in there, Mingo,”
Blevins said.

“I didn’t kill it,” Mingo said.
“and you need a warrant anyhow.”

“No, I don’t,” Blevins said. “It’s
in plain view.”

Blevins approached the open shed. The broken
rope attached to the bear’s back legs had become detached from
where the animal had hung from a wooden rafter holding the tin
roof. A bucket had overturned, spilling blood and viscera. A few
feet away another bear was chained upside down to an engine hoist.
Its stomach was cut open, and most of the hide was skinned down and
hanging over the bear’s face like a robe. The dog, tied to a chain,
gnawed on a kidney.

Deputy Moreno began to cough. She spread a
handkerchief over her mouth and gagged. She bent over with her
hands on her knees and vomited.

“You know the penalty for killing
bears, Mingo?” Blevins said.

“Damn right I do. Like I done said,
I ain’t the one who killed them bear. I found all two of them dead
in the woods on my way home last night. They had arrows in them. I
don’t shoot no bow and arrow.”

“It’s illegal to have
them.”

“What the hell sense does that law
make? They just gonna rot in the woods. You think it’s easy making
a living as a fishing guide? I don’t have a government job like you
that actually hands you a steady check, whether you earn it or
not.”

Blevins turned to Moreno. “You OK,
Deputy?”

Roberta rocked back onto her heels and wiped
her mouth. “Yes sir. Must’ve been those greasy eggs I had for
breakfast.”

“Let’s go,” Blevins said. “I’ll be
back, Mingo. In the meantime, you try to think of anyone you know
who might’ve wanted that guy dead. Now, I have to notify the Game
Commission about these bears.” Blevins and Moreno began to walk
away.

“Fuck all y’all,” Mingo said. “You
got a murderer on the loose, and you got nothing better to do than
pester me about a few pounds of meat?” He followed Blevins. “Say,
how’s that monk brother of yours?”

Blevins continued to walk, “Left the monastery
years ago. He might be a Buddhist, so I reckon he’s hell bound,
too.”

Mingo laughed. “Then you tell him I said
‘namaste, motherfucker.’ And don’t forget, at least you got
a brother.”

 


 


Blevins looked at the thick undergrowth of
ferns among the pines just beyond the sandy shoulder as the
department vehicle sped along State Road 40. This part of the
Forest could use a controlled burn, he thought, but he was sure the
Parks people would consider it too risky in this
drought.

“Major,” Moreno said. “About back
there. Can I just say—”

“Forget it,” Blevins said. “Nothing
to be embarrassed about. Happens to everybody.”

“I just want you to know that I had
no problem pulling my firearm and preparing to discharge it. My
training kicked in, and I was in fact relieved, no, proud, that my
reflexes, my muscle memory, followed procedure.”

“As you should be. You sensed a
highly volatile situation, and you reacted appropriately. Good job.
Only because of my experience with Mauser did I know there was no
danger. You couldn’t have known that.”

Moreno held her hat in her lap. She spun it
around like a steering wheel. “It’s just that, you know, any time
I’ve ever pointed my firearm it’s been in training scenarios. This
was the first time in the field, and the adrenaline got pumping and
my nerves were on high alert and my stomach just couldn’t, well,
you know.”

“Of course. Listen to me, you did
fine.”

“It won’t happen again,
Sir.”

“Yes it will. Many times. When it
gets where it doesn’t bother you at all, that’s when you
worry.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Moreno said.
“Now, one other thing. Did I detect some bad blood back
there?”

“You mean between Mingo and me,”
Blevins said, “not what spilled out that bucket, right? Yeah, I’ve
known him about all my life. Played football together at Forest
High, then at the University of Florida. Things soured over the
years.”

“Let me guess. He was a
lineman.”

“Offense and defense. He was
two-forty-five and solid muscle. Almost as fast as our running
backs. Led the state two years in sacks. I was a receiver. I got a
small football scholarship to UF and took out a mound of loans. He
got a full ride and probably would have made All-American but
partied too much and flunked out our freshman year.”

“But you finished your degree,
right?”

“Yeah. Then got a research
assistantship and went to grad school to study
philosophy.”

“Grad school? So, does that mean
you’re like, Doctor Bombardi?”

Blevins took a pack of chewing gum from his
shirt pocket, gave Moreno a stick, then folded one into his own
mouth. “Not quite. I decided the academic life wasn’t quite for me
after all. But that was a long time ago.”

“One other thing, Major, if you
don’t mind me asking. What was that remark Mingo made about your
brother?”

Blevins turned on the car’s air conditioner.
“That’s a little complicated. He lost his own brother in a bar
fight a long time ago. Blames me, probably anybody else, for having
one, I guess.” He pointed to the dashboard. “Look at this. Only
nine-thirty in the morning and it’s seventy-nine degrees. Well, the
detectives have been at the scene for a while now. Let’s see if
they turned up anything. I also want to talk to the Starlights some
more.”

“Now, can you fill me in on these
Starlights?”

“I take it you’re not from here,
Moreno.”

“Originally, Sir, but my mother
died. Actually, she was killed, when I was five. She was black, and
my father was Cuban. I’ve always thought that had something to do
with him just letting my mother’s family take me. So, I lived with
my aunt in Atlanta. Then my grandparents—my mother’s
parents—weren’t doing so well and my aunt moved back down to take
care of them, and I came back with her. I’d just graduated from
high school, and I enrolled at the college and got interested in
criminal justice. I got my associate’s and went straight into the
police academy. Just finished up last semester.”

“You lived here in town when you
were small?”

“Yes, Sir. Right off Martin Luther
King Avenue, near where N. H. Jones Elementary is.”

“Old Martí City.”

“Sir?”

“Named for the Cuban poet and
revolutionary Jose Martí. Ocala had a cigar industry for a while,
and Martí came here just as he’d done in Miami and Tampa trying to
get the Cuban workers to support the revolution against Spain. Was
your father from those Cuban families?”

A deputy came on the radio informing the
communication center that he’d stopped a probable drunk who was
weaving from lane to lane on US 441.

“I’m not sure, Sir. I think I
remember my father talking about my grandfather—wait, maybe
great-grandfather—living here many years ago. If my grandfather or
great-grandfather, whatever, lived here before, he must’ve moved
back, because I know that my father was born in Cuba and came here
as a boy. What I remember most about my father was him talking
about Cuba all the time, how it was a paradise with the sweetest
fruits, brightest flowers, prettiest birds, and the most beautiful
women in the world. I dreamed I’d someday go there and live in a
hut on the beach and be happy ever after. My aunt wouldn’t let me
talk about Cuba. One time I brought home a library book about it,
and she whipped my behind with a fly swatter.”

Blevins adjusted an air conditioner vent to
blow directly onto his face. “Funny, isn’t it? Everybody thinks of
Florida as a Shangri-La except for the Cubans, who pine to return
to their promised land. You should go there, Moreno. The travel
embargo was lifted—what?—two years ago?”

“I’d need to save up some if I did
that. What about you? You’ve probably lived your whole life here,
huh?”

“Yes. My great-great-grandfather,
my mother’s great-grandfather—she gave me his first name—moved here
from South Carolina. Much of north Florida was settled by South
Carolinians. Both Marion and Sumter Counties are named for
Revolutionary War generals from there. My old man, though, was from
Louisville, Kentucky. He grew up on a horse farm up there then
moved here to start his own.” Blevins pointed off the road to the
edge of the trees. “That a bear?” He pressed the brake. “Nope. Just
a dead dog, a black and tan.” He resumed speed.

“And your name, ‘Bombardi.’
Italian, right?”

“Probably, although my old man
claimed that his grandfather came to the States from Ulster and
spoke only Scots, and when he told the emigration people his name,
they couldn’t understand him and wrote down what it sounded like to
them. I looked around a little bit but couldn’t find a Scottish or
Irish name that sounded anything like ‘Bombardi.’ I think my old
man or maybe his old man just made it up because of prejudice
against the Italians. Anyway, you asked about the
Starlights.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“The Starlight Family of Cosmic
Energy is a moveable feast of waifs, starry-eyed new agers, bunch
of spoiled rich kids who decided to swallow some quasi-pantheistic
religion and a bunch of hallucinogens. Started in 1998 by a handful
of Y2K nuts, they have a circuit of national parks where they stay
depending upon the time of year. In spring it’s in the Great
Smokies, late summer Yellowstone, winter here. Some others in
between. Most of them are official members who end up staying with
the group an average of four years before they finally get homesick
or run through their trust funds. They have a formalized pecking
order, partly based on how long they’ve been members, partly on
elections, some on how far the wind blows a leaf with their name
written on it. Three quarters are in their twenties, most of the
rest are in their thirties, a few in their forties. There’s always
some temporaries, ‘outliers’ they call them, usually runaways. Most
outliers aren’t interested in membership, and after a couple of
months drop out and end up on the streets of some city, usually
drugged out or hooking. But while they’re in the parks they’re not
much trouble. Get a little loud at night, which aggravates other
campers, but they’re always careful with their fires, and they
leave the campsite immaculate when they move on. The real problem
is in town. They thumb rides in and shoplift most of their food.
You’ll also see them sitting by the road with cardboard signs
asking for food or panhandling in parking lots.”

“Any violence,
burglaries?”

The deputy on the radio reported that he was
arresting the driver, a member of the school board, for driving
while intoxicated.

“No. Sometimes a domestic squabble
over accusations of stolen weed. One dumbass a couple of years ago
even called the department about his weed being stolen. No
burglaries, but like I was saying, they’re experts at slipping a
few items from a gas station. Two or three’ll distract the clerk
and another’ll stuff his pockets.”

“You sure know a lot of
things.”

“Well, I’ve been around a
while.”

Moreno chuckled. “Not what I meant. You have a
lot to say.”

“Oh. You mean pedantic.”

“Yeah. I wasn’t going to say it
like that, but, anyway, how’d you come to know so much about the
Starlights?”

Blevins took the curve on the macadam road a
little faster than he normally would have. “They’re right up ahead.
We’ll check with our guys first, then do some
questioning.”

 


 


Yellow “Do Not Cross” tape stretched between
trees to cordon off a rough circle of about thirty yards in
diameter. The two plain-clothed detectives and a park ranger stood
near the tent while three young deputies of the Evidence Division
placed items into boxes and plastic bags. No Starlights were
nearby.

Blevins and Moreno joined the detectives. They
exchanged “good mornings,” and Blevins introduced the new deputy to
Detectives Dewitt and Haynes and Park Ranger Fleming. They shook
hands as the other deputies, two young men and a young woman, went
about their business collecting items.

“Not much to go on here,” Dewitt
said. “Nothing in the tent seems to be tampered with. A bunch of
high-tech equipment—cameras, infrared binoculars, solar powered
laptop. He had some journals we can go through.”

“ID?” Blevins asked.

“Yeah. Fleming can tell you more
about him,” the detective said.

The park ranger lit a cigarette. “Dr. Peter
Boykin, from UWF. Cryptozoologist. Bigfoot hunter. Got here two
weeks ago, told me what he was up to. Said there hasn’t been a
‘thoroughly scientific’ attempt to track the skunk ape, so he hoped
to be the one to find it. Got a dozen or so motion-activated
cameras and sound recorders set up out there. He talked to some
locals about their so-called sightings. Poor crazy
bastard.”

“Did he have any run-ins with
anybody you know of?” Blevins asked.

“Didn’t mention any. Said he’d got
some good evidence. Showed me a picture that he said was promising.
He got a little huffy when I said it looked like a bear to
me.”
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