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This is a book of fiction. The characters are not real. 

The names, characters, and such are products of the author’s imagination. 

The places and historical references are real, but detailed place descriptions, and even some names, have been altered to suit the needs of the story.  

For accuracy, please consult one of the excellent guidebooks to the areas.  
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Introduction
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This collection includes all six Martin Billings stories written to date. They span a number of years, some of which I was still living in the Caribbean, on a WWII warship and then on shore in northern Venezuela. Some of the stories are based on my time working on a private island in The Bahamas. All quite different places.

I hope you enjoy the stories.
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The author on board his floating home in Carriacou.
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UNDER LOW SKIES
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Epigraph

“I do not know beneath what sky 

Nor on what seas shall be thy fate. . .”

Richard Hovey, Unmanifest Destiny



FISHING 

––––––––
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[1993, Ensenada, Tigrillo, Venezuela]

The small fish camp consisted of two weathered buildings which seemed to have grown up out of the water to huddle together on the shore at Punta Tigrillo. 

On the day he would die, just like nearly every morning of his life, Antonio woke with the first light. Groggy with sleep, he climbed out of his hammock and pulled on a pair of worn jeans and a tee shirt he had left on the floor next to the hammock the night before. 

He untied the hammock from the steel rings embedded in the concrete walls, rolled it into a ball, and stuffed it in a makeshift bag made from old fish net.

Slipping on a pair of sandals, he stepped out onto the sheltered porch where the barrels of fresh water they hauled from the city were kept. Using an empty jar which sat on the floor, he scooped out some of the water and poured it over his head, feeling the invigorating rush it brought to his skin. The water ran across the concrete floor and out through a drain onto the thirsty desert soil. Then he picked up a small water jug and used the jar to fill it.

He looked out over the calm water. He felt better. More alert. It felt like a good day. Carrying the water jar, he left the fish camp and followed a narrow and well-worn footpath leading through the scrub on the hills and up the red hillside, away from the water’s edge. At the top of the hill he came to a squat shelter and an open, flat area that overlooked Punta Tigrillo. 

The shelter was a rude affair, with a wooden frame, no walls, and a roof of corrugated tin. He sat the water jug in the shelter, tucked it into a spot where the sun wouldn’t hit until late afternoon. He knew the water would keep cool there and provide a refreshing drink when he needed it. Then he stepped to the edge of the clearing where he would begin his vigil.

It was a fine morning. Clouds hung low over the sea, and a thin haze filled in the space between cloud and sea, obscuring the horizon. Looking north, out across the Caribbean, the water and sky formed a single, seamless surface that glowed an eerie metallic gray. Later, when the morning wind came up, it would ruffle the water, but for now the world lay still—the water shiny and flat and seeming to go on forever. 

Normally Antonio would be able to see the fuzzy outline of the island of Margarita, lying some forty miles offshore. Often it appeared as two separate islands with its low center disappearing into the sea. But today he could see nothing of it. It kept out of sight behind the gray curtain.

Still, it was a fine morning, and seeing things at such a distance was not so important. He knew Isla Margarita was out there, with its fancy hotels and stores and casinos. But he was here to work, to look for fish and give warning when they came. To his critical and experienced eye, this was a good day for fish.

The one who looks for fish is the one responsible for giving the rest of the fisherman in camp—Antonio’s father, brothers, uncles—warning so that they can launch their peñeros, the wooden fishing boats already loaded with their nets, so they could trap the fish as the schools migrated through the narrow cut, called Paso Campañero, which separated tiny Isla Caracas del Este from Isla Varados. From his spot, Antonio could watch the fish gather for their run out in the deep water of the Caribbean.

Looking out to sea, Antonio squinted against the intense glare from the water.

“We are under low skies today,” he muttered, recalling how Uncle Manuel had hated the days of low clouds, especially when his eyes had begun to fail.

Uncle Manuel often grumbled that the job of a watcher was not truly a man’s job, but better suited to pelicans. However, even the pelicans suffered the fate of the watcher, their vision fading as they grew older. Diving into the water for fish eventually ruined their eyes completely. Many pelicans died, their necks broken, when their faulty eyesight confused the glint of light on a tin roof with the flashing silver of fish.

Today the glare was bad, but the water looked right for fish, and that was what was important, what made it a good day. Antonio shrugged away the dryness in his eyes. Across the paseo, on Isla Caracas del Este, he could see the peñeros of fishermen from other camps, artisanal fishermen who trolled the early morning water with handmade lures. They were finished for the morning and had pulled their boats up on a beach called Las Negadas where they smoked cigarettes and talked. 

Later they might come to Antonio’s family’s fish camp to buy some sardines to use for bait and then spend part of the day bottom fishing for Pargo Rojo and Catalana. Except for the fishermen, the waters around the islands and the point remained empty and still.

As the morning grew warm, Antonio went to the shelter for a drink of water. He hefted the jug, raised it to his lips and felt water, cool and sweet on his tongue. He took a white cotton rag from his pocket, soaked it in the water, and then wiped his eyes with the cool cloth. It eased the pain that was already starting. He tied the cloth around his head then stepped back out to his station and let his deep brown eyes sweep the water again. 

Nothing. 

For now, there was nothing. Not a ripple disturbed the water.

The morning wind began to rise, and although it was still gentle it whipped the surface of the sea into small choppy waves which reflected the morning light in quick flashes of silver. 

He smiled, thinking of the times when he was young and still learning and had seen those silvery flashes. Overeager, he shouted “Fish!” 

His uncle would laugh and say, “No, muchacho. This is nothing but light dancing on the sea. We cannot eat light. We cannot sell it. Learn to wait for the true signs.”

Suddenly he caught a glimmer of light near the point. The glimmer spread, dividing into regular patterns. He raised his face, looking down his nose to minimize the glare as his uncle had taught him. Then he saw them. A large school of fish had begun to circle outside the paso, gathering courage, or waiting for slower fish before entering. He often wondered if the fish somehow knew that the channel represented special dangers for them, for not only were the fishermen always there, but large groups of dolphins often swam through, feeding on the abundant schools. In the narrow channel, trapped between the islands, they had less room to run. 

Perhaps this was enough to make them circle nervously before making their run.

Antonio shaded his eyes with his hand and began to estimate the size of the school. Sometimes it was better to let a small school pass by in order to net a larger school that might be frightened off. Calculating this was also part of the watcher’s job. His mouth felt dry again. It always felt dry when the fish began to come.

He licked his lips, his attention, and his every sense, focused on the blue waters off of Punta Tigrillo. The glare no longer mattered. He no longer felt his burning eyes nor parched lips. He was aware of nothing but the movement of the fish. He thought of nothing but what the movements meant. As he watched and calculated, the cry to his family was in the back of his throat, waiting for the exact moment, the precise instant that would give them plenty of time to get the nets out and still not scare the fish back into deep water.

***
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Pepe sat at the bottom of the cliff, staring at the nets piled around him in the large wooden peñero, their floats circling the gunwales. 

He felt restless. 

The boat rocked gently, banging against the sandy shore. It was a soothing sensation. The wind was right, the water was right for fish. He put his hand in the clear water. Even the temperature was what it should be. 

He smiled, thinking about what a good catch would mean. In the limited vocabulary of Pepe’s pleasures, fish translated into money—money for rum and girls. The year had been good. So far, he had no complaints, but more was better—Como no?

Glancing across the surface of the water, Pepe could see a fair number of fish jumping. This was strange. He had heard nothing from Antonio. He glanced up the cliff but couldn’t see his brother. Well, he must be getting a drink of water or something. But certainly, he had seen the fish. He had to have seen them. They filled the water. 

Why hadn’t he called out? But seeing the fish was Antonio’s job. 

Pepe’s was to wait.

Suddenly his father came running down the bank toward the boat, followed by Pepe’s uncles.

“Start the motor,” they shouted as they ran. 

Startled, Pepe lurched toward the back of the boat and pulled on the starter cord of the ancient 75HP Evinrude motor. He felt a surge of pride as it sparked to life with a healthy roar on the first pull. Maintaining the motor, ensuring that it would start when they needed it, was his job and he also took great pride in his work.

“Get the nets out! Hurry!” 

His father was sweating profusely and still trying to catch his breath after his run, but his words still had the bark that made people jump. 

One of his uncles pushed the other boat into the water and started the motor. His job was to act as an anchor for the huge net, holding one end of it while the men in Pepe’s boat stretched it out to encircle the fish.

“What about Antonio?” Pepe asked as he positioned the boat so his uncles could lay the net out across the passage.

“He must have fallen asleep,” his father said. “I’ll deal with your brother when we finish with the fish.”

Pepe shuddered at the dark look in his father’s eyes. 

He knew what Antonio was in for.

It was mid-afternoon by the time the men had gotten the net out, chased fish into it, and hauled it in again, arduously picking the fish from the net by hand, trying to damage neither. Then they loaded the catch, sardines mostly, into one boat so that an uncle could take them to the Pueblo of Mochima to sell them.

The work done, Pepe and his father checked the camp to see if Antonio had come down from the cliff. He wasn’t there, and the women said they hadn’t seen him. This, too, was unusual, but if Antonio had fallen asleep, he would either still be asleep or know he was in trouble. 

The two men started up the steep path to the lookout spot, kicking up the dry dust. At the top, Pepe’s heart began to flutter. Antonio was certainly lying on the ground, but he wasn’t asleep. He lay face down in a pool of blood. Their father ran over to him and rolled his body over. 

Antonio’s eyes were wide open and glassy, blood poured out of his throat.

“He is dead,” the fisherman moaned. “Muerto! Someone has cut my oldest son’s throat.”

Pepe didn’t hear. He sprawled raggedly across the red rocks—he had fainted.

***
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[Cumaná, Venezuela]

Five policemen and five well-armed soldiers from the nearby Guardia Nacional base took up positions crouched behind parked cars across the street from a small concrete-block house in the middle of the city’s barrio. 

It wasn’t much of a house—just a tiny concrete box, unpainted, with a single barred window and a tin roof. As such, it looked exactly like most of the houses surrounding it.

The police investigators wore no uniforms. They had casual clothing, typical of the Policía Técnica Judicial. They would have passed for ordinary citizens if not for the hefty revolver each had stuck into the waistband of his slacks. 

The soldiers, however, wore camouflage fatigues and purple berets. Each held an assault rifle.

Behind one of the cars a small man in tattered clothing huddled with one of the policemen.

“Si, he is in there, Señor,” the man said. His voice, like his hands, was thin and shaky. “It is certain. I myself saw him go in there not twenty minutes ago.”

The policeman, whose name was Wilfredo, was tired. He was also hot. He grunted and looked over the trunk of the car toward the house as if, armed with this information, he might see through the walls. Then he looked at the man and shook his head. He detested informants but his office was understaffed, without them he had almost no resources on the street. 

This job was too important not to use every lead he could find, even one as disgusting as this filthy little man.

“Is there anyone in there with him?” Wilfredo asked.

The small man shrugged. “He has his chica with him, his woman. I saw no one else.”

“Very well.” But he had to wonder. Is there anything else you haven’t told me and won’t mention unless I ask? 

He sighed and handed the man some money. The man clutched the bills eagerly.

“Now,” Wilfredo hissed, “get away from here quickly.”

Only too happy to leave, now that he had his money, he ran off dodging between the houses and disappearing through a hole in a crumbling concrete wall. Wilfredo wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and watched him run. 

When he was out of sight Wilfredo signaled to the others, first catching their eyes, and then raising a hand. Each man acknowledged his signal silently. He took a long, deep breath then stood up and walked into the street, feeling uncomfortably vulnerable if a killer was inside with a gun trained on him. 

He crossed the street as casually as he could manage, keeping his gaze on the window and the door all the time. 

He saw nothing, heard nothing. 

It could be that the snitch had lied.

That did happen sometimes, but usually only when there was a lot of money at stake. This one was earning only a few thousand Bolívares and he was well aware of how short his future was if he cheated the police. 

No, most likely he told the truth.

He stopped in front of the door and gave another signal. The guardsmen trained their assault rifles on the house, and the four other policemen came out from behind the cars to join him at the front of the house. Surrounding it was pointless. These houses had no back doors. Often, they shared the back wall with the neighbor behind.

Wilfredo chuckled as he watched his fellow officers run across the street. He thought of himself as out of shape, but these younger guys were pathetic. Too much beer and too much time behind a desk had made them soft. It was good they didn’t have far to run. But then the Guardia were along to take care of the physical work. 

They were certainly fit enough.

Wilfredo waited until his men were in place, ready to go in, their breath coming hard. Nothing moved on the street, it was oven hot. Sane people were taking a siesta. The cooling breezes which kept the waterfront so pleasant didn’t penetrate this far into the city. He wished they had been able to come in the morning when it was cool. Well, they would take care of business, and then he could stop and have a cool drink before he went back to the office. It would help some.

He let out a calming breath of air, pulled the .38 caliber revolver from his belt and kicked in the door. It flew open amazingly easy. Clearly it hadn’t been locked. The five policemen surged into the darkened interior moving with the opening door, guns at the ready.

There was a movement in the corner of the room, and five guns trained on it, with a jumble of police voices demanding that anyone there freeze.

A voice shouted back at them in English, “What the hell is this?”

As his eyes adjusted to the dark, Wilfredo saw a man and woman naked on the bed. The woman turned her back to him. Their clothes and the bedding were in a pile on the floor.

“Turn this way and keep your hands over your head,” he commanded. They did as he said.

“Who the hell are you?” the man asked in fractured Spanish.

“The police, Señor.” He approached the bed and pulled out his wallet, which contained his large gold badge and showed it to them. “Are you Timothy Billings?”

“Yeah. So what?” 

Wilfredo noted that the man seemed to be regaining his composure quickly now that he was dealing with the police. Perhaps he had been expecting someone else? The woman looked to be Latina, probably a Venezolana. She stared back at Wilfredo silently, making no move to cover her nakedness. As he watched, her face contorted into a haughty sneer. She was an attractive girl and probably thought he was just trying to get a free show.

Wilfredo turned to the man. “Señor Billings, I wish to advise you that you are under arrest for murder.” He caught the look of astonishment that crossed Billing’s face before he turned to his men. He saw them standing idly, happily staring at the naked girl.

“Search the place, you morons. See what there is to be found,” he said. Reluctantly they tore themselves away and spread out through the small house, opening drawers and closets, rummaging through them.

“Can we have our clothes now?” Billings asked, nodding at the pile of clothes on the floor next to the bed.

Wilfredo pointed at the clothing with his gun. 

“Alfredo, search through the clothing, empty the pockets, then give them to these people.”

The heavyset policeman came over and began slowly, painstakingly, going through the clothing. Wilfredo noticed that he searched the man’s clothes first, taking his time. He spent more time looking at the girl more than doing his work. But what could he do about it? This is how people are. Men want to see naked women.

“I want to see a lawyer,” Billings said. “And I demand to meet with someone from the American Consulate. I am an American citizen.”

Wilfredo chuckled. “No, Señor. For now, you are a criminal. Later, perhaps you can be an American citizen.”

Alfredo handed Billings his pants and he slipped into them. 

“Well, then, since you are arresting me for murder, do you mind telling me who am I supposed to have killed? Or is that as much a secret as why you think I’m a criminal?”

“So, you say you don’t know?” Billings shook his head. Wilfredo sighed. “We believe you killed a fisherman named Antonio Gonzalez.”

“My brother is dead?” the girl asked.

Wilfredo raised an eyebrow. The case was gaining in interest. 

“He was your brother? And you did not know he had been killed?”

“How would I know this, you fool?”

“I would think your family would tell you.”

“They would if I saw them.”

Wilfredo thought for a moment. It had been only two days since the murder, and he decided that it was possible she hadn’t known. It would never happen in his family, but families were different.

Now the man was protesting. “I didn’t kill anyone, much less Antonio. I liked Antonio.”

How tiresome denials were. “It is odd the way you show your affection, Señor. Hitting people in public places and threatening their lives is not usually the way friends treat each other. But I suggest you save your precious conversation for the many interviews you will face over the next few days. Otherwise you will get very tired of repeating yourself and I will get even more tired of hearing you.”

Finally, Alfredo finished searching the last of the clothing and reluctantly handed the girl her thin dress. Wilfredo laughed. “It is amazing how long it can take to search a simple garment when you are a thorough professional, eh, Alfredo?”

Alfredo gave a shrug and Wilfredo laughed again. After all, what was Alfredo supposed to do? Hurry and get the beautiful woman’s body covered up when he would rather look at it? Alfredo was a decent policeman, but he was still a man.

When the girl had slipped on her dress, Wilfredo handcuffed them both. He turned to Alfredo. “When the search of the house is complete, leave the evidence with me and take them both to the jail for processing.” He sighed again. “Tell them at the jail that this one wants an attorney and his representative from the consulate.”

Alfredo laughed. “Of course.”

“And me?” the girl protested. “Why am I being arrested? Do you think I murdered my brother too?”

“Arrested? No, Señorita, you are not being arrested. You are being taken into custody as a possible witness. At the very least, you will give us important information about the people involved and your gringo boyfriend in particular. We will release you after you give us a complete statement.”

She snorted. “I hope that you will allow me to give my statement with my clothes on, at least.”

Wilfredo shook his head. “You have very bad manners for a pretty young girl. It is no wonder that my men mistake you for a puta, a whore.” Then he quickly stepped outside to smoke a cigarette and to get away from her curses while his men finished their search.

This case sat uncomfortably on Wilfredo’s shoulders.  It was quickly developing into something quite tedious. Worse, it had political complications—the involvement of a foreigner always complicated things. Solving the crime, making the case would require painstaking effort for which he would get no credit. 

He shook his head. It was a shame the world was so complicated. A shame that because a gringo was involved, important people would care enough about this crime it would be important to stick to the cumbersome rules of evidence. 

But that was the nature of the world, and a lowly policeman had to accept it as he found it. 

He took a last puff and threw his cigarette butt on the ground. He watched it smolder for a moment before he gathered himself and put his mind back to work.



CHAPTER ONE

I sat comfortably in my usual chair at a table at the bar at Power Boats, nursing a cold beer. I like this spot because it gives me a vantage point. From my comfortable chair I can look out over the boats anchored in Trinidad’s Chaguaramas Bay. It’s also a place where people can find me when they need me.

I was into my second Stag beer when the bartender shouted out, “Hey, Martin, there’s a fax for you up in the office.”

I waved a hand to let him know I had heard and drank down the last of the beer.

Power Boats is a place where people store boats, work on boats and just hang around boats. If you don’t like boats, it is a rather dull and stupid place to spend time. 

Despite the name, it isn’t just a place for powerboats anymore, although it used to be pretty much that way before yachting discovered Trinidad. In fact, today the largest percentage of the business at Power Boats is with cruising sailboats. They have a complete chandlery, where you can buy a wide range of boat parts and nautical toys. There’s a machine shop, a wood worker, haul-out facilities and, of course, a bar. 

To keep sailors around you need a bar.

This bar is also supposed to be a restaurant, and does serve food, which must be the minimum requirement. The dining area is covered, but open to the breeze, as a sailor’s bar ought to be. The floor is actually a wooden deck that extends out over the water up to the small pier where boats load and offload passengers and supplies. So, going to the bar doesn’t involve getting too far from the water. 

Again, the creed of sailors would contend this is only as God would have it in a perfect world.

Besides being close to the water, the bar is situated so it is an easy stroll from the various areas where boats are worked on. A few steps take you to the rows of hulls being painted with toxic antifouling, or to where repairs are being made that can’t be made when the boat is in the water. 

They pack lots of them, as many as they can, into the yard. The surface is asphalt or sand and the work, especially in the tropics, is thirsty work. So, they sell a lot of beer and rum. That makes the bar a good place to watch people, if you like that sort of thing. I do.

Of course, not everyone who comes into the bar owns a boat or has one in the yard. Power Boats sits a few miles outside of the main city of Port-of-Spain, Trinidad’s capital. People like to escape cities, so it is a popular hangout for those who think the boating crowd might know something they don’t. 

Sometimes there is live music, and once in a while it is even good. There are pan bands, jazz bands, and folk singers, and even a Trini whose entire repertoire consists of old country music favorites, assuming there is such a thing.

I guess the fact that the bartender didn’t have to ask if there was a Martin Billings in the bar shows that I’d been hanging around there quite a bit myself. As I said, the place is convenient. What can I say? I’d chosen to make it my de facto office, so I couldn’t be surprised to find the bartender not only knew my favorite drink, my favorite lunch, the girl I was seeing and the one I was dodging, but probably a lot of other things I’d really rather he didn’t know. 

But it is a pleasant place where I can enjoy the breeze and have a safe, if mediocre meal and still keep an eye on my own boat.

Another nice thing about Power Boats is the free entertainment. It isn’t anything formal, nothing arranged, just the daily comings and goings of yachties of all stripes and a mixed bag of local people. 

The yachties usually range from retired couples, who spend six months of the year, usually the winter months, down here doing what they vaguely referring to as sailing, and the rest of the year “back home,” to young kids trying to find adventure sailing around the world without spending any money. That is possible to do, but tough.  

Some of them quit trying soon enough, but others go on forever. In between these extremes are those of independent means who live full time on their boats, those with skills and tools that let them earn some money, and those who try to eke out a living in the dubious field of chartering. This odd assortment of nautical folk makes for a rather interesting dynamic.

The locals are another story altogether. 

To top off the mix, everyone, regardless of their group or background, seems a bit crazy. They range from off kilter to wide-eyed crazy. Most of them are good people, preoccupied with all types of boats, and they make an interesting slice of the human pie. Talking to them, watching them, is the entertainment I mentioned. Somehow it makes the beer taste a little better and the flow of time even smoother.

The show that goes on is continuous and surprising. For example, until the bartender disturbed me, here I sat, a tingling cold beer in my hand, watching a French boat—a thirty-foot aluminum sloop with an attractive and topless helmswoman—anchoring next to a mega yacht. 

A crewman on the mega yacht was screaming at the topless person, and she had begun to hurl invective back. The situation showed great promise.

And now I had a fax. I preferred to watch the show. A fax usually means that I have more work. My partner and I run a smallish coastal freighter called Irreparable Harm. Hauling coastal freight in the Caribbean is an uncertain business in an uncertain world, especially if you are mostly operating within the law, which we tried to do. 

During the past year or so, the bulk of our work had involved hauling supplies from Port-of-Spain to offshore oil rigs, and sometimes from Trinidad, across the Gulf of Paria, to Venezuela.

Business had been good, unusually so, and for the moment we were pretty flush. That had given us a chance to schedule a badly needed haul out at the commercial dry dock. But scheduling is a loose sort of thing in Caribbean boatyards, and two weeks after our haul date, we still waited for our slot. Still, we couldn’t give up our place in line and if the fax were about work, I’d have to turn it down. That not only went against the grain but also the natural order of things.

I lingered over my beer, hoping Ugly Bill, my erstwhile partner, would appear and take over the onerous task of dealing with the fax for me. Bill’s antennae are too good for that. He can sense a rising storm or paperwork from miles away. So, when the beer bottle became empty and the topless woman went below decks, I forced myself out of my chair and up the hill to the office. The office was the top floor of a small two-story building. 

Downstairs was a laundry room, bathrooms, and a small general store that handled everything from canned goods to charts of the area and Trini courtesy flags.

Up in the office, the pretty young woman who runs the front desk had the fax all ready for me. I didn’t like that at all. There is a cosmic law, probably a corollary to the one which states, “No good deed goes unpunished,” that clearly tells us the ease with which news arrives is inversely proportional to how much a person wants to get it. 

This particular contact was going far too smoothly to be bringing me good news, so I paid her for the fax with a bit of trepidation.

The first thing I noticed was that the message wasn’t about business at all. I found myself staring at a short, handwritten note that said, simply: Martin, call Maggie in Venezuela. It is very important. And there was a phone number.

Maggie was/is an ex-girlfriend. I’d last seen in St. Martin about a year and some months back. It hurt like hell when she dumped me. I understood her reasons, sort of, and was able to say it was the right thing for her to do. But I still missed her and tried not to think about her, which was almost as successful as telling myself to stand in a corner and not think about polar bears. She was sexy and smart and ran successful charters on her sailboat Scape. 

Given that Maggie was resourceful, tough and not prone to hysterics, her message meant that this was one call that had to be made right now.

The girl at the desk sold me some phone cards and gave me a beautiful smile for free. I went downstairs to make the call. For some reason, phone companies in every country in the known universe seem to think customers want to make their calls from the noisiest spots on the face of the earth while standing in the sun. 

If I ever needed someone to position solar panels for maximum exposure, I’d choose someone who had experience selecting sites for pay telephones. It is uncanny. But then, they all carry cell phones.  Hell, everyone carries one of the damn things these days. Everyone but me. I suppose that shows you how out of synch I am with the times. 

Even here most people carried cell phones. Places like this boatyard are probably the only ones on the planet that still have payphones in any form, and I must be one of their last remaining customers. 

They should build a museum exhibit based on me talking on the payphone and put it next to the dinosaur skeletons.

The payphones below the office were right by the door to the laundry room. But once again things went too smoothly for comfort. The laundry was empty and quiet, and the telephone was working. My phone card worked, the lines to Venezuela were clear. Worst of all, Maggie answered on the third ring. 

The portents were all lining up to be pretty ominous and unusual. I half expected the sun to duck behind a cloud.

Her voice came across the line flowing like honey. “Martin, thanks for getting back to me so quick.” Then, never one for small talk, she said, “Listen, I’m afraid I have bad news. It’s about Tim. I’m afraid he is in terrible trouble.”

Right then I knew things would get complicated. Maggie had a soft spot for my little brother, Tim. Back a lifetime ago, when she and I were living together, he’d come down for a visit and she’d taken to him like a big sister. I’ve come to believe that it’s a mistake to introduce relatives to people you intend to know for a while.

The other operative rule that popped into my head: Never disregard omens.

“Maggie,” I said calmly, “Tim being in trouble is a report of ancient and ongoing history, not news. He has been getting in and out of trouble ever since high school. He is in perpetual need of someone to bail him out.”

“Funny you should use that word, bail,” she said, not sounding amused at all. “But bail won’t make it this time.”

“What do you mean?”

“He is here in Venezuela. He’s in jail in Cumaná, charged with murder.”

The word “murder” sent a chill through me. For years my little brother, now in his middle twenties, had been on the losing side of the struggle to find happiness. But he had never been in major trouble. He had been dead broke and in debt, did some jail time for vagrancy, and he’d been in bar fights, and even had his life threatened when he messed around with some rich guy’s wife a little too openly. I guess you’d say he got himself into a series of scrapes, rather than in trouble. I had always considered the possibility of someone murdering him—me for instance—but he wasn’t the type to kill anyone. 

At his worst, he was just an overage, teenage-acting pain in the ass. Maggie knew this as well as I did. 

But Tim had never pretended to be anything he wasn’t, and Maggie liked the kid.

I let out a long breath and tried to think. “I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. “I’m no lawyer. I’ll hire him one. I’ve got some money.”

She let me ramble and I watched the digital display of my credit with the phone company plunge toward nothingness. 

“Come to Venezuela, Martin,” she said. “Now. He needs his brother at least as much as he needs a lawyer. Probably a lot more.”

“What about the American Consulate? What are they doing?”

“Sitting in Caracas, asking the authorities to keep them advised of the situation. In short, what you expect—nothing.

“Your tax dollars at work,” I muttered darkly. “Okay, Maggie, let me see if I can get a flight.”

“I booked you on a flight that leaves tomorrow morning for Margarita. You can connect with a commuter hop to Cumaná from there. I’ll meet you at the airport.”

“Still pretty sure of yourself, eh, Maggie?”

She waited a couple of heartbeats before answering. It made me realize that my snide comment had stung her, and I felt bad. But I couldn’t take it back.

“I’m just trying to help Tim,” she said finally.

“Okay,” I said. “Give me the details of the flight.” I dug a business card out of my wallet to write on and took the pen from my shirt pocket. I looked at the business card. Ahmal’s Welding—Carnage it said. Carnage was a village just up the road. Ahmal was a self-taught welder, and he had been both a bad teacher and a bad student, I had learned much to my regret. The card was more useful as notepaper.

She gave me the flight numbers and times, then said softly, “It seems wrong to be saying this under the circumstances, but I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”

I could feel the blood pounding in my temples. A thousand questions popped into my head, mostly variations on, if you feel that way, why did you leave? But I kept them to myself for a change, and simply said, “I’m glad you feel that way, ’cause I do too. I think we might have a lot to talk about besides Tim.”

“Maybe so,” she said, and hung up.

I walked back to the bar slowly, feeling drained. 

I had a lot to do. 

I had to go, with Bill, to Immigration and have myself taken off the crew list for Harm, and I had to get my plane ticket to show to Immigration before I did that. 

But first I had to talk to Ugly Bill.

My mind bounced from thought to thought, from pillar to post, like some errant ping-pong ball in a typhoon. I worried about Tim, speculated on why he had been back in Venezuela and how he could have wound up getting himself charged with murder, and flashed back to thoughts of my romance and breakup with Maggie.

Actually, I hadn’t broken up with Maggie. One day she simply called a halt to our relationship and sailed off on a charter as calm as could be. 

She wouldn’t say why or give me a chance to ask questions.

I’d met other girls since then. Trinidad was full of beautiful women, an exotic blend of African and East Indian blood that seemed to result in the best and sexiest features of both races. But none of the women came to mean as much to me as Maggie. Maybe it was just a matter of chemistry. It takes two to tangle, as the folk saying goes, the way we tell it anyway, and I suspect that most of the women expected a man my age, forty, to have begun a serious contemplation of the joys of domestic existence. 

None I had met shown any real enthusiasm for an itinerant life aboard a tramp freighter. At any rate, they weren’t exactly overwhelmed by the idea of life shared with Ugly Bill on board Harm.

When I got back to the bar Ugly Bill was ensconced at our table. He had his back to the water, ignoring the million-dollar scenery in favor of a good view of the girls at the bar. There were a couple of tables of attractive women in shorts and halter tops sipping sodas and beer. 

This time of day, Bill was usually there, enjoying what he called the smorgasbord view.

Bill came by his nickname “Ugly” honestly. 

From a distance he looks like an ad for an Old Prospector’s School, the kind of bearded maniac that runs around leading a mule named Lulu. His hair and beard both have a wild look of their own. At a glance he could be any age from forty to eighty and has, at one time or another, laid claim to most of them. Add to that the fact that he is about six-foot-six and weighs over two hundred fifty pounds but isn’t fat, and you get the picture.

Legend has it that he was once a professional wrestler who retired after he killed a man. No one ever asks him if it’s true. Down here it’s considered rude to inquire into legends, and no one is ever rude to Ugly Bill. I am not afraid of Bill, he is a good friend, but knowing the real story, assuming that isn’t it, holds no appeal for me. 

I haven’t told him my life story either. Our partnership hasn’t worked that way.

Somehow, despite his general appearance, he doesn’t have much trouble attracting women. He claims it is because they can tell he has a good heart. He does, and maybe there is something to that. It might also have something to do with a different kind of legend that he has established among the beautiful Trini ladies. You never know.

Despite the good heart, Bill cuts an imposing figure. I’m six feet tall and one hundred eighty pounds, and he makes me feel like a midget. He looked up at me as I went to the bar, bought a couple of cold beers and carried them to the table, stopping to say a few hellos to friends on the way.

“I had to make a call,” I told him as I sat down. He nodded. “To Maggie. She’s in Venezuela.”

His face brightened. “Great! Let’s fire up the engines and go see her.” 

He always had liked Maggie and he’d been upset with me when she dumped me, acting as if I’d broken up with her. Regardless of who did it, he had told me, losing Maggie showed extreme bad taste. I couldn’t argue with him then or now. 

“The news isn’t so great,” I told him.

“Hey, look,” someone in the bar called out. He was pointing at the nearby fuel dock. We looked and saw a large white motor yacht, very fancy and flying a Turkish flag, trying to maneuver alongside the dock. The boat was at least a hundred feet long. The dock had been built for much smaller boats. There was lots of shallow water around and very little room to wiggle a boat in. 

This approach would be tricky and was worth a watch.

The dock attendant, as usual, rather than helping by taking a line or spotting for the helmsman, watched from his chair with an amused expression. Everyone on a larger boat hated that attendant. 

Most of the people on small boats just thought he was an ass.

“Showtime,” Bill said, twisting in his seat so that he half-faced the dock. He glanced at me. “Go ahead. I can listen and watch the fun too. I do believe that this is the biggest critter I’ve ever seen try to squeeze in that spot.”

“She called about Tim,” I said.

He furrowed his brow. “And it’s bad news?”

“The worst.” I told him what Maggie had said. “Now she expects me to fly to Venezuela tomorrow and do some big brother magic that will rescue Tim. Like I am supposed to know how to spring him from a murder rap in a foreign country.”

“Damn right,” he roared. “That’s the way it is with us good guys. Don’t matter that legal shit ain’t your specialty. We leap to the rescue. No hesitation. Hell, if you don’t get the chance to play cavalry every so often it hardly seems worth being a good guy.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, Bill. I don’t mind a rescue now and then, but this cleaning up after Tim is getting to be a bit much, mate.”

Ugly Bill drank his beer in silence, his eyes on the yacht as the skipper backed and filled, slowly edging the yacht toward the dock. Finally, he spoke up. “I always thought Tim would be okay if he figured out something that he really wanted to do, somebody he really wanted to be. But you know he got sucked along in your wake, trying to be another you.”

“The kid doesn’t like anything about me!”

“Bull pucky. And that hero worship stuff can mess up a kid. At any rate, I don’t see him a lifetime loser, and we know he sure as hell is not a killer.”

“So?”

“So, you need to do what Maggie told you. Get your ass down there muy pronto and see what is really happening before you decide that he has messed up again. Maybe somebody else messed him over this time, and that sure as hell ain’t his fault.”

Ugly Bill likes to play old salt philosopher king, and that can get a bit wearing. But this time I knew he was right. Okay, so he’s right a lot of the time. So, although I moan and groan about it, I pay attention to him. 

It amazes me how much Ugly Bill really knows, and I have an unsettling feeling that someday I’ll find out that before he took up pro wrestling, he was the chairman of the philosophy department at Harvard or something. At any rate, I didn’t have time to argue the merits of action versus inaction, and neither of my friends was having any of it anyway.

“You and Maggie make quite a team,” I muttered. “Well, do you think you can handle things around here by yourself for a while? I don’t know how long this little crusade is going to take.”

Bill gave me the eye like he does when he can’t believe I’ve asked a certain question. “Well, Junior, I guess I can sit here and drink beer and flirt with the waitresses and yachtettes and talk bullshit to the tourists all by myself. In fact, I’m damn sure of it. And if the yard ever gets a spot for old Harm, I might even find myself able to motor into the lock. Then I’ll drink some more beer and watch the local hires sandblast and paint the hull. Yup, I can do that too. It doesn’t take your mighty brain. Poor old Bill can do it. So, you just run along and play Perry Mason, Venezuelan style.” Then he reached over and clamped a meaty fist on my wrist. “And, Junior, you need any help down there, you better call me. I’d be glad to clear my busy social calendar at any time. The ladies won’t mind if I tell them I’ll be back soon.”

“Thanks, mate,” was about all I could say. 

Ugly Bill has always been the best kind of shipmate. He might disappear for a few days when we hit port if the pressures had built up or the right girl came along, but when you needed him, he was always as certain as a rock.

I looked over at the fuel dock to see how the drama was progressing just in time to see the yacht make it alongside without a hitch. It made for a very anticlimactic ending. The look of disappointment on the dock attendant’s face at the soft touch of hull against the dock was heart rending.

“Nice job that captain did,” Bill mused.

Two uniformed crewmen began securing lines from the dock to deck cleats and a dark man in a crisp white uniform vaulted over the boat railing and landed squarely on the dock. 

He strode heavily down the dock to confront the attendant who sat bolt upright in his chair. The man grabbed him by his shirtfront, jerked him from his chair in one clean motion, and threw him off the dock into the water. 

A cheer erupted from the bar. The man stood on the dock, looking surprised for a moment, then realized he had an audience for his grand dunking. He smiled, turned toward the bar and took a bow to roaring applause.

“Even in this era of rush-rush, a little courtesy is still appreciated,” Bill murmured as we got up to go buy my plane ticket. “Who would have thought it?” Then he smiled at me. “Praise to harmony and love. They are best, all else is false.” He shook his head when he saw my quizzical look and said sadly, “A phrase from Richard Eberhart. He’s a poet from Minnesota.”

“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know Minnesota had poets.”

“We really need to work on your education one day, Junior,” Bill said, looking quite serious. 



CHAPTER TWO

The trip from Trinidad to Margarita was uneventful. As always, the difficult and expensive part was arranging an early morning taxi ride out to the airport. The planes were the easy part. 

Still, Trinidad is about as efficient as tropical countries get, and my flight left exactly on time.

I tried to think about what I would find waiting for me in Venezuela. It was an unproductive exercise. I knew almost nothing about Tim’s situation other than that he’d been charged with murder and had told Maggie he was innocent. I didn’t know who he was supposed to have killed or why. I hadn’t even known that either Tim or Maggie was in Venezuela until her fax. So, my thoughts just ran in pointless circles.

And of course, I wondered about Maggie. How was she doing? Was there someone new in her life? I wondered all of the usual, potentially painful things. 

At the end of our conversation she had sounded as if I might have a reason to hope that there might be a future for us, but I was just guessing—reading between the lines. Hope is always nice, but I’ve conned myself enough times to realize it can be treacherous.

The plane landed in Margarita and I was cleared through customs and immigration quickly. I noticed that there was a commuter flight leaving in an hour, which gave me just enough time to complete the formalities and buy a bottle of duty-free Scotch, Maggie’s drink, and a bottle of Chilean red wine that I’ve always liked but hadn’t been able to find in the stores of Trinidad. 

In the life I lead, in the places I go, when you run across something you like, you try to buy it. You might not see it again for a long time. It is a simple lesson, but a valuable one too.

Despite my growing, although necessarily vague, concerns about Tim’s problem and the general chaos that seemed to go with this trip, I was looking forward to seeing Cumaná again. I hadn't been there in a couple of years and undoubtedly it had changed.

Cumaná is the capital of Venezuela’s Sucre State and boasts of being the oldest town on the South American mainland. However, the settlement on the island of Cubagua is older. 

Actually, the statement is a bit of a reach. Although the town was, in fact, established by the Spanish in 1521 it has been reduced to rubble by earthquakes three times since then. Not many of the buildings can trace their history back much further than the big quake of 1929. 

But the families who live there can.

Despite the semi-regular earthquakes, about two hundred fifty thousand Venezuelans live in Cumaná, and it is a working town—major seaport, mostly for the lumbering fishing boats which work the Caribbean waters. 

This is where they offload the cargos of tuna and other fish, and this is where the boats get worked on, made ready to go back to the fishing grounds. The work they do in the yards here is industrial strength, rather than yacht quality, but the boys work hard and know their stuff. That’s why, when we could, we brought Irreparable Harm here. 

Yes, I was looking forward to seeing Cumaná again.

I just wished I were going there for a haul out and not to tackle something I knew nothing about. Anxiety, it is said, comes from dealing with the unknown. I was dealing with more unknowns than knowns, and the adage seemed to hold true for me.

Cumaná’s small airport is located a couple of miles out of town, just like airports that serve much larger cities. Everyone wants an airport, but they don’t want it near them. So out of town they go.

Astoundingly, as this was Venezuela, my flight, which was on one of those sixteen-passenger Italian twin-prop planes, arrived early. As we came to a stop, I looked through the window, checking out the faces looking down at the plane from the observation deck. 

I couldn’t see Maggie. 

I wasn’t surprised. Who would expect a Venezuelan airline to be early? 

I grabbed my duffle bag from a large grumpy man unloading the luggage from the cargo compartment onto the tarmac and headed inside to wait.

The warm sun felt good on my skin, easing the chill from the overly enthusiastic air conditioning of the airplane. It made me feel as bright and cheerful as the tropical day itself. As I crossed the tarmac, my eye caught sight of a tall and elegant woman standing just inside the waiting room door where we would pass by. 

She stared intently at the bunch of us deplaning with the air of someone searching for a face she wasn't quite certain of.

Most of the other passengers on my flight appeared to be German tourists. My seatmate had told me he was on his way to Cumaná as a break from windsurfing in Margarita. 

They looked the part, with blond hair and bright red skin. I felt incredibly dark among this crop of Aryans. I also felt scruffy. I hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and I always travel in work clothes—khaki pants and shirt, and boots because, well, because I’m a slob and am uncomfortable playing dress up. These people dressed casually, but in new clothes that looked ugly enough to mean they were probably the height of fashion.

The tall and elegant woman wore a smart business suit. I don’t know much about women’s fashions, but I thought it was smart because it let you know that she knew she had great legs. I guessed her age at near to thirty but, for some reason, she also seemed to be trying to look a little older and wiser than her years, without actually looking older, if you follow that kind of logic. 

At any rate, I saw an exotic beauty who knew how to use clothes to her advantage and was on some kind of mission. Okay, when it comes to women maybe I’m easily impressed. So, sue me.

She kept looking from our faces to something she held in her hand. A photo? That made the most sense. The idea crossed my mind that she might work for a tour operation and was there to meet someone she would escort about the city. She looked past me as I approached, so I reluctantly abandoned the nascent ten second sexual fantasy I had built around her and gathered my resolve to walk by her. 

Suddenly, just as I was alongside, she turned to me and smiled.

“Mr. Billings?” she asked in perfect English.

I felt an electric jolt surge through me. 

Not only did this woman know my name, and was waiting for me in an airport I had no intention of being in only twenty-four hours before, but now I saw she held a photo of me that even I hadn’t seen in ten years—a picture of a younger and altogether too squeaky clean version of me in uniform, fresh out of U.S. Navy SEAL training school. 

It was a graduation picture. I’d had it made in one of those liberty clip joints off base that parks you in front of an American flag and snaps the shot—a real assembly line. Of course, not only was the photo old, but that kind of photography makes every twenty-year-old look identical. 

No wonder she hadn’t recognized me right off.

Now she waited patiently for me to get over my shock and answer her. I moved on inside the terminal so that the phalanx of blond and burnt windsurfers could pass through the door and on to the taxi stands.

“Yes,” I said finally and hesitantly. “My name is Billings.” I tried very hard—and failed—not to sound surprised. I’m not sure why. Pride, I guess. “Who are you?”

She smiled and it made her face dance some kind of wild and happy step around black eyes. 

“I’m Victoria. Victoria López.” She said it holding out her hand and acting as if her name explained everything. “Can I buy you a beer?” Her English was clear and lightly accented—elegant English words put to sexy Spanish music.

But no matter how pretty she was, or how musical her speech, she had put me on edge. Here I am, showing up in a strange airport on short notice and a beautiful woman holding a picture of me from my Navy days is waiting there to buy me a drink. That, my friends, is not how life normally happens.

As Ugly Bill always said, “It boggles the mind. It truly does.”

I tried to make my apologies. “I’m afraid that I am meeting someone, Miss López. Maybe some other time.”

She laughed and tucked her arm in mine. “I’m afraid that your lady friend has been unavoidably delayed. We have plenty of time for a tall beer and a short chat.” She seemed to have the entire situation nailed down pretty tight. 

“I’m glad someone knows what’s going on. I certainly haven’t a clue. It’s a lovely day for a mystery though. Did you have the weather programmed too?”

She laughed. “Only by picking Venezuela, mi amor. The country gives us the wonderful weather for free.”

So that’s how I wound up having a drink at the airport bar, chatting with the lovely Victoria López. Icy cold Polar beer was the choice here, just as it is the only choice in most places in Venezuela. 

The government supports the brewery, which just happens to be the largest food company as well. Coincidence?

So, I knew where I was and what I was doing. The important and unanswered question was why? So, I asked it. “Why?”

She sipped her beer calmly. “Why what? Why is the Venezuelan government flip-flopping between privatizing and then nationalizing companies like it was a kind of Monopoly game? Why does the United States government worry so much about who trades with Cuba? It is Venezuela’s oil, after all.”

“For the moment I’d settle for knowing why you are buying me this beer. I know I look permanently thirsty, but...”

She slid her purse from her lap and looped the strap over the back of her chair. “Don’t you want to have a drink with me?” Her eyes mocked me, and her evasiveness began to annoy me.

“It isn’t a question of whether or not I want to have a drink with you.”

“No?”

“I want to know how it is that you knew I’d be here, on this flight, and why you were waiting for me. I feel like I was ambushed.”

“Ambushed?” I could see the idea amused her. “A woman arranges to meet you and you call that an ambush. A Latin man would never see things that way. It is not flattering, Señor, nor is it very polite. I think you can be quite rude.” 

I nodded. I’ve been called much worse and it didn’t hurt. Besides, I could see by the sparkle in her eyes that my rudeness hadn’t put her off at all. 

She was toying with me. 

“Well, Señor, what if we call this a business meeting? You can call this drink a consulting fee, a small and inadequate payment for a few minutes of your time.”

“And just what are we consulting about?”

She smiled and pointed at me. “We are dealing with the question of you.”

“Me?”

“You and your plans for the near future. You see why you are the perfect consultant? You know everything about the subject and are perhaps the only expert in the field.”

“And why is Victoria López so interested in a simple gringo tourist? Do you want to sell me a trip to see Angel Falls from the air? Interest me in a boat ride to the outlying islands, lunch and beer included?”

She shook her head. “Beer is never included. And you are no tourist.”

“Sure I am. It says so right on the visa officially stamped in my passport by the official officials of the government that were so nice in Margarita. For up to six months I have permission to visit this beautiful country, to patronize its restaurants and bars and boutiques, swim in its waters, and raise hell with the chicas. I think those are in the constitution somewhere, probably in a tourist’s bill of rights.”

She smiled. “Just the last two. The rest are optional.” She sipped her beer and looked thoughtful for a moment. “You may have permission to be a tourist, but you are a seaman, part owner of the hundred twenty-foot freighter Irreparable Harm, which is now anchored in Trinidad. More importantly, you are the older brother of Timothy Billings.” The information flowed out of her so matter-of-factly that I felt off guard again.

“Ah, Tim.”  I had thought, somehow, that we might get to him, but her directness set me back a little. “Maybe we can talk, but first tell me how you know all this about me? Who are you?”

“Simply a well-informed, interested party.”

“Interested in...”

“In your brother’s case.”

Her steadiness, her refusal to let the conversation move out of her control, was impressive. I wouldn’t want to play high-stakes poker with this woman at the table, I knew that much.

“I would appreciate it,” I said, “if you would explain, in something resembling detail, the nature of your interest. Please use simple, understandable words, with no fancy connotations, and do not expect me to read between any lines. My jet-lagged brain does not seem to be up to matching wits, and I want to get a handle on what the hell we are talking about.”

She raised a hand. “My bottle is empty. And I have priorities.” She ordered two more beers from a passing waiter. When he brought them, she said, “The facts, sir. I represent a client who does not want your brother’s case to become a cause célèbre. My client feels that it is vitally important that justice, Venezuelan justice, be allowed to take its natural course.”

“And my being here prevents that? I have to say that I am impressed and flattered by the implications.”

“I am, as you said, well informed. I know that you are enough of a romantic to attempt to right the many wrongs of this world by yourself.” She held up the photo. “And I know that you have sufficient training to create a certain amount of havoc. I also know that you are not afraid to use that training, and that this is one of the reasons you are no longer in uniform.”

“That’s a very old picture,” I said. “The story is almost as old.”

“But more recently, when friends of yours in St. Barts were set up by drug pushers it seemed to be quite relevant to that situation.”

Now she really had my attention. I had thought no one knew what had really happened up island, not even Kim and Andy, the friends she mentioned. I tried to stay calm. 

“Nothing happened in St. Barts that I can recall.”

“Of course not.” She sighed. “Nothing at all happened that anyone can recall. And that is just part of the problem. If that kind of nothing happened here, if people lost their ability to recall events, for example, it could cause a great many problems.”

“Problems for whom?”

She shook her head. “I can’t tell you that. There are things involved in this case that you can’t be allowed know about.”

“Why not?”

“Because you might use it to create more trouble.”

“That’s no problem! See, if you give me the information, I’ll create my havoc as an informed maniac.”

She smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. And that’s why we, my client, that is, would much rather see you gainfully employed, say in Trinidad. Even better in Asia. Anywhere but here.”

“It’s a good thing I don’t have to worry about what your client would rather see, then.”

“But you do.”

I waited for her to elaborate on that statement. “That sounds like a threat. And I don’t like to be pushed.” I took a big swallow of beer. It didn’t seem to ease the dryness in my mouth much. Whoever Victoria López worked for, they had some clout. I didn’t like being clouted much, and I would fight back. But it seemed that if we were in a high-stakes game, for the moment she held all the good cards. 

“We are not pushing. We are offering.” She smiled. “Call it pulling.”

“Offering? What?”

She reached back to her purse and took out some papers, a cellular telephone, a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.

“You shouldn’t smoke,” I said curtly.

She laughed. “You are worried about my health?”

“No. I just don’t want the air around me to stink.”

She clucked her tongue, shook her head, but she put the cigarettes and lighter back in her purse. 

Score one for her.

“Not a gentleman at all,” she said. But her eyes sparkled as she said it, and I began to get the impression that she was not all that keen on gentlemen.

She unfolded the papers on the table. 

“I have here a contract. It provides for you to haul freight, of various legal types, between Trinidad and the Venezuelan port of Guiria, which lies almost directly across the Golfo de Paria.”

“I do know where it is,” I said.

She smiled. “Yes, this is where you currently have much business, am I right?” I nodded and she went on. “This contract gives you one load every week in each direction at ten percent above market rate. The term is for two years. The payment is guaranteed even if there is no cargo.”

“Damn generous,” I muttered. In fact, the deal was inconceivably good—for any freighter. For some time, it had been a buyer’s market for freighters. We all scrambled for work as the demand bounced up and down.

“That is the intent of the offer. That is its attraction. My client wants to make certain that you have no more uncertainty about work, no need to come to Venezuela looking for cargo, for instance. The money should be enough that you can maintain your boat and even invest a little money against problems that you might have later.”

“And all I have to do is?”

She slid what was unmistakably a plane ticket across the table. “Sign the contract and return to Trinidad to begin hauling cargo.”

“You don’t want me to see my brother? Just turn tail and leave?”

She shook her head. “No such thing! I think you should see your brother. Assure him that while justice in this country is slow and uncertain, that while imprisonment is harsh, the truth of this matter will certainly come out. Hire him a good lawyer, I will be glad to supply references, then spend a few days and nights with your girlfriend, and relax. You might even take that tourist trip to Angel Falls. It is quite beautiful. Or I can even arrange a trip to Mérida, up in the Andes.”

“Anywhere but Cumaná.”

“Almost anywhere. I think my client might even pay for the travel expenses.”

“Another indication of excessive generosity from your anonymous client. What if I said I wanted you to go with me instead of my girlfriend?”

“Naughty of you to think of it,” she said, “but not part of the offer. And my client cannot give what my client does not own. This country does operate by a form of rule of law.”

“Do you really think that if I stay in Cumaná I’ll get on some crusade and raise hell trying to free my brother?”

“I don’t have any idea of what you will do, only what you are capable of. Think of me as my client’s risk consultant. I have to think as I would if I worked for an insurance company. I would be required to do due diligence. After research, my assessment is that, regardless of your brother’s guilt or innocence you could stir things up and endanger my client’s interests.”

Actually, she was probably right.

“That’s the nicest way of calling someone a hothead that I’ve ever heard,” I told her. 

She paused before adding, “So that you really understand as much as possible, I should add that those interests I am protecting are not directly tied to your brother’s fate. My client does not care whether your brother is guilty or not, whether he is convicted or not. None of that has anything to do with...with the things you might confuse.”

“Right. Damn nice of your client to be such a caring soul.” I looked at the contract, stumbled through a few lines of the nominally English document. “The problem is that I can’t decide anything until I have an idea of what is going on here. Since you’ve written this in lawyer-speak instead of human language it will take some time.”

Ms. López pushed a business card across the table. “I understand that too,” she said softly. 

“You should have written it in Chinese. It would be clearer.”

“Take the contract and the ticket with you. Have a lawyer read the contract. Have a Chinese lawyer read it, if that helps. I can recommend one or two of those as well. If, after you have had it explained to you, you decide to accept, simply sign the contract, then call me—I’ll tell you where to send it. If there are problems with the terms of the contract, call me.” She pointed at her cellular phone. “The number on the card is for this phone.”

I looked at her card. It had nothing but her name, phone number and the fact that she was a lawyer. At least it didn’t offer the services of a lousy welder. 

“What if I decide to stay here and fight the good fight?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Call me before you decide irrevocably. Any decision.”

“Why?”

“Perhaps only so that we can have another drink together.” I smiled at this, and she said, “Don’t you think I enjoy your company?”

“No. How can you? I’m rude and ungentlemanly.”

“Is that a negative? Most people are far too polite for my taste. It isn’t exciting. Life needs excitement, as you seem to know. But we should take up that subject when we can spend our time leisurely and not on business.”

Her telephone rang just then and as she turned away to answer it, I was left alone inside my head, with her sensuous rendering of the word “leisurely” echoing in my head as she answered the phone. She talked and, keeping her eyes on me all the time, listened for a moment then simply said, “Gracias.” Then she clobbered me with her knockout smile again. “Your friend is on her way and I must go now.” She stood up and held out her hand, so I stood up and took it. “I have enjoyed meeting you. Please call me.” 

Then she was gone.

I sat down and ordered another beer, feeling that things were growing curiouser and curiouser, as Alice so aptly put it. I looked at the contract again. In amongst all the lawyer-speak clauses were a few actual English words that weren’t a party of any part but seemed to indicate the deal was exactly as she said it was and nothing more. I stuck it, along with my brand-new plane ticket and her business card, in my duffle. 

Too much was happening, too quick.

I didn’t sit there for more than five minutes before Maggie came in, flushed and out of breath. I jumped up and gave her a hug and a kiss. She looked as good as ever, but the contrast between her and Victoria López couldn’t have been more striking.

Victoria was an elegant Latin beauty, Maggie had short brown hair and bright blue eyes and was tan from working in the sun. Shorter and more muscular than Victoria, Maggie had a delightful curve to her. On top of that, Maggie wore jeans, sandals and a man’s shirt. Two completely different women, both exciting and desirable. 

Shows what little use arbitrary standards of beauty and sexiness are.

“Martin, I’m sorry I’m so late,” she said as we broke from the kiss, immediately starting in to tell her story. “I left in plenty of time to meet the flight, but I got stopped by a police road block. They had to see all my papers: the documents for the car, driving license, I.D., everything. Then, when they seemed happy with the papers, they started to search the car. Took their time about it too. It was loco. They wouldn’t say what they were looking for. 

Drugs, I guess.

I told her to sit down and catch her breath. I leaned across the table and told her, “They weren’t looking for anything.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was a stall. They just wanted to keep you from getting here on time.”

She shook her head in disbelief and wiped sweat from her forehead with a paper napkin from the dispenser on the table. “Why would they, whoever they might be, do that?”

I let her wait for a moment, fidgeting impatiently. I was still gathering my own thoughts on the subject. “There was someone else here to meet me. A woman.” I pointed to the empty beer bottles. “She wanted to buy me a beer and talk about the facts of life—Tim’s life mostly, and she had an interesting offer, but for me, not Tim.”

“What kind of offer?”

I took the contract from my bag and handed it across to her. Maggie wiped the table with her napkin before spreading the contract out on the surface. “Jesus, but I hate legal mumbo jumbo,” she muttered as she read. When she finished, and she gave it a more careful reading than I had, she asked, “What does this have to do with Tim?”

“Directly? Very little. But it ensures, if executed, that one Martin Billings won’t be on stage while Tim’s case is played out. It is the carrot that entices the potential disrupter, the bad boy of this portion of the Western world, to go home quietly. Along with the contract comes a free trip to Trinidad on Friday.”

“She was serious about this?”

I nodded. “Serious and mysterious. She had taken the time to know exactly who I was and when I’d be here, then got some cops, or their stand-ins, to delay you. I know the freight company mentioned in the contract pretty well, we do work for them from time to time. She probably knows that, and that I could confirm the validity of the deal with one phone call. I am sure the whole offer is legit.”

Maggie tapped the contract with her fingertip, her mind racing far away. “I wonder how she knew what you even looked like.”

“Another bit of mysteriousness,” I said. “She had an old Navy photo of me, one I’d even forgotten existed.”

Maggie reached over and touched my arm. “Now there is something I can explain. Tim had a photo of you from your SEAL days. He showed it to me once. It was probably taken from him when he was arrested.”

“Tim was still carrying that? I remember sending him one when I had them made—right after graduation, but he was in grade school.” Of course, Tim always surprised me. It’s just that normally the surprises weren’t touching. “But how did this lawyer get it?”

Maggie shrugged. I knew that shrug and how loaded it was with meaning. It meant, how can you know? How did she get the cops to play along? How did she get a legit Trinidad businessman to make a distinctly disadvantageous business offer? It probably held even more meaning than that. 

It was quite a shrug.

We sat in a somewhat stunned silence for a few minutes. A kind person might say that we were gathering our thoughts. Whatever Victoria López had intended, if setting us back on our heels was part of it then she had succeeded wonderfully. 

I scooped up my bag. 

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” I said. “I need open space.”

Maggie led the way out of the bar, downstairs into the terminal itself and out the front doors into the parking lot. The bright sun shone with an intensity you never experience outside the tropics. The air felt drier than it had in Trinidad, making me comfortably warm instead of hot. 

The climate of Venezuela has to be one of the best in the world.

Maggie stopped at a Land Cruiser, or what had once been one and now had the shell of one badly interwoven with the decay so prevalent in the tropics. I shuddered at the sight of its banners of white-painted metal and rust. I hate the sight of neglect and she saw my look.

“The hazards of salt air,” she said. “Jezebel is safe if not pretty. And if she were pretty, she’d be a target for bandidos.”

The name Jezebel did not give me a feeling of confidence. People tend to name cars after some dominant trait, and treachery wasn’t what I considered a reassuring quality. Despite her down-at-the-heels look, a security bar connected the steering wheel to the gearshift with a convincing display of burglar proofing. 

I laughed. “Isn’t this a bit of overkill?”

“Even a shabby looking car isn’t safe in such a poor country. If it runs, you need to take precautions.” When she turned the key, the engine started with a confident roar. “Good girl, Jezzy,” she said, patting the dashboard. Her face drifted off into thoughtfulness as we left the parking lot.

“A genuine Bolívar for your thoughts,” I said.

She smiled. “I was just thinking about what happened today. Some of the things are easy to figure. Any well-informed and well-educated person, anyone with money, for that matter, could have gotten access to the information that your mystery woman had, even the photo. But I can’t figure out how she knew when you would arrive. That bothers me. I made the arrangements just before I called you.”

“It bothers me too,” I agreed. “So, let’s work backwards a bit. Who else knew I was coming?”

She thought for a time. “I’m trying to remember if I mentioned it to anyone but Tim.”

“You didn’t tell the cops who are investigating the case?”

She shook her head emphatically. “They won’t talk to me. That’s one reason I thought you should be here. They’ll only release information to his lawyer or family.”

“Sounds like police the world over. So, when did you tell Tim I was coming?”

“Just before I called you. I went to see him in jail and—of course!”

“What?”

Her eyes lit up with excitement. “They insist on having a guard present when I meet with Tim. He’s a sleepy-eyed old oaf who sits in a corner and blends into the wallpaper. He claimed he didn’t speak English, and I fell for it.” Her knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. “Damn!”

“No harm done,” I pointed out. “We weren’t depending on a surprise counterattack or anything.” She didn’t answer, so I pressed the point. “Were we? I mean, I wasn’t.”

She said nothing, but she was smiling again.

The blinding glare of the afternoon sun through the windshield made it hard to enjoy the view or, more importantly, for the driver to see the road ahead. Fortunately, we came to an intersection and Maggie turned, putting the sun on our side. “I know I haven’t been in Cumaná in a long time, but aren’t we going the wrong way? I thought the jail was to the right.”

“It is to the right, but it is a structured institution with traditions and rules. One such rule is its visiting hours, which are from nine to noon, and five to seven p.m. I thought you might as well see him first thing in the morning, rather than wait around town all day.

“So, we are going...?”

“To the wondrous village of Mochima. I’ve got my boat anchored out in front of the town dock. Early tomorrow morning we can drive in and see Tim.”

“So, I’m staying on the boat?”

She laughed. “I should’ve said something, asked about that. I just figured it would be okay. It’s okay, isn’t it? You don’t mind?”

“It sounds great,” I said and relaxed back into the seat. Events pushed me in curious directions. 

The flow seemed nice at the moment.

“Now it is your turn,” she said.

“For what?”

“Oh, silent one, a beer for your thoughts.”

“Ah, yes, I had drifted away a bit. Well, like the beautiful lady who spoke before me...”

“Flattery will get you a lot, of tolerance anyway.”

“I am sorting through the confusion, my own confusion at least. Others will have to sort through their own. I have just flown into Venezuela to solve a problem, to play, as Ugly Bill puts it, the role of cavalry. So far, so good. Of course, I know almost nothing about the situation I am coming in to rescue, which is par for the course, but things haven’t gone down in a sensible way. I am feeling quite out of synch with the great ‘what’s happening.’ If I were on a boat, I’d think the glass was falling—a storm was headed for us. Well, you know that sense. There is nothing in the sky, no logical evidence to support the idea, but you feel it in your bones that something is going to break, hard and fast.”

“And you go with it, cause ninety percent of the time you are right.”

“Exactly. Now when I left this morning—was it only this morning? —in addition to having no clue about the scope of Tim’s problems, I didn’t know if you’d want to see me. I had no idea what our relationship is, or was, or will be. I don’t know what Tim will want or expect. In fact, the only person involved in this that I am clear on is Ms. López, who may be lying. But I am pretty sure that, in her case, the message—that I should go home immediately, if not sooner—was the intended message.”

“But now you are clearer about me as well?”

“I hope so.”

“And Ugly Bill. You are clear about him.”

“It’s hard not to be. You get it wrong and he tells you and then tells the world what a fool you are. Well, maybe tomorrow morning your friendly jail guard will be able to shed some light on who Victoria López is.”

“Sure, for the right price if he knows. But it may be a simple dialing for dollars scheme.”

“Not a game I know.”

“You need to watch television some time. If she is as smart as you think,” she paused and chuckled to herself, “and I should mention at this point that your judgment about women can be rather fallible...”

“Cheap shot! True but still cheap.”

“...then she most likely is just someone who gives him a number and says call me every time the gringo has a visitor and you win some money.”

I had to admit that it sounded all too likely.

The divided highway ended, and Jezebel started up the hills of the sole highway—a two-lane road that winds along the coast toward Mochima. Mochima is the name of a huge national park, but it is also the name of a small village with a population of about twelve hundred that sits on one of its nicer bays. 

A former fishing village, Mochima is now a tourist destination, famous for its beaches. 

Located about halfway between the cities of Cumaná and Puerto La Cruz, the hidden bays of Mochima offer many lovely and safe places to anchor a boat. The first Westerners to catch on to this useful fact were the Spanish sailors who hid from pirates there in the 1500s when Cumaná was a brand-new spot on the brand-new maps. 

The citizens of Mochima trace their lineage back to happier relationships between those Spaniards and the Cumanágoto Indians who lived there at the time and were probably rather amused at being discovered until they learned what it meant.

As we drove, I asked Maggie for as much detail as she had about Tim’s case. “I know almost nothing,” I said. “So, start at the beginning.”

“He’s only been in Venezuela a few months, about six, I think,” she said. “He came down here to do field work for an ecology group called The Ecological Difference. It’s a low-pay job.  Sort of an internship. There are only a few actual employees working for the group, and volunteers do most of the work. The employees are more into admin and coordinating the volunteers. But there are a few key jobs that they do so that there is continuity in the work as volunteers come and go.

“Initially Tim got hired to run a boat. He took scientists around the park so they could do whatever it is scientists do in order to be able to write learned papers on water quality and the proliferation or disappearance of various critters from the environment, so that they can cop headlines exposing the greed of major corporations, or suing them, or begging them for money. But he was supposed to be learning, too, training for better things. 

Chris, his boss, is due to be rotated back to the States soon. Tim’s understanding was that he was training to be promoted into Chris’s job. But the two of them didn’t hit it off very well. Tim mumbled some rather incoherent things about Chris screwing him out of his opportunity. Now I assume that Chris will be replaced with someone from the States.

“At any rate, in the course of taking scientists around the park, and making rounds himself, Tim got to know a lot of the fishermen who live in the park. He became good friends with one in particular who was named Antonio. For some reason that I don’t know anything about, the two of them had a fight in a bar one Saturday night. Some people said it was about drugs, others said it was because Tim was living with Antonio’s younger sister. Tim told me that he doesn’t really know what it was about. But the point is that no one denies there was a fight and that before it was over Tim slugged Antonio, mumbled something that, the next day, various witnesses interpreted as threats, or so the rumors go, and left. Two days later, on Monday morning, someone went out to the fish camp. Antonio was a watcher—do you know how that works?”

I nodded.

“This person snuck up behind Antonio and cut his throat. Two days later the cops arrested Tim at Antonio’s sister’s house. Her name is María by the way. When the cops kicked in the door the two of them were in bed together. And,” she sighed, “they found the obligatory ‘small quantity of controlled substances, probably cocaine’ on the premises, which lent enough credence to the drug theory, or rumors, to make the police as happy as pigs in shit.”

“Whew!”

“Right.”

“What does Tim say?”

Maggie frowned. “Martin, if it’s okay with you I’d rather let him tell you himself. I don’t want to put words in his mouth or even say them differently than he would.”

I swallowed my impatience. She was right to make me hear it myself.

Maggie skillfully brought the rattling Jezebel down the steep and winding incline toward Mochima. At one point we had a beautiful view of the bay and I could see Maggie’s lovely wooden ketch, Scape, at anchor, a dash of nautical white bobbing on an improbably blue bay. The Venezuelan coast is dotted with such picture-postcard photo opportunities, which is only one factor that makes it so popular with tourists from around the world.

Maggie parked Jezebel on a back street in Mochima. To be precise, she parked her on the back street. Mochima only has two streets that run parallel through the town. One goes along the waterfront and is home to the stores and restaurants, the other runs a few meters further inland.

I grabbed my duffle and we made the short walk to the waterfront from the more sheltered street. Even in that brief time, the temperature dropped noticeably as a breeze blowing from the water met us halfway. 

As we walked, Maggie exchanged friendly greetings with a number of local people, all of whom seemed happy to see her. An agreeable temperature, agreeable people, and a charming town were not unusual first impressions of Mochima.

We stopped for lunch at El Mochimero, a waterfront restaurant which offered a lunchtime special on pargo rojo, local red snapper. The restaurant had no walls on the seaside, so no matter where you sat, if you looked toward the water, you were rewarded with a postcard view of the bay. Brightly colored peñeros shuttled tourists to and from the beaches or brought in fishermen with their catch.

The paint scheme of each peñero reflected the aesthetics of its owner, and each boat had its name painted in large letters, with “P. Sucre” written underneath, for the name of the State. Many of the boat names were dedications, such as mi familia—my family or mis hijos—my children. Some were nicknames, such as los locos—the crazies. And some were named after girlfriends or patron saints. 

Halfway into the bay sat a different kind of boat. A less colorful boat, just the natural color of wood, with a white hull, but perhaps for that even more beautiful. 

The sailing vessel Scape floated patiently at anchor, awaiting Maggie’s return.

“My refuge,” Maggie sighed as her professional eye scanned Scape’s lines and rigging, looking for any sign that anything was amiss. 

She looked to be in Bristol condition to me—nothing badly maintained or out of place, but as her owner and a professional skipper, I knew that Maggie spotted a dozen minor things I missed. 

My reverie was interrupted by the abrupt and cheerful arrival of an overweight local girl who told me her name was Linda.  Maggie already knew her, of course, and smiled as Linda informed me that she was delighted to be our waitress on this most beautiful of all God’s beautiful days. She overflowed with happiness, and throughout our leisurely lunch, served us with remarkable enthusiasm. 

Whether it was because we were the only customers, or simply that it was her nature to bubble over with greetings, questions and comments about how good the food tasted and how the weather was, didn’t matter. Her demeanor became another agreeable thing about this part of the day and made me feel that the opportunity to serve us lunch had made her life worth living. 

I could happily live with a few more such kind fictions.

Maggie had tied Scape’s tender, a gray rubber inflatable dinghy often referred to as a rubber duck, to a stanchion on the front of the restaurant.  When we finished eating and paid for our meal, I grabbed my duffle and we walked to her in that unhurried after-dinner walk and hopped in. Maggie started up the five-horse outboard motor and in minutes we were aboard.

Once we climbed on board, I trailed the dinghy in Scape’s wake, noting that the tide was moderate and ebbing. I tied her rope, the painter, in sailor speak, to the stern. I tossed my duffle in the center cockpit, in the shade of the awning, and sat myself down on the comfortable cushions while Maggie unlocked the hatches and went below to open the port lights and let fresh air in below decks.

I had arrived during the off season for tourists, which in Mochima primarily means that it wasn’t a weekend, or Holy Week, or Simon Bolívar’s birthday, or any of the other Venezuelan holidays of which there are so many you need a computerized calendar to track them. 

So, the town was remarkably quiet, especially for a rural town, and Scape was alone in the bay, with only a few passing peñeros to stir the water around us.

Maggie came back up on deck and sat beside me, slumping back against the cushions. It dawned on me that it must’ve been a long and stressful day for her too. 

She couldn’t have even been certain I would actually arrive.

“Did you say that Tim worked in this park and that is how he knew Antonio?” She nodded. “I thought the park was for recreational use only. I know they banned houses here, except for the pueblo of Mochima, so how is it that Antonio was living there?”

“Parks in Venezuela are sometimes a bit different than anywhere else,” she reminded me with a smile. “When the park was formed the fishermen and their families had been living here for a few hundred years already. The government decided to allow the families who were here to stay. They could keep the existing fish camps but not build new ones.”

“So, Antonio’s family has been in the area for a long time?”

“Someone joked that when Columbus arrived, he was met by these fishermen who rowed out to see if he wanted to buy any fish. Ironically, that probably is not a joke but one of the more accurate historical anecdotes. But yes, they have been in the area an unimaginably long time. They have a fishing camp at Punta Tigrillo, it’s around the point, less than half an hour away by peñero.”

“What is it I remember about that area?” I knew the place well as one of the more beautiful spots on a spectacular coast, but for others there were different attractions as well. “Weren’t there some major drug busts there, around Isla Caracas?”

She laughed and leaned up against me. “Welcome to South America!”

Her shoulders felt soft and good. I put my arm around her and pulled her a little closer as she explained.

“Every year, it seems, there is a reported bust or a discovery of a cache of drugs hidden there. If not there, then somewhere else in the area.” She lifted her head to look at me. “It seems that the remoteness of the islands is too tempting to resist, especially given that they are right on the major trafficking route. The Venezuelan authorities claim that the bad guys are Colombians using Venezuela as a transshipment point.”

I laughed. “The same thing Trinidad says about Venezuela and the islands in the Gulf of Paria.”

“Exactly. And regardless of who is doing the smuggling, everyone agrees about how popular those routes are for the smugglers. So, the islands are great temporary hiding spots.” She rocked her head back, again resting it against my shoulder. “Martin, do you think that all this trouble is somehow tied into drugs? I know the police claimed it was, but I had never really believed that.”

“What problems don’t involve drugs these days?” I asked as I watched a brown pelican make a spectacular turn, dive fifteen feet into the water and emerge with a fish. “But I don’t have any ideas yet, really. I’m trying my damn best to not jump to any conclusions while I’m still getting the story sorted out. But I accept the fact that drugs mean money often enough that people get killed over them regularly. And I know that drug money can buy a lot of information and cooperation.”

She turned her face toward mine. “You mean the woman at the airport?”

I could feel my eyebrows go up involuntarily. “Ms. López? I hadn’t even thought about her, or rather I had happily put her out of my mind for a while. But sure, she could be tied up with drug dealers. Or, maybe she is just a hired face, and the nasties begin with whomever she works for. If the issue is drug money, she may know nothing about it, but then again, if she is a hired gun she isn’t the kind who would work cheap. And maybe she wouldn’t care if it was about drugs or not.”

“Is she pretty?”

I knew the issue would come up sooner or later. I also knew that lying would be death. “Ms. López? Yes,” I said, hoping it could be left at that.

“Hmm.”

“Which means?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Oh no! Whenever a woman tells me that nothing is the matter, I know it is serious.”

“Okay, so it isn’t nothing. Just a thought.”

“Care to share?”

“She had to be pretty, and probably glamorous.”

“Why?”

“See, if she were ugly, then it would be suspicious, because someone who is what she claims to be would have to be quite pretty. So, anyone pretending to be what she claims to be would also have to be pretty. And dressed well too.”

“I don’t get it.”

“That’s because you are a man.” 

Fearing for my sanity, I let that one go, and we sat in silence. I held her in my arms and we simply watched the afternoon age, and then begin the gentle slip toward evening. 

The peñeros stopped running, having brought the few tourists back from the beach, and they pulled the boats up along the water’s edge where they added bright color to the waterfront.

Finally, she asked, “Would you like a sundowner? I’m afraid all I can offer in the way of drinks is rum and orange juice.”

I didn’t really want her to move, but, “I’d love a drink, but let me provide the nectar.” I reached into my bag and pulled out the bottle of unblended scotch.

She clasped her hands together melodramatically. 

“My hero,” she said and went below for glasses and ice, leaving the warm spot where she had been leaning against me cooling rapidly. I felt a bit empty.

As we toasted the sunset, and the first stars of the evening, I couldn’t keep from playing through the events of the day. My mind continued sorting out the mountain of information I’d been inundated with over the last two days. 

Tiredness and alcohol swept over me gently, and the erotic touch and smell of Maggie’s presence didn’t help me organize my thoughts. Even the boat conspired against my efforts by rocking gently in a way that made me want to give in completely, and let my conscious brain have a nice holiday.

After a time, I reached through my fog to ask, “Doesn’t it seem to you that the evidence against Tim is really a bit thin? Unless there is something we don’t know, all the police really have on him is a few secondhand reports of a fight between friends and some muttered threats. There is no connection between that and the drugs they found, and no proof they were Tim’s.”

“It was enough to get him arrested,” she said sullenly.

“Yeah, but I don’t think Tim has to worry about much, even in a Venezuelan court. We get him a good lawyer...” I was already brightening at the prospect, seeing myself saving Tim with the judicious outlay of a few gringo dollars.

Maggie laughed in surprise. “Martin! I thought you understood how things operated down here. A trial is a long way away. Years, if there ever is one. A gringo doesn’t do well in prison here under the best of circumstances, and if he is thought to be involved in drugs he won’t live long enough to get to trial. The other prisoners will kill him if they think he has access to drugs and won’t share. It isn’t enough to be able to prove Tim didn’t kill Antonio, we have to find out who did and convince the police of the error of their ways. Fast.”

As I said, Maggie was never much on mincing words. 

She was right, too. I hadn’t thought through that part of it. I guess I was looking for a way to untangle myself from this mess, hoping to find a simple, speedy and painless solution, the kind only useful to wrap up a television sitcom. 

My heart knew that a prison term, with or without a trial, would be the same as a death sentence for Tim.

“Then we will figure out how to do that,” I said, hoping it was true.

Maggie picked up the bottle and refilled our glasses. 

“I’m sure you will,” she said, her voice honey soft.



CHAPTER THREE

The morning grew bright early. There was no wind. The calm, still water reflected the sunlight and I could tell it would be oppressively hot soon. About six thirty, someone on shore turned a radio on loud. Thin and badly distorted cuatro music took over from the peaceful silence.

“Mochima wakes up,” Maggie said cheerfully as she poked her head up into the cockpit. “Ready for breakfast?”

I was starving and said so. I had been sitting in the cockpit since before sunrise with my mind churning like a tumble drier. I couldn’t have any real peace while I kept rummaging through the few tangled bits of information I had about Tim’s case. Worse, I kept imagining what I would or might learn next. 

I knew this wasn’t productive, but I had begun to feel as if I were trying to assemble a jigsaw puzzle while half the pieces were still in the box. I nodded my head at the distracting noise from the shore.

“Does this happen every morning?”

“Just on weekdays and weekends,” she said. “This, or something quite like it.” Then she ducked below and shortly the smell of bacon and eggs took my mind off the abrasive pretense to music that floated from ashore. The delightful town of yesterday seemed far less idyllic at the moment. 

About the time she brought breakfast up on a tray a gentle breeze had begun to cool me. This breeze came from far out at sea. It had that kind of salty freshness that gave renewed hope for the day. As we ate our breakfast in the cockpit someone ashore mercifully turned the music down a bit and I began to feel more human and ready to face the day.

I saw Maggie’s cool blue eyes appraising me. “Are you going to shave this morning?” she asked.

I told her that I hadn’t thought much about it one way or another.

“Well,” she said, “when you talk to the police, you’ll get a lot more cooperation if you look more like ex-Navy SEAL and a bit less like a scruffy freighter captain.”

“Ah. You seem to be telling me that you think I should shave. Go incognito.”

“Right.”

It made sense, just as many of her ideas did. So, I shaved, showered, and generally spruced myself up. So, by the time we took the dinghy ashore, retrieved Jezebel and headed back across the hills toward Cumaná, I not only looked presentable, I felt more refreshed too.

There were only a few ancient and battered Ford Galaxies that passed for taxis on the dusty road, so we made good time, arriving into town while it was still cool and early. Things don’t ordinarily get much of an early start in Venezuela. 

Venezuelans don’t do morning. Most business and stores don’t open before eight thirty or nine, and only the banks are crowded that early, with people lining up to do their banking or get tax stamps for official papers.

The jail, Tim’s current home, was located between the old city center and the municipal pier, which is mostly used by the military these days, except for the huge ship that brings cars in once a week. Venezuelans are fond of parks, which offer some respite from the sunny sidewalk, especially at midday, and Cumaná has a number of them. 

At the one near the jail, people gathered under its shade trees to talk, or hung around the banks of nonfunctional pay telephones where enterprising vendors offered juice and food. The park has a refreshing and relaxing feel. The building next to it, the jail, has all the grace and charm of institutional buildings everywhere, which is to say none at all.

We parked the cooperative Jezebel in a parking garage a few blocks away. That would keep her out of the sun and save us baking more than we needed to later on. We walked through the park to the jail. 

Maggie led the way in the front door, bypassing a couple of unattended desks and heading directly to a battered gray metal desk in the rear where she began speaking rapidly in Spanish to a battered and obese man behind it. I saw him shake his head, so I moved closer as much curious to discover if my rusty Spanish could make sense of his words as anything.

“We have no such prisoner,” is what he was saying.

Maggie winked at me as if this was a pretty normal way for encounters at the jail to start. “Are you certain?” She asked. “He was here when I came to see him before.” 

He was certain. He pointed to a box of dog-eared file cards. He kept the records, after all. Who could be more certain than the record keeper?

Maggie smiled at him in a way that I can only describe as winningly. She put her hand in her back pocket and pulled out a few Bolívar notes, then she reached over and took his hand as if she wanted to hold it.

“I am sure that there is some mistake, Señor,” she said pleasantly. “If you could take another look at your records, I’m sure you will find him. It can’t be that difficult for an observant man like yourself to locate a young gringo in here.”

The man glanced in his hand as she pulled hers away. Taking a quick count of his haul was my guess, and then he smiled warmly. “A gringo? Why didn’t you say that before?”

He opened his desk drawer and took out a large book, the kind of ledger used in Charles Dickens's days.

“Of course, I know who you mean now,” he was saying as he opened the smudgy ledger.

The ledger binding was roach eaten, they love the glue, and the pages were ready to leave the book. But this was the sacred record of comings and goings of visitors to the guests of the establishment. Each prisoner had his own page, and everyone had to sign in.

Maggie kissed my cheek. “Sign the nice man’s book and have a good talk with Tim.”

“You aren’t going in?”

“No. You two should talk alone. Besides, I have some shopping to do.”

“Women,” I chuckled. “Never miss a chance to shop.”

“Oh, yes,” she cooed. “I need some frilly sandpaper, I hope they have pink, and I want some bedding compound for some deck cleats that won’t clash with the rest of the decor. They might have the new styles in and who can guess what they will do with the necklines on the things this year?”

“I see those are important issues,” I said as I signed the book, taking my time so that I could scan the names, hoping there might be something interesting in the list of those who came to see Tim before me. 

I noted a few names that I didn’t recognize appeared several times. They had started coming right after the arrest. Possibly they were police or from the public prosecutor’s office, but I didn’t know if they would be required to sign in. 

After that flurry of activity there was only Maggie’s elegant signature. It surprised me to find no evidence that Victoria López had been there. At least I couldn’t see that name in a legible signature. And there were no other women’s names. 

The book was no help at all in that regard.

Maggie called from the doorway. “Should I bring you an arepa when I come back?”

Arepas are a cornmeal bread with some kind of filling, usually, and the vendors sell them along the street during the mornings.

“Great,” I said. “But meat, carne mechada if possible. If all they have is ham and cheese, forget it.”

“Meat,” she repeated as she left.

The man with the ledger book looked wistfully after Maggie, at her legs actually, and asked, “Ella también?”

“Just me,” I told him. He looked disappointed for a moment, then went to arrange my meeting with Tim. As he left, I sat down in a broken kitchen chair that had its back to the wall. 

As I waited, I blessed Maggie for omitting the optional stirring lecture about being nice to Tim in his hour of need. She was clever enough to know that if we were going to snap at each other we would anyway, and a lecture would just annoy me. 

A few minutes later, the fat man waddled back into the room and motioned for me to go with him. I followed and we passed through a series of heavy metal doors. At each he had to go through an elaborate show of unlocking and relocking each door, making it clear that each door had its own key. 

Finally, he unlocked a door that was labeled Interview Room, which struck me as a pleasant name for an airless, windowless box with harsh yellow lighting that flickered from ancient fly spattered ceiling fixtures. And for our interviewing comfort there were more of the same broken-down kitchen chairs that abounded in the reception area. I sat down. 

My stomach knotted as I waited. I struggled with the entire idea that I waited for the police to bring my little brother in. I wasn’t so sure I was up to this meeting, but there wasn’t an honest way out of it, and it all came down to being forced to confront the unpleasant to get to the truth. 

That seems to come up far too often in life for my tastes.

My history with Tim had a lot of rough spots. I was fifteen years older, and although I'd taken care of him when he was a toddler, I hardly knew him as a man. I went to college and then was in the Navy, seldom coming home, the entire time he was in high school. 

During the last years of high school, those troublesome teen years when the world is seen through hormones, his troubles started.

Mom’s letters told of his unsuccessful battles with the system, and she even admitted she worried that he was secretly drinking. As one who never got along too well with authority in any degree myself, I wrote off most of her worries to normal parental paranoia. 

I assumed she had watched me grow up with the same apprehensions and would have written to an older brother about me, if I’d had one, just as she wrote to me about Tim. But I was wrong. Despite his problems, Tim did well enough in school to get into college, but he soon got tossed out for reasons I was never too clear on. 

A year later, Mom and Dad were killed in a car wreck and he got worse. He quickly ran through the little money he had inherited. I bought my first boat with mine, well, made the down payment anyway. The next thing I knew, Tim was well into a long run of trouble, which he called bad luck. His attitude grew sour. Once he even told me that the only truth, he believed in was “life sucks.” 

It was easy to see the candor he put in that statement.

“Not always,” was about the cleverest retort I could think of.

“Yes, it does, and I can prove that a lot easier than I can prove the existence of gravity,” he’d said.

Optimist that I am, I continued to think he’d snap out of whatever it was that had a hold of him. But now he was twenty-five and it didn’t seem to have happened yet. Over time we grew further apart. We only seemed to touch each other’s lives now and then, and our history was that it only happened when he was in trouble. Like now. 

The door opened suddenly. He came in, escorted into the room by the sleepy-eyed guard Maggie had warned me about. I stood and froze in place.

I have to say, in my defense, my first instinct was to grab him in a big, brotherly, bear hug. He looked so frail, surprisingly frail, and maybe that’s why I didn’t do it. But maybe I was also too concerned about making some big display of affection in public. I don’t know, but I do know the moment for that hug slipped by in a gut-wrenching moment before I did anything at all.

He must’ve sensed it, too, because he gave me a foolish grin and said, “Hi.” Then he sat down.

We sat in the chairs facing each other wordlessly. The guard became wallpaper, as Maggie had said. The air felt stuffy, heavy with dust and maybe anticipation as well. 

I took a moment to look him over more carefully now. His normal sartorial preference leaned toward the scruffy, but he looked bad, even by his standards. His tee shirt and jeans were filthy dirty. His shoulder peeked out, dirty white through a tear in the shirt. He hadn’t been starving since I’d seen him last, in fact he’d filled out a bit, but he wasn’t fit. 

People don’t realize it is often muscle tone more than bulk that decides whether someone looks fat or fit. He looked soft and doughy. It’s an unhealthy combination. He had also acquired a swollen left eye and a dark bruise on the right side of his head. I could tell they had a rough playground here and recess was probably no longer his favorite time of day.

“Well, bro,” he said smiling and showing a chipped tooth. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“Well, you know it’s a small world, Tiny Tim. How are you doing?”

He indicated the place with his upturned hands. “Hey, I’ve got luxury accommodations in a tropical paradise. And for free. Does it get better than that?”

I looked around. “Yeah. It does. In a few gutters I’ve been in.”

“Yeah, well.”

“Are they feeding you all right?”

He took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and lit one with a lighter the guard handed him. He blew out a cloud of white smoke and handed the guard back his lighter and a cigarette. The cigarette had been expected.

“Yeah, the food’s fantastic, but they do let the champagne get warm and we have to brush after every meal. They are brutal about that.”

“Sarcasm won’t help. I need information.”

He smiled. “Sure, sarcasm helps. Why I feel better already. Loads better. And you want information? What brand? We’ve got all kinds of information. We know who is holding and what cell is best avoided after dark.”

“Information about you. Your story. Your telling of what went down that wound up with you landing in this vacation spot.”

“I guess I won the lottery.”

“Start with the truth. Tell me what happened.”

“So, you can sneer at it?”

I shook my head. “So, I can prove it.”

He grinned and shook his head. “News bulletin, big brother—the truth doesn’t matter to anyone in this burg. They’ve got me, and I’m going to die in this hole.” Then he sat back and lapsed into sullen silence.

“Tell me about the murder.”

His eyes flashed a hard, challenging look. “I didn’t do it. End of information available to this reporter. Watch for film of me not doing it at eleven.”

“Any guesses as to who did do it?”

I caught a flicker of relief cross his face, a look that quickly switched into sadness. “No.” He thought a moment longer. “None at all. I can’t even imagine why anyone would have wanted to kill Antonio. He was a great guy.” He puffed on his cigarette thoughtfully. “Of course, neither can anyone else. That’s why I’m in here.”

“Tell me about the fight.”

He looked surprised. “Fight? What fight? It wasn’t a fight.”

“That’s what it says in the police report.”

“Yeah, well we disagreed that night, but it was more like a pissing contest. I know the difference. I’ve been in real fights.”

“Ever win one?”

He grinned. “This was the first time. I’ve never won a real fight.”

“So, tell me about this pissing contest.”

His hand was trembling as he took another drag from his cigarette. “I like to hang out in a local fisherman’s bar. It’s a nice place. I don’t like fancy and as you’d expect it’s a bit low class, but clean and they have fair prices and good people. That kind of nice place. And I’ve never seen tourists there. But it is better than parts of the barrio. You can play a game of darts and not get killed. We go there to play dominoes and darts, tell lies, drink...I had been drinking kind of hard when Antonio came in that night.”

“Why? Anything special?”

“It’s this job I’ve got. With the Foundation.”

“Maggie told me a little about it.”

“Well, Chris, the asshole I work for gave me a bad recommendation. I hoped to get his job when he got rotated back to the U.S. of A., but because he lowered the boom on me for no reason, they decided to bring somebody new in and leave me at the bottom of the heap. As if Chris’s was such a difficult and demanding job. Anyway, I asked him to reconsider, and he said he was. But I found out from a friend in the U.S. office that what he was reconsidering was whether or not they ought to let me stay on at all. Then I heard he wanted to stay and keep it himself.”

“Okay. I get the picture.”

“So, I bought a bottle of Anís de flamenco, the real cheap and strong stuff, and was sharing it with some of the guys when Antonio came in. He walks right up to where I am sitting with María—that’s his sister—and starts yelling that she should stay away from me or he’d tell her papá. There was a whole bunch of other shit, but he was talking too fast in his bogus fisherman dialect for me to get most of it. I thought he was drunk.  I asked him what fly got up his nose, and he said he has seen me, and he knew what I was doing. That made me mad. I hadn’t been doing anything that should bug him. I figured he was just ragging me because he knew I was sleeping with María and for some reason it suddenly bothered him. Not that she was a virgin when I met her. Anyway, it didn’t make any sense to me, but somehow, we got to pushing and shoving each other. I guess, well I’ve been told, I finally cold cocked him and took María home.” 

He rubbed his chin. “And that’s really all I know about it. I never did find out what he was really in such an uproar about.”

“You don’t know what he thought he saw?”

Tim shook his head. “Marty, I was drunk enough, and he was angry enough, and that damn Venezuelan fisher-Spanish was flying fast enough that we weren’t doing anything like communicating.” He grinned. “Until I hit him, that is. He got the point of that all right. But I got no sense out of what happened. And I’d still like to know what had him wound up.”

“What did María say?”

“About what he was on about? Yeah, well I asked her when we got home what he was so heated up about and she said that she doesn’t listen to her brother when he tries to tell her how to live her life. Just shuts him out.”

I tried to think through the sequence of events. “Where were you when Antonio was killed?”

“As far as I know, seeing as I don’t know exactly when he was killed, I was at María’s house, sound asleep.”

I smiled. “Then María can give you an alibi.”

He shook his head. “The morning Antonio was killed she got up early, took some money from my wallet, and went to Puerto La Cruz for a shopping trip. She didn’t get back until evening.”

“Are there any other witnesses?”

He shook his head, rolling his eyes up in his head. “I never left the house, never saw anyone. I woke up, read a while, and watched some Spanish soap opera shit on the tube until I couldn’t stand it anymore, then fell asleep watching a video. No witnesses, your honor. I set myself up as somebody’s perfect fall guy and never even charged them for it.”

It sounded so brutally honest that a laugh burst out of me. 

He gave a flicker of a real smile and just said, “Yeah.”

“What about the drugs?” I asked.

His face suddenly went dark, as if a cloud had passed across it.

“What drugs?” he snapped.

“You know what drugs,” I said. “The ones they found in your house when you were arrested.”

“María’s house,” he corrected me. A grim smile crossed his lips. “I think the drugs were a gift—a police special. The cops here are really friendly. They know not everyone can afford his own drugs, especially in the barrio, so when they come to visit, they bring some of their own along. Being nice guys, they like to share. I hear it is very good quality stuff, but I wouldn’t know. In fact, they could afford to share good stuff, as they always confiscate it. Story goes that they made one real bust about ten years ago and that same stuff has been found on every felon arrested since then.”

“Could the drugs belong to María?”

He shrugged. “I’ve never seen her do drugs but that doesn’t mean a lot. She knows I don’t like drugs and she does her best to please and doesn’t like getting caught doing shit she’s been asked not to. But if someone gave her a bit of coke, just as a gift of appreciation, I don’t know that she would turn it down. And she certainly wouldn’t tell anyone official if it was her drugs. The cops aren’t even particularly interested in that issue, at least they haven’t been all that curious when they talked to me.”

“I’ll talk to her.” 

He shrugged. “Whatever. But talking isn’t something she is great at.”

“Anyone else I can talk to who might shed some light on what happened?”

“Try the guy who killed Antonio. That would be productive.”

I frowned at him, noticing that he curled and uncurled his hands as we talked, at times tightening his grip, knuckle white. “You don’t have any more constructive ideas?”

He grinned and shook his head in a garish conflict of body language. “I’m just glad you are on the case for me instead of a lawyer. If anyone refuses to help, you can pull your Special Forces shit on them. A lawyer would just serve papers.”

“I was in the SEALS, Tim. Special Forces are part of the army.”

“Whatever.”

“Just in case I can’t beat up everyone in Cumaná in the name of truth, can you think of anything else I should know?” 

He shook his head. He didn’t know anything, at least nothing he was willing to share with me, but his attitude left me feeling that he was holding something back. There was something he didn’t want me to know. I didn’t like that, but for the moment there wasn’t much I could do about it. But our conversation was over. 

The guard stood up and said it was time to take Tim back to his cell.

When Tim stood up, his eyes softened. “I really am glad you are here, bro,” he said. “It means a lot to me that you came.”

“Take care. I’ll do as much as I can.” 

I stopped the guard before he left the room. As he paused in the doorway, I shoved a few U.S. dollars, that universal currency, into his hand. “My brother should have clean clothes and decent food,” I told him. 

He looked at the money and smiled. “That is possible, even certain.” He understood family.

“If a doctor were to take a look at him today, I could show my appreciation when I visit tomorrow.”

He looked even happier then. “We can see to that, Señor.” 

“In that case, I look forward to a good relationship developing between us.”

“Nothing would please me more, Señor.” 

Then he left, Tim walking dejectedly ahead of him. I felt relieved when they were gone. If Tim had stayed much longer, he might have seen his big tough brother cry.

It was just ten thirty when I came out of the dark jail and the bright sunlight caught me by surprise. The air had begun to heat up in preparation for the midday. 

Maggie wasn’t back yet so I bought a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice from the old man who has been selling juice there ever since I first came to Venezuela, right after I got out of the Navy, what seemed like a lot of years ago. 

Probably he’d been right there all of his life. 

He had a large woven sack of oranges that sat on the sidewalk next to his cart and sitting on the cart were a tall hand press, a cutting board, and an icebox full of ice. He looked at me expectantly, and I nodded. That’s all it takes. He grabbed several oranges and began slicing them, cutting the ends off before slicing them in half. Each half went into the press in turn until the plastic cup underneath was full. “¿Hielo?” he asked. I shook my head. No ice.

The sharp and sweet flavor of the fresh juice rushed through me as if the cells of my body had been dehydrated and now, they were sucking up liquid and nutrients. 

Tension, I reminded myself, takes a lot out of you.

I stood in the shade to savor the juice. 

I looked over toward the vendor and his bag of oranges, debating the merits of another glass and noticed a man who seemed to be watching me. He fidgeted on a metal park bench, and I didn’t think his discomfort was just because the bench was hard. It was because of me. He seemed uncertain as to whether or not he wanted me to see him. 

Well, it was done now, fella, and we both knew it.

I looked directly at him, giving him a hard look, both to fix him in my mind and to make certain he knew he was spotted. I didn’t need to waste the effort. It didn’t take a long look to take him in. 

He was squat and ugly, maybe in his twenties. He had a thick and stupid face, the look that results from centuries of inbreeding in a rather shallow gene pool. This was compounded by the pockmarks that indicate surviving a serious bout with acne, or maybe smallpox. If he worked in Hollywood, he would get a lot of work playing a second-rate thug in cheap movies. He’d be the one left guarding the door so there was someone around for the hero to clobber, or he might be the stupid cop who walks in on a crime and is rewarded by being thrown dead into the alley. 

At first, I figured him for an opportunist, a man on the make, curious about a gringo in Cumaná, and frantically thinking of some way to make a little money from that transitory presence. But there was something more unsettlingly personal in his attention, something stubbornly determined. 

Finally, he mustered his courage and nodded his head in that curious come here nod that some people master. I went over and sat down next to him.

“Buenos días,” I said. “Did you want something from me?”

“Oh good, you speak Spanish.” 

He spoke rapidly in a barely understandable rural dialect that almost eliminates the letter s from words and contracts almost everything else. It is heard commonly in barrios and fish camps. It wasn’t easy to follow, but I could make out what he was saying all right if I paid careful attention and let my head fill in the missing sounds without worrying about it too much.

“So do you,” I said, just to keep him off guard.

He chuckled. “But your brother, Señor. He is all right?”

I pretended to be surprised that he knew who I was. 

I wasn’t though. I had started to feel that, in preparation for my arrival some local television station had been running a documentary on my life and focusing on my trip to Cumaná. 

Everyone in Cumaná seemed to have a better idea about what was going on in my life than I did. 

Maybe the one real surprise was that Victoria López had been the only one to meet me at the airport. The way things were going, there should have been a large welcoming, or unwelcoming committee. I consoled myself with the thought that perhaps having a high profile would be of more use to me than a low one. I could hope that it would at least keep people bringing me information and save me having to figure out who they were.

“What is your interest in my brother and his health?” I asked. 

He shrugged and the nonchalance of it angered me. 

“If you know who I am, then you should know that he is about as well as a man can be when he is in jail and suspected of murder and involvement with drugs.” I snapped the words out at him and saw that he shuddered, as if he could picture himself in that situation—maybe he had been there already. 

Maybe more than once.

He hung his head and sighed. “Si.”

“If the information is of real interest to you, if you are concerned about Tim, then you could easily go see him yourself, ask the question directly. There is no need then to wait out here to talk to his other visitors.”

He reached out, spreading stubby fingers of both hands, and turning the palms up in a classic Gallic gesture of helplessness. 

“I would rather not go to that place. I cannot go to that place. You see, amigo, I dislike people who wear uniforms slightly more than I care about your brother. And the men in there might take advantage of my presence. They might decide to keep me inside as well. I would not like that.”

I nodded sympathetically. “There’s a lot of that feeling going around. Well, if you have a message for him...”

“No, no. There is really nothing to say.”

“But you care if he is all right?” He didn’t answer but went back to fidgeting as if he expected to find a comfortable position. “Well, tell me your name and I will tell Tim that you asked about him.”

“Please, no!” Fear made his voice quaver. He stopped and gathered himself up in an attempt to sound calm. “I should not have come. I should not bother you. Please do not bother Tim with my silliness, Señor Billings. It is unimportant, completely unimportant. I am unimportant. I don’t know Tim that well, really.” He stood and looked around, then wiped his hand and offered it. 

I took it, and he added, “Tim would only be sad that his friends are worried.” 

I nodded and that seemed to make him happy.

“Hasta luego,” he said and turned to walk away, moving his short legs more quickly than a casual stroll required. I took a glance around, but no one in the park seemed interested in Tim’s ugly friend, or if they were, they were very professional about not showing their interest.

“Who was your friend?” Maggie asked a couple of minutes later as she came up to the bench carrying two arepas and her supplies from the hardware store. She handed me an arepa before sitting down beside me. 

“Someone took a bite of my arepa,” I complained.

“Me. I couldn’t remember which was meat and which was fish, so I made a scientific test.” Her blue eyes sparkled.

“As long as it was in the name of science.”

“And truth and understanding.”

“Right.”

“So, who was the guy?”

I laughed. “An interested party. He prefers anonymity but claims to be a friend of Tim’s. He has an allergy to the minions of justice and won’t visit Tim, but he wanted to know how he was.”

“So, he is shy, as well as ugly.”

“You could see that from across the street?”

She nodded. “Good eyes.”

“Beautiful eyes,” I corrected.

“Beautiful good eyes?”

“He has a fisherman’s accent. Could he be someone from Antonio’s family, a brother or cousin maybe?”

She shook her head as I bit into my arepa. It was criolla, spicier than the normal fare in restaurants, and very good. But I was going to need another orange juice.

“Everyone in Antonio’s family is rather nice looking,” she said. “I’ve seen Antonio and his brother Pepe a couple of times. There is absolutely no family resemblance to your park bench buddy.”

“Not them, then. Just one more damn mysterious, interested party who factors somehow into the mess we are in.”

“How did it go with Tim?” 

I took a deep breath to give me the strength to spit out the truth. “It was tough. He is very bitter about what has happened and life in general. He's in bad shape physically, as you know, and he’s been beaten on. I told the guard to have a doctor look at him.”

“You think he will because you asked?” 

I nodded. “I did casually mention that if he did, he’d get a surprise in his pay envelope.”

“Good. Something might happen then.”

“I'm worried about him.”

“Me too.”

“I wonder if he is strong enough mentally to get through this.”

“Do you believe he's innocent?”

For a moment it hung there in the air, the killer question. “Yes,” I said finally. “I don’t think he killed anyone, and I believe him when he says he liked Antonio. His death has saddened Tim. And I even believe the drugs weren’t his.”  She nodded her approval of my faith in Tim. “But he isn’t telling the truth, either.”

She wiped juice that leaked from the arepa off her chin. “What do you mean?”

“Tim is a lousy liar. When he can’t tell the truth, he makes bad jokes, or starts clowning around to cover for a lack of a poker face. I’m certain he knows something about the drugs the cops found. Maybe he's protecting María, or someone else. I just don’t know yet.”

“Yet,” she mused softly. “I like the sound of that.”

“You do?”

“Hey, if he is going to go down for a crime he didn’t commit, and it is because he is lying, there is at least a certain nobility in covering for someone you care about.”

We ate our arepas, then I bought two more orange juices from the old man and we sat on our bench and drank them. I wasn’t ready to do whatever needed doing next. 

After a while, Maggie asked, “Martin, are you upset that I called you? That I dragged you into this?” Her voice sounded small and uncertain.  It was a tone I couldn’t remember hearing in Maggie’s voice before. 

“My Maggie uncertain?”

“I hate this. I never know how to act when it comes to the things between you and Tim. I just couldn’t stand...”

I put my hand on her knee and she looked up into my eyes. “You did good, chica,” I told her. “It ain’t fun, but I’m glad I’m here. Besides, I have Ugly Bill’s standards to live up to.”

“I am relieved,” she said. “It means a lot that you believe Tim. I was panicky that you might come all this way, talk to him, and then decide that he really did it. I don’t know why I thought that, but I did.”

“Because he lies badly, and you sensed he wasn’t coming clean.”

“Maybe.”

“I do believe what he told us. I just wish he’d tell me everything. But he claims he can’t even guess who else might have killed Antonio. I think he has to have some theories” We sat in the pleasant shade and tried to think of our next move. I found myself alternating between following frustrating dead-end thoughts and mindlessly watching people—under better circumstances a favorite hobby of mine. 

“What about the cops?” she asked.

“What about them?”

“We could start by talking to them. They wouldn’t talk to me, I am just a woman, after all, and no relation to Tim. But because you are a man, as well as family, they might give you some information.”

It was worth a try, but... “As I recall, there are about five different police forces in Venezuela, each with its own fiefdom. Which one do we go to?”

“The technical police, the PTJ. They are the equivalent of detectives in the States, or as close to it as you’ll get.”

I sighed. “At the least, maybe they’ll tell us why they are so certain Tim killed Antonio. The story of a bar fight doesn’t make it. No cop, especially in a port town, would think that would lead to a planned murder. And they must have other suspects. It would be nice to know who they are and why they aren’t in jail.”

Maggie grinned and jumped up. “It’s a place to start.”

We got the car out of hock and drove to the Cumaná headquarters of PTJ, which was in a converted house in a relatively upscale part of the city. The interior was all offices. The few benches on the front porch acted as a waiting room and were filled with people waiting to talk to the police for all the reasons, both voluntary and involuntary, that people everywhere have to talk to the police.

I walked inside to a reception desk to find out what the local routine was. Did we take a number or what? When the man at the desk found out who I was, and that I spoke respectable Spanish, he immediately sent us into the office of the jefe, or chief detective.

The jefe sat behind one of those ubiquitous battered gray metal desks that, at some time in the history of the world, must have been new. No one I know has ever seen them in that condition, but logic indicates that someone has. 

The jefe stood up when we came in, held out a hand and smiled charmingly. “Wilfredo,” he said, by way of introduction. 

Wilfredo was short and squat, with sparkling lively eyes, and a thick Frito Bandito mustache. He dressed in slacks and a shirt, both neat and clean, but obviously not new.

He offered us chairs and called for three small plastic cups of sweet, black coffee to be brought in. Meanwhile, he looked at our passports and wrote our names and passport numbers alongside the date in a thick ledger. 

I wondered if anyone, at any time, had ever read anything that was painstakingly recorded in these massive, official Dickensian tomes. It didn’t seem that anything ever caused them to be used for anything except recording.

“What can I do for you?” he asked as he slid our passports back across the top of his desk.

“Give me a little information,” I said.

He reached into the desk and took out a piece of paper. It seemed that he had it handy, as if he'd expected me to waltz in asking for it. Well, I supposed that the fuss Maggie had been making led them to expect that eventually someone would come in asking for information, someone they couldn’t really say no to. He glanced at it, then smoothed it onto the desk and pushed it across to me.

“This is your copy of the arrest report,” he said. “It has the bare details, just the facts essential to the arrest itself.”

I glanced at it. It had the name of the officers, the date, the address, the evidence found as a result of the search. Not much more than that. I noticed that Wilfredo had headed the team personally.

“Can you tell me what led you to suspect my brother of the murder?”

His broad and instant smile surprised me. “Why, the facts!” he chuckled. 

Then he stopped, looked at my face and sighed. “There simply are no other suspects, Señor Billings. Your brother is the only person anyone has ever heard threatening Antonio. He is the only person significant to the case who cannot account for his whereabouts, although I admit that given the witnesses’ testimony, his claim that he spent the day at home in a stupor seems plausible enough. But even his claim of innocence lacks force. He hasn’t the aggrieved look of the innocent.”

“That isn’t evidence!”

“Not entirely. But even the man who told us where to find your brother, a friend of his, seemed to believe that he was guilty. We all believe it. Most everyone in the city does, as a matter of fact, and that makes it a rather popular arrest. It is nice to have a popular arrest once in a while. It can be good for the career.”

I sat looking at Wilfredo, thinking. I was still trying to size him up. His amazing candor surprised me. I figured he wasn’t telling me everything he knew, but I didn’t expect him to volunteer information. That wasn’t the way investigators worked. Finally, I decided that he was an honest, overworked cop who was pleased to have an open and shut case—a popular arrest. 

“Isn’t the lack of suspects, the easy arrest, enough to make you suspicious?” I asked. “The fact that Tim didn’t try to run away?”

He shrugged and took a pack of cigarettes from his drawer. He offered them to Maggie and then to me. We declined and he lit one for himself and he searched his desktop drawer for an ashtray.

“A good policeman finds everything suspicious. Aha!” He held up a glass ashtray. “Leads are given by people who have reasons for providing the information. But when information fits together well, forms a complete story, then it is easy to overlook the suspicious nature of the sources of information.”

“I have a question for you about this complete story, for it sounds very incomplete to me.”

“How so?”

“It lacks a motive. Why would Tim kill Antonio? They were friends, and a drunken threat wouldn’t mean much.”

He smiled. “The threat is unimportant to the case.”

“It is?”

“It is the cause of the fight that is important.”

“The girl? Antonio’s sister?”

Wilfredo shook his head. “No, Señor, the drugs.”

“What about them? You found a small amount of drugs at the time of the arrest, but enough to kill for? I doubt that.”

“Antonio saw or knew something that made him connect your brother with a large drug deal. We don’t have the details, but whatever it was, it was greater than just the purchase of some personal recreational amounts. It was big business.”

This turn surprised me. I was about to ask how they knew this when Maggie impatiently jumped in first. “What makes you say that? Tim had no connections with drugs.”

Wilfredo let her calm down for a moment, drawing slowly on his cigarette, then said, “First of all, I believe that Antonio was killed for what he saw. The witnesses in the bar all agree that he was furious because of something he had seen Tim involved with—with his own eyes. That area has been the site of a number of drug deals, primarily of cocaine. We, working in unprecedented harmony with the Guardia Nacional and the Guardacostas, have frustrated a number of the drug operations, but still some get through. However, the risk remains worthwhile, apparently.”

I laughed at his sarcastic reference to interdepartmental co-operation. Wilfredo gave me a sad look and sighed.

“Unfortunately,” he went on, “but entirely understandably, the fishermen would rather live in peace, unmolested by vindictive drug lords, than act as our eyes and ears in that area. So, they will offer no information on drugs to us. Tim Billings worked in that same area where Antonio fishes. Then, of course, there is Tim’s friend, Ramón.”

I looked at Maggie, but she shook her head. “Who is Ramón?”

“To your brother, a friend. To us, a small-time drug dealer who still wanders about freely only because he is also a mule for the syndicate. We watch Ramón and learn important things and make connections to new people.”

“You are sure he’s a friend of Tim’s?” Maggie asked. 

Wilfredo nodded. “They have known each other for some time, and they make a very curious pair, so others have noted this friendship.

“Recently, a large shipment of drugs is reported to have disappeared. And Antonio saw something that outraged him. This is an interesting coincidence. Of course, as a policeman, I do not actually believe in coincidences. Antonio sees something involving drugs and your brother, in an area known for such activity. Ramón was involved in the drugs that disappeared, cocaine, we understand. Antonio is killed and your brother is found to have some very fine cocaine. The story fits together. The few missing pieces seem quite trivial to me.”

He sat back and let us take in all of the new information. I was shattered. I had come in thinking that Tim had been unfairly picked out, but clearly, they had done a more thorough investigation than I had given them credit for. Although the evidence was circumstantial, I knew that if I’d been the cop, I would have arrested him too.

“This connection between Ramón and Tim seems to be the key to whatever went on, and might still be going on,” I said. “Why isn't Ramón a suspect?”

“Because Antonio mentioned only Tim Billings, not Ramón. However, we would happily discuss the matter with Ramón if we could find him. We have asked around and offered a small reward for information about him. Yet ever since the drugs disappeared, Ramón has not been seen.”

“So, if we can find Ramón?”

“I would like to speak with him. But don’t get your hopes up. Ramón is frightened of his own shadow, and he feared Antonio because Antonio hated drugs. It is unlikely Ramón killed him and especially unlikely that he would plan such a clever way where he would not even be suspected.”

“So, you aren’t looking for Ramón that hard. Or for anyone else, really.”

“We are looking for him, but...” He tilted his head meaningfully.

“Do you care if Tim is innocent?”

He paused. “Of course, we do. But I have no budget to pursue cases where we already have a reasonable suspect in custody. We are very much overworked. This case is not that important to my superiors and they are quite happy that it makes them look good with your brother in jail.”

“Claro,” I said. “So, it would make further investigation much easier if you could put a guilty person in jail at the same time that you let out a man who might be innocent.”

He smiled broadly. “I must admire your insight. For a gringo you show a remarkable understanding of the practical nature of things.”

“Can you describe this Ramón?” Maggie asked. 

“Well he is very ugly,” Wilfredo said as he began to give his description, and we both groaned.

“You’ve seen him?”

“Not an hour ago.” I said and explained the meeting outside the jail.

“Well, that is good news.”

“How is that good?”

“We know he is still alive. I thought perhaps he was too stupid to stay hidden. It might be that fear for his life brings out his best qualities, and that is how he has survived so long.” It was an interesting concept. Wilfredo stood up. He held out his hand. “I am sorry I cannot offer to help but I wish you luck in finding whatever the truth is. I do not envy you, and unfortunately must say that I believe we know what happened.”

So, I did what Ugly Bill had taught me. I stood up, shook his hand and thanked him. He wasn’t going to do what I wanted, but he had been helpful. And I didn’t want to push him hard, maybe make an enemy of him. 

He was sure Tim was guilty as hell, but at least he was willing to be convinced otherwise—if we came in with a confessing killer.

“At least we know what they have against Tim,” Maggie said as we sat in a small restaurant in El Centro.

“Yeah. They think he’s a drug lord.”

“Well, not quite. That makes it sound a bit extreme. But they think he was involved.” 

The food we had was probably good, but the meeting with Wilfredo had knocked the stuffing out of both of us, and by the time we had ordered an after-lunch beer, I couldn’t even remember what I’d had. We lingered there for a couple of more beers, exchanging the muddle-headed thoughts that came to us, deciding nothing new, developing no strategies that hinted at being even remotely helpful. Then we drove slowly on the winding road back to Mochima.

By the time we got back, we had talked ourselves out about Tim and what little we really knew about the case. I think we were both content to let the few facts we knew churn around in the back of our heads for a time. When we got out to the boat, I changed into my swimsuit and dove over the side. The water was cool and refreshing, and I surfaced to float luxuriously on my back.

“You make that look too good,” Maggie yelled.

“It is,” I admitted. “I don’t deserve it.”

A few minutes later I heard a splash, and Maggie surfaced near me. The water was clear, and I had a good view of her body, barely covered by a bright, lime green bikini. We swam and just let the day’s stress leech out of us.

“I am becoming a wimp.” Maggie said. “I have trouble spending much time ashore anymore, especially in cities. This is wonderful.”

And it was. After a while we climbed out, rinsed off with warm water from her portable solar shower, and stretched out on the foredeck on great, thick towels to dry and season our skin under the sun.

When we’d had enough sun, I got out of my trunks, wrapped my towel around me settled into the cockpit with a foot-thick spy novel that promised a thrill a minute. Maggie put on some shorts and a halter-top and began to take care of some neglected boat chores. When the light began to fade, she was washing down the deck, so I went below to put on some clothes and cook dinner. 

To help raise our spirits, I fixed steak and rice with steamed broccoli, and opened a bottle of Gato Negro, a lovely Chilean red wine. It was a simple meal, but Maggie is one who appreciates other people cooking for her. 

I appreciate being appreciated. During our best times together that dynamic had worked well for us.

We ate and watched the stars start to come out, first a faded handful, then groups, until the finale—the entire Milky Way. Maggie took the dishes below to clean up. When she finished, she put on a soft jazz CD and appeared in the cockpit with the half-full scotch bottle, glasses and an ice bucket. It had begun to get cool, and she wore a terry cloth robe.

In the soft darkness that surrounded us after she snapped off the galley light, she sat next to me and poured two stiff drinks. She handed me one, then picked up hers and sipped it as she leaned back against me, exciting me with the gentle press of her body and her intoxicating smell.

She raised her glass. “To old times.”

“Which leads me to ask...”

“Shh, drink,” she said.

“But I need to know some things.”

She took my hand and led it under her robe, against her bare skin. “Just know that right now I want you,” she whispered. “Don't talk now.”

She moved to my touch and it didn't take long for me to realize that I didn't want to talk anymore, either. I put my drink on the cockpit table, then took hers and put it there, too. Then I eased her out of her robe. 

It had suddenly gotten much warmer. If she was trying to drive away every thought but those of her body out of my mind, well, the woman was doing a damn good job of it.



CHAPTER FOUR

That night I dreamed of sunsets that lit up the skyline with brilliant livid colors, and of mustachioed policemen who made it clear they thought I was a master criminal but were too polite to arrest me. Then, just before dawn, I woke with a start, snapped from sleep by a ringing sound. It took a moment for me to get my bearings and when I did, I found I was snuggled up against Maggie’s naked back in her bed.

A halyard that had come loose caused the ringing. As it blew in the morning breeze, the snap slapped against something metal. 

Well, let it slap, I thought and relaxed back enjoying Maggie’s soft, warm skin against me. I lay quietly and the sound of her regular breathing, made me excited all over again.

As I caressed her, she began to wake. She stretched, reaching one arm to the open hatch above the bunk in the forepeak that was our bed. She smiled sleepily, then rolled onto her back, raising her arms to me, pulling me to her, starting the morning much as the night had ended.

When we had exhausted our passion, we clambered through the hatch naked for a refreshing morning swim, followed by a breakfast in the cockpit that was massive enough to satisfy the appetites we had worked up.

As we ate, I heard the morning screech of the local green parrots as they flew from their nesting trees to hunt for fruit. The sounds, the scenery were pleasant and restful, but my body began to tense. I knew this tension came from the clash between this idyllic, sybaritic morning and the reason I had come to Venezuela in the first place. Part of me felt stupidly guilty for being here enjoying myself with Maggie while Tim was in jail. Another part of me knew that helping Tim didn’t mean I had to forgo any of life’s pleasures while I did it. 

Some of my guilty feelings bubbled from that uncertain well I call my subconscious. Tim was counting on my help, but I didn’t have a clue about what to do, either to spring him or prove his innocence. When I confessed these dark thoughts to Maggie, she laughed.

“You always did have a problem with duty,” she said. 

“No, I don’t. I always do what is right.”

“Exactly. And you are obsessed with it. Don’t you realize, even now, that that’s the reason, one reason that I left?”

“You left because I did what was right? That doesn’t make sense.”

“I didn’t say it did. You felt obligated toward me. You needed to help me make my charter business work. You felt obligated to make me happy. Martin, your sense of obligation was driving me nuts.”

“I don’t understand. You left because I was trying to help you?”

She kissed me. “And you never will understand, but I’ll take the time to give you a capsule lesson anyway. Call it Maggie’s perspective on life with Martin. We were having a lovely time. We did things together and wonderful things in bed. You decided this gave you duties toward some abstract ‘us’ and tried to make over my business into something more than the laid-back, fun gig it was. 

“Like last night you were about to ask me about us. I didn’t want us. I wanted you to want me, for us to make love. And, for the record, it was after hours, so you were off the clock with Tim.”

I thought about it. “So, you have no desire to be a couple?”

“Just in bed, coupling. Otherwise, I kind of like the idea of Maggie and Martin as separate entities who like each other really well and get together for fun and games when they can.” 

She looked out at the cut that ran from Mochima out to the Caribbean Sea. “That’s what I like about the sailing life itself, you know. It is seldom the same experience twice. It is always fun to learn if you will actually catch a fair breeze or if you are in for a tough slog to windward, no matter what the weather report said. Sometimes sailing is nothing but hard work, and sometimes everything goes so well that it is boring, but when it is exciting or exotic, it is extremely so. And the charter business is that way too—feast or famine, most of the time. That suits me real well. Many people don’t like the high, highs and low, lows. They want the safe centerline. I’m not that way, and it isn’t really part of your nature, either, although you work damn hard to make it part of you. I love the spontaneous you. The well-intended planner bores me.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this?”

She laughed. “Oh, I tried, my love. I tried telling and showing. But finally, I had to leave to get your attention, and maybe I needed time to get my thoughts on us sorted out into words. I knew all this in my bones, not my head.”

“Oh.” I felt the deflation that comes with the realization of having been quite stupid without even knowing it.

“Oh.” She echoed, laughing again. “So enough of the long face. And I didn’t mean this as a put down, or anything else. I think that to solve Tim’s problem you do need to plan a little. You might even need to plan a lot, maybe. Your spontaneous side might not be as desirable for Tim’s dilemma as for my love.”

“I’m glad I am good for something,” I said, knowing how petty that sounded under the circumstances. 

She laughed again. “More than one thing.”

“What now?”

“What do you mean?”

“What does the master campaign strategist think we should do next to get Tim cleared?”

“Good question.” I was still trying to digest what she’d told me about why she’d left. Relationships were a subject I flunked in the school of hard knocks. “I guess I should talk to Tim’s girlfriend María. She has to know something useful about what really happened. She might even know where the drugs came from, or at least be willing to make a guess, if it isn’t for the police. And I’d like to talk to Ramón again, privately this time, in a soundproof room.”

“Maybe María knows how you can find him.” 

I nodded. The thought had crossed my mind too. “And then I should talk to the mysterious Victoria López and find out why she doesn’t want me investigating the case.”

“The beautiful and mysterious Victoria López,” Maggie corrected. “You seem awfully anxious to see her again. What’s the matter, I didn’t do enough for you last night? Or this morning?” Then she laughed. “God! I made you blush.”

It was true. 

“I just want to find out what her angle is,” I protested.

“And Chris could know something. It might help to know what Tim was working on when Antonio saw whatever he thought he saw. I mean he could’ve seen Tim but doing something legit and misinterpreted it.”

“Chris?” I drew a blank at the name. 

“Tim’s former boss, remember?”

“Right.” It came back to me. “The one who didn’t like Tim. The one who gave him a bad report.”

“Maybe Ms. López’s interest has something to do with environmental issues.”

“You know this Chris?”

“Sure,” she smiled. “I’m a card-carrying ecology freak. I recycle my diesel oil. I pick up tons of plastic bags to protect the turtles. I’ve given free charters to VIP’s or políticos that Chris’s people needed to impress to get funding. Camping isn’t legal in much of the park, so when they want to show people how magnificent the place is, they put them in a boat and show them around for a few days. Chris usually goes along to make nice with the moneyed people, so I’ve gotten to know him pretty well. In fact, that’s how I ran into Tim down here, you see. I didn’t know he was in Venezuela until I met him with Chris. It was quite a surprise when they showed up together one day. He came to the park, bringing Tim around for orientation. They were getting along pretty well then, so we had a good time.” 

“And then they had a falling out.”

“That neither of them has ever talked about to me, at least until Tim was arrested. I didn’t have a clue there was a problem between them. I’m just as glad too, because I wouldn’t have wanted to take sides.”

Chris did seem a good source for background information at least. “Can you arrange for me to meet Chris?” 

She buttered the last piece of toast and handed it to me. “There’s no need. I expect him to swing by this morning. He always comes by about nine on Thursdays.” I raised an eyebrow at this, and she laughed, making me feel silly for my jealous reaction.

“Thursday,” I said. “It’s Thursday already, isn’t it? My free ticket home melts into ice water tomorrow. I better call Ms. López today and tell her not to bother seeing me off. But I will see if I can arrange for us to meet for a chat.”

“Good. And María?” 

I thought for a moment. “I’ll have to get her address from Tim. I didn’t think to yesterday.”

“Why not just take it from the arrest report Wilfredo gave you?”

I slapped my forehead. “Some detective I am.”

We were finishing our second cup of coffee when a bright green launch roared into the bay through the cut, its bow well out of the water.

“There’s Chris now,” Maggie said. After it cleared the cut, the launch made directly for Scape. At the last instant, he cut power and turned the wheel, expertly bringing the launch alongside in a single, fluid motion.

Chris was about twenty-eight, I’d guess, one of those tall, muscular types who look born to the outdoors. He had longish brown hair, wore cut-off jeans and a faded tee shirt that predictably said Save the Whales.

“Hey, Maggie,” he called out as he shut off the outboard. He sounded so friendly that my jealous bones started acting up all over again. I could tell that he knew Maggie pretty well, and I wasn’t certain I wanted to know exactly how well.

“Morning, Chris,” she called back. “Come aboard, the coffee’s hot.” 

As he tied off his launch and climbed over the railing, Chris noticed me for the first time. I could see the curiosity in his eyes. 

“Chris, this is Martin, Tim’s brother.”

He held out a hand and mumbled something, but I could see that, as glad as he was to see Maggie, meeting me was right up there with getting cholera on his things-I-want-to-do today list. Given the circumstances I couldn’t blame him and tried to ease things by pretending to be more amiable than I felt while he practiced his college wrestler bone-crusher grip. 

When I didn't wince, he tried to scowl, but he wasn’t worth a damn at scowling, which made me think a lot better of him.

Maggie explained to him that I was in the country trying to find out what had really happened, such as who had killed Antonio. I could tell that these were not his favorite conversational topics. The aborted scowl tried to reappear. 

He gave me a hard look. “I don’t know anything about it.” 

I laughed. “This is becoming an epidemic. No one around here knows anything.”

“If he was watching for fish, there wouldn’t have been anyone there to see what did happen—except for the killer, of course.”

“Unless someone passing by saw something and doesn’t realize that it had anything to do with the case.”

He shrugged. “In some cases, I think that people really don’t realize it when they do know something important.”

“You at least know more than I do about the background of the story. If you don’t mind just telling me the little you know, I can piece it all together. Something you know just might click with things other people have told me.”

“I really don’t know what I can tell you,” he said stubbornly. “I spend my time mostly in Puerto La Cruz, or at least I did, until Tim got arrested.” 

“Still...”

“I don’t really have time to sit and talk. With Tim in jail, I’m stuck doing both our jobs. Right now, I have to make a tour of the park. Some of our readings have to be taken at specific times or they aren’t useful. I only came by because on Thursday we have to take a large number of readings and make observations as well as do some garbage pickup. Maggie often helps out if she has time.”

“And you enjoy her company.”

“Sure, but I really need the help, so I always swing by.” 

“No problem,” I said. “Today you can take us both along and we will both help.”

“Why?” Suspicion gave his face a funny, twisted aspect, and I decided I wanted a chance to play poker with this boy. The higher the stakes the better.

“Several reasons. For one thing it will give us a chance to talk. I’d appreciate it if you explained the work Tim did at the time to me. It might be useful or might mean nothing, but until I know...Maybe it will help. Second, Maggie says it is a worthy cause, and I want to help. If that isn’t enough for you, how about the simple matter that Mochima is a beautiful park and I haven’t seen it in a long time.”

He began to realize that I wouldn’t give him an easy out, so he flashed an insincere smile and gave in. “Okay,” he said. “But we will be at it all morning. The work takes priority over talk.”

“Fine. When we get back, I’ll buy you lunch.”

He smiled and said, “Bring some drinking water.”

“One sec,” Maggie shouted, ducking below decks.

I grabbed my cup from behind a cushion in the cockpit and retrieved my sunglasses from the instrument panel. When Maggie returned with a thermos, we climbed into the launch. Chris’s twin vee launch had a center helm console and a wooden canopy for protection from the sun. 

It was a sensible boat. He had two outboards. One was a husky ninety horsepower motor that he used, he said, for making time on the run from Puerto La Cruz to Mochima. The second was an economical twenty-five horse model, for poking around. It was a good arrangement. 

For safety and reliability each motor had its own fuel tank. A large red plastic tank in the back of the boat fed the small engine. When we were aboard, Chris showed us where the life vests were stored under the seats and the location of the fire extinguisher. 

“I’ve been told that I’m a bit obsessive about safety equipment,” he told us.

“That’s fine by me,” Maggie said, and I nodded my agreement. There are far worse things to be anal about. 

Chris turned his head to check the big motor as he fired it up, but not before I caught a trace of a smile cross his face. When the motor roared to life, we untied the lines from Scape and pulled in the fenders. Chris poured on the throttle, making the launch surge forward. He turned and pointed the bow back through the cut, heading along the five-mile run to the entrance into Mochima’s sunken valley, a place called Punta de Aguirre. It was named for Lope del Aguirre, the Spanish pirate who once sacked Nuevo Cádiz on the island of Cubagua, which was one of the first European settlements in the New World. 

Outside Mochima proper, he turned past Bahía de Manare, back in the direction of Puerto La Cruz. We cruised in the deep blue water close to the face of the cliffs. I could see under the cliffs where the Caribbean Sea was eroding the land, making attractive caves. Eventually another layer of rock would sheer off and fall into the water, and the process would start all over again.

Chris motioned for us to come near the helm.

“Most of the work we are doing right now is in the area of Ensenada Tigrillo,” he said over the roar of the motor. We nodded. Suddenly Chris raised his arm and pointed. “Look!”

When we followed his gaze, we saw two humpback whales leaving Tigrillo and heading out to sea.

“Beautiful,” Maggie whispered, barely audible over the roar of the big outboard.

The lead whale raised its tail, then ducked its entire massive head and pointed its tail straight up. It dove and the tail disappeared without a ripple. The second whale did the same.

We rode in silence for a long time. 

Finally, Chris shook his head, as if to clear it. “Damn, I like this job,” he said.

I could understand why.

“What are you checking in Tigrillo?” Maggie asked.

Chris looked thoughtful. “There are a lot of different investigations going on, but the two most important ones at the moment involve monitoring the water temperature, which is related to studies of the coral, and, believe it or not, garbage patrol.”

“Garbage? What kind of garbage?”

“All kinds. Old tires, plastic bags full of household garbage, beer cans, just about anything you can think of.”

“Who would toss junk like that in these waters?” Maggie asked, her disgust visible.

Chris shrugged. “Almost everybody. Day-trippers come in powerboats for the weekend and can’t be bothered to take their garbage home with them. And, of course, there are also the fishermen who live in the area.”

“Fishermen?” I asked. “They’d throw garbage bags out on the beaches they fish from? Isn’t that a bit like fouling your own nest?”

“Very much so,” Chris said. “But I see it as two problems. Problem number one is economic. If they don’t throw it on the beach, or in the sea, or behind some rocks, what do they do with it? There aren’t any designated pickup spots ashore, and the people in the towns don’t want the fishermen’s garbage added to their own, because they think the cost of garbage collection will go up. And they are probably right. 

“Next comes the problem of education. The fishermen think the sea has an unlimited capacity for holding garbage. They don’t care about what they can’t see and although the stuff washes up on the beaches, the fishermen don’t see that as a problem. If the fish are still around, then whatever they are doing must be okay. Of course, if the fish die off, it is because of something someone else did. You can’t win that one easily either.

“I worry the most about plastic bags and the plastic that holds six packs of beer cans. They kill a large number of turtles every year, and we are coming into turtle breeding season now. The turtles use several beaches in this area. Those beaches are supposed to be restricted, but there is no way to enforce that, and some people seem to think not using them for picnics means it's okay to use them as a landfill. We are fighting a losing battle on that one.”

As we came around the point and into a pass, I thought we must be getting near where Antonio was killed.

“Can you point out Antonio’s family fishing camp?” I asked.

He nodded. “It will be coming up soon on the port side.” He pointed at the hill. I could see a small shack at the top. “That’s where he was killed,” he said simply.

“Was he a friend of yours?”

Chris shook his head. “No. I'm not friends with any of the fishermen out here. My work puts me at odds with them too often for that.”

“How is that? Because they trash the beaches?”

“Sort of. Mostly because I represent the group that wants to restrict the fishing season to preserve various species, they don’t see me as helpful. Oh, we don’t hate each other or anything, but I’m a thorn in their side and they in mine. It doesn't make me want to drop in on them for a beer after work.” 

I considered that. “Then you didn’t think Tim’s friendship with Antonio was a good thing?”

He laughed. “Tim wanted everybody to love him. I told him that wasn’t in the cards, but he was set on being the big peacemaker. He would resolve all our differences. But it compromised our work. He couldn’t see it or wouldn’t. Either way, he wasn’t able to do the job I wanted done or the job he was paid to do.”

“Is that why you had the group change their mind about letting him replace you?”

He nodded. “Partly. But to be honest with you, I had a plan that backfired. I had hoped that without Tim at the ready to replace me, they’d let me stay on here. I've finally gotten the hang of the local excuse for Spanish and can actual start to make friends. But, no, they worry that a field worker goes native if he stays too long in one place. The organization doesn’t like that. They prefer that, no matter what, I go back to the States and spend a year or two in Washington, doing desk work and taking refresher training, before I qualify for a new assignment in the field.” He sounded bitter.

“And you don’t want to go back to the States?”

He grimaced. “I took this job to get out.  And now, I know it probably doesn’t seem like much to you, but I run my own show.”

His eyes were off somewhere. 

“When I go back to the U.S., I’ll be treated like a cross between a minor functionary and a graduate student. I’ll make the same paltry salary I make here, and have to live in crappy, expensive housing, and pay for city transportation. No, I don’t want to go back, thanks very much.”

I pointed over at Isla Cariacao as it came into view. “The Cumaná cops tell me that’s a hot spot for drug transfers.” He ignored me as if he hadn’t heard me, so I asked, “Do you ever see any of the drug action? Is it a problem for you?”

His face grew dark. “It’s not a problem for us because we mind our own business. We see nothing but factors that affect the ecosystem. If they were throwing plastic bags in the water, then we’d notice. But we’d never talk about what might be in those plastic bags.”

“Don’t get angry,” I said. 

“I don’t need your criticisms.”

“I wasn’t criticizing.” I glanced at Maggie but could see that she had been as surprised by the outburst as I had been. “I'm just curious if the drug activity is as obvious as the cops said. They think that Antonio saw some sort of drug deal on that beach in broad daylight. I just wondered if you thought that likely. I’m not asking you to name names.”

He slowed the boat, swinging the helm to run into El Oculto, the big bay to the south of Punta Tigrillo.

“I didn’t mean to jump down your throat,” he said, looking upset. “We get a lot of crap from people who think that because we are out here, we ought to serve as general watchdogs for the DEA. As far as illegal activity goes, we have to play the same game as the fishermen—be invisible. Do your job and nothing extra and see nothing else. It’s the only way to live long enough to accomplish anything.”

The boat came down off its plane as Chris throttled back, the bow dropped, and we entered near a small cactus-covered island at a staid displacement motorboat pace. The island was maybe eighty feet in diameter and made a dome just off the shore. We looked into the clear water and saw that the island was ringed with coral, mostly brain coral.

“Something broke a lot of the coral,” Maggie said. “The coral heads have been toppled over.”

“Nobody did that.” Chris said. “That is, no one in particular did it. The coral is dying because the water is too warm and warm water kills coral. Notice that it is bleached white. That’s because the color in coral comes from some organisms that live in the coral. The warm water kills them, and the coral turns white. It’s another aspect of the El Niño phenomenon, or maybe of global warming. There’s a lot of argument about that. 

“That's why we come to take water temperature readings, to add information to the pool and see if the big brains back home can guess right this time.”

He shut off the engine and let the boat drift toward the island while he took an aluminum clipboard from the side of the console and a thermometer on a line from a box under the seat. He lowered the thermometer over the side until he reached a knot in the line.

“It’s important to always take the readings at the same depth,” he told us. “Raising or lowering the thermometer even a few feet can give inaccurate readings.”

“Why not just take the temperature at the surface?” Maggie asked.

“The temperature at the surface varies due to a lot of factors, such as how much sunshine there is. Down a ways, it's more stable, so the readings will indicate more significant changes when they happen.”

After he had carefully noted the temperature in spots on both sides of the island, he packed the thermometer away. I noted that the log was complete with his regular readings written in a small hand.

He started up the small engine and we crossed El Oculto at an easy pace. I could see some fishermen on shore glance our way, curious for a moment. Then, seeing nothing special happening, just some gringos motoring, they lost interest. 

Chris drove the boat onto the beach near a fish camp, pushing the keel into the sand. He shut off the engine and hopped out over the bow, carrying a mushroom anchor tied to a rope. The other end of the rope was secured to the bow of the boat. Going up the beach until the rope was run out completely, he wedged the anchor in some rocks.

“Grab that backpack and come with me,” he shouted at us. 

Maggie found the backpack under one of the seats and scrambled out onto the beach. “Look in the compartment on the console,” he shouted back at me. “Inside it you’ll find a video camera. Bring it along.” So, I did, curious about the scientific value of videotaping beaches.

Chris opened the backpack, taking out a pair of thick gloves and some large, black plastic bags. “For the garbage,” he said grimly, and then he picked up the video camera, turned and started up the beach, walking heavily and leaving deep footprints in the hard-packed sand.

I saw that he was leading us away from the fish camp, and I paused for a minute, looking back to examine it carefully before following. There wasn’t much to see, just two rude concrete buildings with open sleeping areas—covered spaces where hammocks were slung between poles. Crude, but certainly a comfortable enough way to sleep in this climate. Three heavyset women, their hair pulled back tightly, cooked with large pots hung over an open fire. I saw no men. The one who had been watching us must have come from this camp. 

I noticed that Chris and Maggie were busy at something and wandered down to see. Chris was stuffing garbage into his bag while Maggie videotaped him. When I arrived, he had me hold the bag open wide so he could work faster. He cursed furiously as he worked.

“Being a glorified garbage man is not my favorite part of this job,” he said.

I wondered what part, outside of driving the boat and watching whales, was.

“I just wish I could get these people to understand.”

I didn’t say anything and neither did Maggie. I don’t like people trashing the planet, but I’m not comfortable around true believers, either. I figure you do what you can and that’s it. You can’t control other people. Worrying about how other people think, and what they do, will drive you nuts. Every true believer in any field I’ve ever met felt completely unappreciated. So, I doubt there is anything useful you can say, when it comes down to it, although Maggie managed some sympathetic clucking.

As we started back toward the boat, I fell into step beside him. “Do you think anyone has talked to the people in this fish camp about what happened?”

“We talk to them all the time,” he snapped. Then, realizing what I meant, “Oh, about the killing? The police? I doubt it, why would they? It’s a pain for them to come out here. They don’t have any boats and the Guardia wouldn’t be thrilled about giving them a ride out.”

“You can see the spot where Antonio was killed from here,” I said pointing. “It's possible that someone standing here might have seen what actually happened.”

Chris looked up, shading his eyes with his hand. “Hardly. I mean, you can see the spot, but you wouldn’t be able to see any detail from here.”

“They might be able to identify someone making his way up there,” I insisted.

“Look, I told you that these people don’t see things. By choice. The cops know that and won’t bother with talking to them. If they knew anything and were willing to tell it, they could go to the cops, or talk to Antonio’s father, and he would certainly make the information available.”

I could see that I wasn’t going to be able to ask questions without making Chris angry. He seemed to feel that Tim’s arrest was the end of the story, and any investigation was just an inconvenience that unfortunately hadn’t waited until he was out of the country.

“That’s a lot of garbage,” I said, trying to soothe things somewhat.

“It would be a lot worse if it weren’t for the Pampero Foundation,” Maggie said.

“They help,” Chris agreed, grudgingly.

That news surprised me. “Isn’t Pampero a brand of rum?”

“It sure is,” Maggie said. “It is owned by an international umbrella company that has a number of projects, many educational, to help the country.”

Chris snorted. “Most large companies here have something like it to show they care about the country. Pampero just happens to support annual beach-cleaning campaigns.” 

She grinned. “Yeah, but it does kind of make a person like me, a rum loving person, I might add, a tad brand-conscious.”

“They don’t think you’ll look the corporate gift horse in the mouth,” Chris said darkly. “Then they do a little that’s good to justify their profits.”

Maggie laughed. “Hey, Chris, wake up. I’m a capitalist too.”

“Not on that scale.”

“I’m working on it. Give me a little time. I can see it now, you know. Listed on the big board in New York, Maggie’s Charters, now selling at more than you can afford per share.”

“It isn’t funny,” Chris grumbled. As he tossed the full garbage bag in the boat, it was easy to see that a sense of humor didn’t run deep in this lad, but as Maggie didn’t seem upset, I decided I might as well play him along.

“Are there any other corporations active in this area?” I asked him.

“Yeah, tons.”

“Any that might have some interest in Tim’s case, the outcome of it, I mean?”

“Not that I know of.” He shook his head. “No, I can’t think of one, why?”

“Because it seems that someone outside of the normal, expected parties is showing an intense interest. It is some party with money and connections and I just thought, after thinking about what you said, it could be some corporation.”

“What makes you think someone is interested?” he asked.

My observation had piqued his interest, so I sketched out a version of my meeting with Señorita López—a version that omitted all names. When I finished, he scratched his head.

“A lawyer? I guess that does make it sound like some kind of corporate deal, but I can’t think who or why might be behind it.”

“Or a drug cartel,” Maggie pointed out.

“You haven’t had any hassles from companies who don’t like what you are doing out here?”

He laughed. “It’s like I told you, they love ecology these days. For the enormous PR benefit they get from it, most of the companies are either supporting us with donations to do what we do, or they set up their own high-profile programs so they can do it directly. Any thorn in the side that our work might be for them is far less important than the PR value of either supporting us or beating us at our own game. At least on the surface.” He slapped the side of the boat. “This boat was donated by an oil company, the motor by a gas company, two of the environmentalist’s traditional opponents. Oh, no, these boys are smart.”

“It still could be one of them,” Maggie said.

“How so?” I asked.

She wiped sweat off her forehead and climbed into the boat. “If there was too much noise about Tim’s trial, and too much of an investigation, then it could undermine that PR effort you were talking about. There might be headlines telling everyone that an environmental worker, whose salary, incidentally, is paid by corporation X, killed a fisherman. That would not do the trick in terms of a good image.”

She was right, and it was a sobering thought. 

“Hell,” said Chris. “It’s more likely that your other guess was right, Mag. That this lawyer works for some drug lord who also doesn’t want anyone paying too much attention to what goes on in this area. They always prefer to see everything swept under the rug.”

I pushed the boat back into the water and climbed over the bow with the anchor as Chris started the little engine. It coughed to life with a reassuring purr.

I jumped in and sat on the gunwale as Chris steered into deeper water. “But all that speculation just gives us an idea of people, or entities, who might not want a public investigation. It doesn’t give any clues about what really happened at that shack on the hill.” 

On shore a woman, maybe thirty, with a hard face, looked straight at me. She looked to me like a person who saw things, and clearly. She lived here and knew when things or people didn’t fit in. I could see her suspicion of us. I would have to come back alone if I wanted to talk to her and wasn’t even sure the trip would be useful. The fact that she saw something out of the ordinary didn’t mean she would talk about it, especially to a gringo. And it was only my imagination, or perhaps intuition, that told me she might be a person who observed things.

“I think that it always helps to know who all the players are,” Maggie said as we motored past a small beach tucked back in the rocks. “Even if they aren’t directly involved.”

I pointed to a lovely beach that we were passing. “Aren’t we going to check that beach?” I asked. “It looks nice. I’d like to see it.”

“No.” Chris said. “We stay away from that one completely. It’s a turtle-breeding beach. There’s no anchoring allowed, no visiting—period. The turtles could be frightened away. Once in a while, if I am alone, I check on it. But I don’t want to risk it when there are so many of us.”

But we did check the next bay to the south, and one after that, working silently, except for a few instructions from Chris. I can’t speak for the others, but my mind was caught up again in a whirl of my own thoughts, of fantasies of nefarious corporate executives and what schemes they might hatch against my little brother. I never managed to think up any that made sense, but I did get a lot of wild ass schemes.

By the time we got back to Mochima, it was nearly two. 

“Time for lunch,” I shouted.

“And beer!” Maggie joined in, her bright eyes shining.

But Chris was shaking his head in a laggard negative. “I have to get back to Puerto La Cruz.” He said. “Thanks anyway,” he added, not sounding too upset that he couldn’t stay. He dropped us at Maggie’s boat. When he had fired up the ninety-horse motor and roared off again, Maggie and I hopped in her rubber dinghy and went ashore.

“What’s with Chris?” I asked.  “He doesn’t want a free lunch?”

Maggie grinned. “A very possessive wife wants him home for lunch.”

“A wife?”

She nodded. “A wife. She's a lovely Venezuelan girl from the country. They have a one-year-old son, a little house above Puerto La Cruz, and all the problems of a relationship where she has little to do but stay home all day with the rug rat and worry about what Chris is really doing all day, and with whom.”

“You had a good time teasing me with Chris,” I said.

She smiled her best innocent smile. “Oh, did I?”

We went into El Mochimero and had a lazy lunch of immense proportions, then sat back to enjoy our coffee and contemplate the possibility that our futures could embrace a dessert of Quesillo, a flan. We were still contemplating the possibility when Maggie’s cell phone rang. 

It didn’t seem odd for Maggie to get a call at the restaurant, but when she answered I saw her look puzzled. Then she held the phone out to me. 

“It’s for you,” she said.

I laughed, unable to imagine why anyone would call me there, or even how anyone would know I was there.

“It’s a woman,” she told me.

“Victoria López!” I said. It answered a lot.

“I’m hurt,” Victoria said when I picked up the phone. “You haven’t called me. I thought you liked me, would want to buy me a beer this time.”

“Well, I’ve been busy sorting some things out. You told me to think about your proposal and I didn’t have an answer for you yet.”

“I understand, but you might have been nice enough to invite me along on your little tour of the park. I get so few holidays and a boat ride, disguised as work, would have been glorious. We could have left the American woman behind to scrape the hull of the boat.”

I wondered how she managed to have me followed so easily. I hadn’t seen anything, no one following me, but then I hadn’t expected to be followed and hadn’t watched carefully. “Do you know everything I do?”

She laughed. “Of course not. I know about you and the woman and such things, but if I knew everything, I wouldn’t need to call you and ask what you have decided. Today is Thursday, yes?” It was. “Will you have things sorted out by Friday?”

“Hard to say.”

“I see. If you met me in Cumaná tomorrow morning for coffee, we could catch up and compare notes on the near-term future of Martin Billings. I might have some information for you that would help you as you consider your options. It would be a convenient meeting. If you decide not to use the ticket, you can give it back to me. If you are going to use it, I can drive you to the airport and maybe buy you another beer.”

“You are quite the travel agent.”

“I try, mi amor.” 

We agreed on a place and time and she was gone.

Maggie’s mood was serious when I came back to the table. “I’m meeting her tomorrow morning in Cumaná.”

“Why?” Her look held concern. “Did she promise to tell you anything useful?”

I chuckled. “The lady doesn’t promise anything, much less information. But she hinted that she might share some. I think she wants to find out what I know, what Chris might have told us.”

“Chris? She knows we went with him already?” I nodded. “Are you sure about the wisdom of going to that meeting?”

“No. In fact, there’s very little I am sure of. But I doubt it could hurt to meet her in a public place downtown.”

“Unless she represents the wrong people and other people think you are working with her.

“There is that, of course. It didn’t occur to me to worry about what people might think about me. I figured they would realize that I was on Tim’s side.”

“But it is beginning to seem that there are more sides than we thought—more interested parties.”

“True.”

Maggie made absent-minded swipes across the table with her napkin. “I have a couple of errands in Cumaná this afternoon,” she said. “I was thinking that I could drop you off to talk with María. Now that I know that López woman is looking over our shoulders, I feel like we need to get answers as fast as possible.  The more we know, the less danger there is of being conned.” 

I looked into her serious don’t-ask-me-why expression and nodded.  “Let’s go,” I said.

***
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Three quarters of an hour later, she dropped me off on Perimetral, near the barrio. 

Perimetral circles Cumaná, running parallel to the waterfront. As I got out of the car, Maggie gave precise directions to María’s address: turn left at the hardware store, go to the middle of the block. It was a bit of a walk, and I watched so intently for landmarks that I didn’t pay enough attention to my general surroundings. Suddenly, I had the sharp feeling that I sometimes get—the sense that I was walking into something unpleasant. I call it my shit’s-about-to-happen feeling, and while it isn’t infallible, I’ve learned to ignore it at my own peril. So, I took a deep calming breath, opened my eyes wide, and resolved to keep them open.

It didn’t take long to spot him. Across the street from her house was a panadería, a bakery. A tall, skinny gringo stood in front, drinking a beer drink. He wore silvered aviator sunglasses, a flowered shirt, and a baseball cap. He had a noticeable twitch, as if he had a nervous disorder. He had his eyes on María’s house. I crossed the street and passed close by him as I went into the panadería. He ignored me. I bought a coffee and stepped outside. He seemed to be alone.

“Good afternoon,” I said in English. He scowled, made some sort of grunting sound and moved away from me.

Since he seemed intent on watching María’s house, I decided to give him something to watch and crossed the street to her front door. I could hear angry voices coming from inside. I knocked, and a pretty young woman opened the door. I realized that the voices came from a television. She was watching a soap opera.

She stood in the doorway, looking at me appraisingly and saying nothing.

“My name is Martin Billings, Tim’s brother,” I told her. “Are you María?”

She nodded, all the time squinting as if it would help her to see a family resemblance, then sighed, and let me in. Inside the concrete building, the air smelled of dust and mildew, but it was cool. Near the door was a white plastic chair, a lawn chair. The bed was unmade, and she had clearly been lying in it watching the television. My timing turned out to be perfect—the television program came to an end as we entered the room. She switched off the set and offered me the chair. When I sat, she sat on the bed, crossing her brown legs, tailor fashion.

She was slim and sexy and aware of it. Tim always seems to find girls with casual sexiness. She wore a large tank-top tee shirt cut off at the waist to show her flat belly and short cut-off jeans. Maybe the clothes made her look younger than she was, but I doubted she was eighteen.

“So, what does Tim want now?” she asked me. She stretched, yawning and showing me that she didn’t button her pants and that as she sat the zipper pulled partly down. I knew this to be one of those odd fashions. You often saw young girls in poor sections going around with their pants unbuttoned in that way. Combined with the bare belly button, it made a clear erotic signal. I wouldn’t say I didn’t enjoy it, but I wasn’t used to it either. 

I forced myself to look into her dark eyes. “I don’t know what Tim wants,” I told her. “Except to get out of jail.”

“So, am I supposed to lie to the police for him, to say that he was here with me when my brother was killed, and that someone else left the drugs here?”

“No. He told me you’d gone to Puerto la Cruz for the day. I am quite sure he told the police that as well.”

Her look was almost hostile. “Then why are you here?”

“To learn what you know about the crime,” I said.

“Hah!” She laughed. “At least your Spanish is decent, unlike your brother’s, but you do not lie any better.”

“My Spanish is coming back to me,” I said. “I’ve never been a good liar.”

“No?”

“Not really. Lying hasn’t worked well for me.”

“Then how do you get girls?”

I laughed. “Sometimes the truth is enough.”

“Never.” Her eyes were bright in the soft dark of the room. Afternoon shadows were growing longer and the little light that came into that room elongated shadows with stripes. The best mental movies in my life are in black and white. This one had a strange, erotic feel to it.

“I think Tim is innocent.”

“You are his brother,” she said, reminding me of the strong sense of family that determined attitudes in this country. Everyone assumed I would believe in Tim.

“I need help proving it,” I told her.

She held out her hands, palms up. “I have nothing I can tell you.”

“Do you think Tim did it? Killed your brother?”

She shook her head, and her ponytail lashed gently at her cheek. “But then what do I know of men with other men, other than that they are foolish?” She thought for a moment. “I think Tim is one who worries. I think it is foolish to lose many nights of sleep agonizing over what it is right for a man to do or not do. I think he is foolish because he cannot do anything important without first going through enormous bouts of suffering.”

I had to chuckle. “It’s a cruel description, María. Honest and accurate enough, though, I’m afraid.”

She stretched again, and as she brought her arms down, the strap of her oversized tee shirt slipped down on her right shoulder. I could see the tattoo of a rose just above the breast. She ignored the strap, and that made the action seem all the more deliberate. Knowing that did nothing to reduce its erotic effect, however.

“Were you with him the night before your brother was killed?”

She smiled. “Yes.” She patted the bed. “Right here, sharing this very bed. He was very passionate. Is this a family trait?”

“And in the morning, you went to Puerto La Cruz very early.”

“Maybe nine o’clock. Is that early?”

“Early enough.” 

She smiled. 

“Why did you go that morning?”

She made a face, the kind you make when you smell something bad. A shudder passed through her. “Ramón,” she said.

“Ramón? Tim’s friend?”

“Ramón, the pig,” she said.

“What about him?”

“He came over in the morning, saying he had to talk to Tim. I told Tim that if he was letting that creature in my house, I was going shopping in Puerto la Cruz. He ignored me so I took some of his money and called my sister to go with me. We stayed away all day.”

“So, Tim was sober that morning?”

She laughed. “He pretends to drink so that people will forgive his foolishness, but he drinks very little. I told you he was very amorous that night.”

“Yes, you did.”

“Drunks are not passionate men. They are clumsy lovers.” She smiled seductively and wrapped her arms around herself. “Tim made love to me for a very long time.”

“And you dislike Ramón.”

She spat on the floor. “He is as ugly inside as outside.”

“Do you have any idea what he wanted to talk to Tim about?” 

She shook her head. “I am not curious about pigs.”

“Do you know where I can find him?”

“Look in the gutter.” Then she relaxed a little. “All I know is that his family are fishermen and live not too far from my family. But we have nothing to do with them. We never have liked them. All their men are pigs and their women are cows. 

“But Ramón doesn’t live there anyway. He was probably too much of a pig even for them. I heard he works somewhere in Cumaná. I think he works on trucks.” 

She ran her hand along her brown thigh and looked at me, her eyes soft. “But a man and a woman alone in a bedroom should be able to find something better to talk about than that pig.” She reached up and pulled down the other strap of her tee shirt, then eased the shirt down around her waist, exposing pert brown breasts. “If that idea puzzles you, perhaps I can suggest something.”

I frowned at her. “You are Tim’s girl.” I tried to sound indignant.

She scowled. “I was with Tim for a time. But Tim is a gringo in a Venezuelan jail. He is thought to be a drug dealer, or at least to know where drugs are. Even if I were married to him, I would not be waiting for him. I would be wearing widow’s clothes, for I know his future. As it is, I am a woman without a man. Tim told me a bit about you.”

That surprised me. “Why?”

“Because he thought well of you and wanted me to do so as well. Now I think I know you a bit. I think that you would be good to me.” She shrugged. “It is a simple thing. I would do things for you, things to you and you would take care of me. Is that not the way it works?”

It was simple, all right. On a purely physical level she was nothing but temptation. In every other way, nothing but trouble. “I already have a woman.” 

“An American,” she said dismissively. “A gringa. Besides, many men in Venezuela have more than one woman.” She ran a hand gently over her bare breast and left a finger resting on the dark nipple. “I wouldn’t care if you kept the gringa and you don’t have to tell her about me. You might learn to like our ways. I know how to be very good to a man.” She let go of her breast and waved her hand, indicating I should come to the bed. “Let me make you feel good. Let me make us both feel good.” She ran her hand across her belly and down into her shorts. “Isn’t this more desirable than such trouble? Your hand should be here instead of mine.” 

Trying to stay in my seat, think of questions, and ignore my arousal was a bad combination. She had a wonderful, lithe body and knew how to flaunt it. “I have to leave.” I said. “If you think of anything that might help Tim get out of jail, please let me know.”

She laughed bitterly. “I can think of only two things that will do that. You can become very rich, or very powerful. If you were either right now then you wouldn’t need my advice, and unless you can become one of them, any advice I can offer is useless. Of course, a handsome man like you might find a powerful person and make his wife your mistress. If you loved her well enough you might get her to convince her husband to help Tim. But this takes time.” She licked her lips. “Loving me and forgetting about Tim might be more pleasant for you.”

On that happy note, I left the half-naked woman sitting on her bed in the darkening room and forced my way outside into the stifling afternoon air. 

María’s firm belief that Tim was already history troubled me more than I wanted to admit. I decided to go straight to the jail and confront Tim about his meeting with Ramón. He had lied to me, claimed he had been drunk and alone, and I needed to know why. 

I decided to walk in the direction of the jail. I guess it was getting close to five, when visiting hours started, and walking would give me a chance to think. When I passed the panadería, the skinny gringo still stood there, looking aimlessly and out of place outside, and smoking a cigarette. 

I was interested to see if he’d follow me. He stood his post, however, and halfway to the jail I stopped at a small shop and bought two packs of cigarettes. Seeing the guy smoking had reminded me. 

When I got to the jail, I gave one pack to the reception guard and managed to get in quickly. When they brought Tim in, I saw that he had been given some new clothes—a worn, but clean denim shirt and clean and worn jeans. He had been cleaned up too, and there were signs that his cuts had been tended to. He smiled when he saw me.

“Back so soon?”

“New developments,” I said. I handed him the other pack of cigarettes and a box of matches. He opened the pack, gave one to the guard and lit one for himself. That guard did all right for himself.

“So, what’s happening? Learn anything?”

“So far, just that you lied to me.”

He sighed. “You know I hear that a hell of a lot. What did I lie about this time?”

“About what you were up to when Antonio was killed.”

His eyebrows went up. “Let’s see, I said I was at María’s. So where was I really?” 

“You were at María’s all right, but you weren’t drinking. You were having a cozy chat with Ramón.”

The smile vanished, replaced by a frown. “So what?”

“So what? I’m trying to save your skinny ass and you are giving me a bunch of shit. You said you had no alibi, but you do—Ramón.”

“Won’t work.” His voice was flat.

“Why not?”

“Because Ramón is a small-time drug punk whose ambition always outruns his IQ. He is in trouble with everybody. Recently he stole some drugs from some very bad people and was trying to sell them to some other bad people. For the duration, he can’t be found, or at least hopes he can’t be. If he did let you find him, if he decided to try and help me, he’d never live to testify anyway.”

“What did he want from you?”

Tim grimaced. “To be stupid. To keep the drugs for him. The stuff the cops found were his salesman’s sample. He said he needed a few days to arrange an escape from town, he wanted to set it up so that he could split the instant the deed was done. In the meantime, he couldn’t waltz around town carrying a bag of coke.”

“And you agreed to hold it for him.”

Tim stubbed out his cigarette on the concrete floor and looked up at the ceiling as if he wanted to study the light fixtures. “I wanted to help him. He was a chump, doomed. I thought I could help him get out of drugs. He had said he wanted to. Then he pulled this stunt and came to me, and yes, I helped him. He also wanted to know exactly what Antonio had seen.”

“What Antonio had seen?”

“He wanted to know what Antonio was rambling on about the night we fought. I think that the poor dope stashed his drugs on Las Negadas somewhere, which is the place Antonio claimed I was doing something with drugs.”

“Which you weren’t.”

“Right.”

“What did you tell Ramón?”

“Just what I told you, that I refused to listen to what Antonio was saying ’cause it was some crazed bullshit. I hadn’t been on Las Negadas in days. So, I don’t know what Antonio thought he saw, and apparently no one else does either.”

“But you weren’t really drunk that night.”

He smiled. “Who says?”

“María.”

“She is too smart sometimes, but chatty, you know? But no, I wasn’t. If I’d gotten drunk, I couldn’t have hit Antonio hard enough to do any damage. I was drinking, though. But I mostly was angry. Imagine how I felt when I heard my friend Antonio trying to accuse me of being involved with drugs.”

“He was right, though. You were helping Ramón.”

“I was trying to get him out of the business, I told you!”

“Could Ramón have killed Antonio?” 

Tim laughed. “If Antonio had photos of Ramón dealing drugs, Ramón wouldn’t lift a finger against him. Ramón is a stone coward. Even when he did something that seemed daring, it was really an act of desperation.” 

That seemed the end of the line for the new facts. “Why did you lie to me?”

Tim hesitated, took out another cigarette and tapped it on the back of his hand. “I was afraid. I thought you might not help me if you knew that I was helping a drug dealer.”

“Fair enough.” I reached over and touched his arm. “You were wrong, by the way.” He smiled. “One other thing, do you know a tall, skinny gringo?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t know many gringos at all in Cumaná. Why?”

“I saw him watching María’s house. I hoped you might know who he was, which might tell what he was hoping to see. Do you think there is anything for her to worry about?”

He smiled. “Plenty. But she is pretty and resourceful. And what could you do besides worry her anyway? You can’t guard her house day and night.”

“True,” I admitted. “Given the nature of our chat earlier, I’m not sure she’d even believe me. But that leaves us at square one. I still haven’t a clue as to who killed Antonio. All I know is that it seems pretty clear that it has to do with the drugs Ramón stole.”

Tim shrugged and nodded to the guard. “Barney Fife and I had better get back to the barn and let you detectives go about your sleuthing. And thanks for the duds.”

“No problem,” I told him. “Do you want me to give the guard a little bonus so that you can see a doctor again?”

He shook his head. “The doctors here are usually worse than whatever they are treating.” He grinned. “They patched me up enough. I'll be okay, coach.”

Serious confusion left the jail with me as I went to meet Maggie. I knew more about the events than I had before, but I still didn’t have any real leads but Ramón. I wondered if he had any connection to the skinny gringo, or if perhaps he was on yet another payroll. Tim thought he was freelance, but there were the anonymous crowd he stole the drugs from, and the crowd he planned to sell them too. I realized I was looking forward to my meeting with Victoria López in the morning. If nothing else, she might be able to tell who the gringo watching María’s was.

As I came out of the park, I almost walked into a man shuffling down the shadowy sidewalk. I stopped to apologize and recognized Chris. 

“Well,” I said.

“Oh, hi,” he said. He looked nervous and unhappy to see me.

“What are you doing in Cumaná?” I asked. “I thought you were headed home to Puerto La Cruz this afternoon.”

He looked around. “I got halfway there and remembered that I needed some spare parts for the engine.” I looked at his empty hands. He laughed and thumbed over his shoulder across the street to Casa Mar where they sell engine parts and fishing gear. “I stopped to talk with a couple of guys and didn’t get here in time. Jesús had already locked up and gone.”

There wasn’t much to say to that, and he seemed eager to leave. “Well, there’s always tomorrow.”

He shook his head. “It’ll wait until my weekly tour of Mochima on Thursday,” he said and left, taking brisk steps toward the port.

As he disappeared, I saw Maggie standing by her car, waving at me. I walked over. “Did you see Chris?”

She opened her door and got in. “Yeah, but he pretended not to see me.”

“What do you think he was up to? He said it was for engine parts, but I’m sure that he could have found them in Puerto La Cruz. They are probably easier to find there.”

Maggie grinned. “Maybe his wife has reason to be jealous. I’ve caught him in Cumaná a few times and he always seemed a bit furtive about it.” 

She turned on the engine and we started the drive back to Mochima. I was glad to be getting out of the city. I still reeled from the new discoveries, and the interview with María had bothered more than my brain. I put my hand on Maggie’s knee and she smiled at me.

“How did it go with María?”

I told her about the visit, about seeing the gringo, and about María’s hard sexual pitch. And I told her about the visit with Tim.

“There is a lot going on here that doesn’t fit together.”

“You can’t expect to just stumble across the answers,” she said. I nodded. “But that’s not what bothers you the most.”

“No.”

She put her hand on mine. “I can help you get over it.”

You know, she was right. Maggie was just the person to help me get over all that unsettling talk.



CHAPTER FIVE

We were up early the next morning, first to make love, then to watch clouds gather on the road up on the hillside.

“A squall is coming,” Maggie said. 

In silence we set about doing the many little preparatory tasks good sailors do before a storm. We double-checked the ground tackle—the anchor and chain—closed and latched the hatches on the deck and tied down or stowed away everything that looked like it might blow away. 

During the final stages of a squall, the wind can blow like it presages the end of the world.

By the time the squall finished building on the ridge and started down toward us, we were ready for it. We sat in the cockpit watching a fuzzy white cloud drifting down toward us. We knew it was no cloud, but the front of the squall line. Maggie stripped off her clothes.

“Long as there is free water I might as well get a shower,” she said. It made sense, so I undressed too.

There were two other boats in the bay, anchored on the far side, away from the town. Abruptly the temperature dropped, and all three boats began to swing from pointing west as they normally did in the morning, to face the storm coming in from the south. The wind hit first, lifting the awning and trying to take it away. But Maggie had designed it to withstand this life and it held. 

Then the rain came and for a time we couldn’t see anything outside the rails of the boat. The drops the storm flung at us were big and stung my skin, but they felt cold and cleansing, too. As the rain came harder, the wind softened. Maggie attached hoses to nozzles on the underside of either side of the awning. The baggy canvas began collecting water that ran through the hoses. She let the first water go over the side, letting it wash the awning clean. Then she lifted the cockpit cushions and put the ends of each hose into the opening of the boat’s water tanks. There was the wonderful gurgle of the tanks filling with the best drinking water known to mankind.

“Thank God,” she said. “It’s been a dry year.” 

Soon both tanks were full. The storm eased but Maggie hauled out plastic buckets that she used for laundry and caught what was still coming down. Suddenly the storm was gone, leaving the sky a brilliant blue and absolutely clear. Everything felt fresh and clean.

It’s a good omen, I thought as I toweled off and dressed. That is a good way to start the day. Things will be clearer and cleaner now.

After breakfast we headed into town, and Maggie dropped me off near the coffee shop Victoria had named on the telephone while she went to the Mercado Central to provision. 

“I don’t know how long I’ll be,” I told her. “If I learn anything useful, I’ll want to follow it up right away.”

“Do you know where to catch the jeep back to Mochima?” she asked. I did. “I’ll meet you back at the boat.” 

The coffee shop Victoria had picked was an outdoor place in El Centro called Jardin Sport. I walked in and looked around the various sections, but she wasn’t there yet. Students from the university occupied a few of the tables, but it was mostly empty. 

I bought a coffee and sat at a table facing the entrance. I wanted some kind of pastry. I felt one of my sweet cravings coming on. All they sold in the way of food seemed to be some unappetizing cheese sandwiches. But the coffee was good and rich. I could always grab something at a panadería later.

Victoria walked in just a few minutes later, probably exactly on time, but since I didn’t wear a watch, I couldn’t be sure. 

She had lost the business suit in favor of a short, black leather skirt, matching boots and purse, and a purple silk blouse. Her more than shoulder-length hair was pulled back with a leather band. All the guys in the place watched her walk in. She smiled a greeting at me and asked if I wanted another coffee.

“I’d rather have information,” I said.

She smiled. “Let’s start small. That way we can build on a foundation of successes, even though they are little.” She went to the counter, bought two coffees and brought them back to the table. “Have you decided anything?” she asked after she had tasted her coffee.

“About my brother’s case?” 

She nodded. “And your future.”

“I’m sure he’s innocent.” I pushed the ticket across the table. “He seems to have no one in his corner, so I think I’ll stick around.”

She sighed, picked it up, then put it in her purse. “That is an expensive act of faith.”

“It’s only money.”

“Spoken like a true pauper.”

“If you wanted me to believe that your client is only interested in keeping things low profile, why are you having me followed?”

She held her coffee cup with both hands, resting her elbows on the table, and peering over it at me, studying me. “Am I doing that, Martin Billings?”

“I think so. You knew about the tour of the park, for instance.”

She smiled, looking pleased. “That was purely luck. Even lawyers are lucky on occasion. One of my colleagues was in Mochima on vacation. He saw Chris when he went out to your lady’s boat. Knowing of my interest, he called to tell me that you three had a short conversation before getting into his craft to go for your ride. It pleased me to make you think I had eyes everywhere. But I didn’t have you followed.”

“Well, someone is following me, and you are as good a candidate as anyone. As well informed as you are, you must have a fairly good network of people.” 

“You flatter me,” she said with an amused smile.

“I didn’t really intend to.”

“I understand. But in your remarkable enthusiasm, you seem to have mixed up your villains and good guys.”

My coffee tasted good and helped calm me. I knew that if I pushed her, it wouldn’t help. “Why don’t you help me sort them out?” I suggested. “Want to help me put white and black hats on each of the players?”

She smiled; her eyes lit up. “That sounds like fun,” she surprised me by saying. “Who do we have to choose among? Let’s see, there are Tim, of course, and Antonio, and your Maggie. When the crime was committed, you were in Trinidad and Antonio is gone. Who else is there?”

“There is the gringo who was watching María’s house yesterday.”

“A gringo?”

“Ah, I had hoped he worked for you, but if not, then maybe I can surprise you. Yes, tall, skinny, had sunglasses with reflective lenses, the silvered things, you know him?” She shook her head. “And we have Ramón.”

“Yes, Tim’s friend.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a photograph. It was of Ramón and had been taken with a telephoto lens.

“So, there is Ramón’s boss, or former boss—he of the missing drugs, and then whomever Ramón was trying to sell them to.”

“You’ve learned a lot,” she said. “Don’t leave out whoever Ramón’s boss originally intended to sell the drugs to. They would also have a vested interest.”

“And then there is Victoria López and whoever she works for.” She nodded. “With the minor problem that these are not all necessarily separate people.”

She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “How so?”

“One possibility is that Victoria López or whoever she works for is either Ramón’s boss or the buyer.”

She grabbed my hand enthusiastically. “Of course! I hadn’t seen that at all, but it is entirely logical. Given what you know now, this Victoria López could be, or represent, the head of a major drug cartel.”

“And thereby up to her pretty neck in all of this.”

“Thank you for the pretty part.”

“My pleasure.” 

She finished her coffee and stared off thoughtfully. “That does make things awkward, my being one of your suspects. But let’s continue. Who do you peg as the one who killed Antonio?”

I didn’t know why I should tell her anything, but I convinced myself that I had to give information to get it, and nothing I knew would help anyone or hurt Tim. At least that’s what I hoped.

“It could be almost anyone,” I said, “including people we don’t even know yet. I think Antonio was killed because of something he saw on Las Negadas, a drug deal of some kind. And he thought he saw Tim there. Or maybe he saw Ramón and thought that because they were friends it was a deal Tim was involved in. My guess is that whoever it really was, whoever he confused with Tim, killed him to prevent him from working out what really happened.”

A frown made her look serious. “That means we didn’t narrow the field much at all, doesn’t it?” I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t think of an answer. “Did you learn anything more on your park tour?”

“Mostly that fishermen are not great environmentalists, and that all the corporations want in on the eco-PR. I made the guess that maybe you worked for an oil company and this was all tied to some ecology cover up. That would have been more interesting to me than drugs.”

“But Chris says no?”

“His big problem seems to be a fear of being upstaged by corporate Venezuela in a rush to reap the social benefits of cleaning up the environment.”

She laughed, relaxing again. “Good.”

“I’ve told you the little I know, now it’s your turn.”

She wagged a finger at me. “No, we are not playing turns. I will say that you now know most of what I know, except of course, I’m not a player in this, nor is my client. We could become involved but are not yet.”

“I suppose I have your word on that?”

“Yes, you do,” she said seriously. “I mean your brother no harm. We, I, thought he was guilty, but you don’t. Fine. Our concern was never about the murder of this fisherman. All I have tried to do is keep you out of danger and keep you from muddying the waters for us.”

“Very noble.”

“All I mean is that I have no additional information about your brother, or whether he is guilty or innocent. I knew he was Ramón’s friend. I am looking for Ramón and thought you might lead me to him, so at odd moments I had you watched, but not followed. Before you told me all this, I thought Tim was part of Ramón’s scheme. Now I think not.”

“Well, we agree on that, at least.”

“I can’t make you leave. I wish I had made you believe that you couldn’t do anything to help Tim. If you insist on continuing to look into this, our paths will cross again. So, I would like to come to an arrangement.”

“Like what?”

“You share what you learn with me and, if I come across any information that relates to the fisherman’s death, I will give it to you.”

“How do I know I can trust you?”

“You can’t know,” she said giving me a cheerful smile that mocked my cynicism. “Nor can I know I can trust you. You’ll either do it, trust me that is, or you won’t. That’s what makes it a matter of trust. A person can’t prove their honesty or sincerity a priori, as we lawyers say. So, it becomes an article of faith.”

What she said was all true, and wonderful philosophy, but it didn’t make leaving the coffee shop with so few answers any easier.

The heat outside on the sidewalk didn’t do much to improve my temper. Before I’d walked a block, my shirt stuck to my skin and my jeans felt coarse and heavy. I looked in a few store windows without really seeing anything. My mind kept turning over the little I knew, trying to make some sense of things. At that moment I couldn’t say with any honesty if someone had framed Tim for some particular reason, or if he had just had a public argument with the wrong guy at the wrong time. It was our bad luck that this difference proved an important factor in what I did next.

Was I looking for someone who had a gripe against Tim as well as Antonio? Or was I looking for someone who was an opportunist? And where did Ramón, Tim’s ne’er-do-well sidekick and small-time drug peddler, fit into the killing?

I came out of my reverie long enough to check the traffic light before crossing the street and noticed a car, a shabby brown Cutlass Supreme, well past its prime, gliding along the curb. Suddenly, I remembered seeing the same car outside the coffee shop when I had gone in to meet Victoria, so I took a closer look and saw three men in the car, two in front and one in back. 

The usual purple tinting that covers the windows of cars that trek the road from Cumaná to Puerto La Cruz kept me from seeing the man in back clearly, but the two in front looked like bouncers. Both were heavy set and muscular. Both had short, black hair and were clean-shaven. The driver waved at me and turned to say something to the man in back that I couldn’t hear. After a moment, the back door opened, and a thin man with a mustache, dressed in white shirt, tan slacks and shoes smiled out at me. 

“Mr. Billings?” he asked. I nodded and waited to see what would happen next. I half expected the El Bruto brothers in the front seats to hop out to try to muscle me into the car. Instead, the thin man just smiled and said, “I’d like to offer you a ride to wherever you are going. We have a matter of mutual interest to discuss.” He said it in such a charming manner that I figured it for an act. But it was a piss-elegant act, and it was too hot to fight. I got in. 

“May I call you Martin?” he asked, offering a hand. I took it. He had a firm grip, and he smelled strongly of Bay Rum. I figured he could call me whatever he wanted. He would anyway.

“Sure. What do I call you?”

He smiled pleasantly and then said, “Call me Pancho.” 

“Pancho?” I laughed and he did, too. 

“I’m sorry, I know it sounds like something from a bad movie, but Pancho Villa is a hero of mine, and I like to use his name,” he said as the car pulled smoothly out into traffic. “Where can we take you?”

“Since you are so obliging, my first choice would be to visit the man who killed the fisherman, Antonio,” I said. 

He looked disappointed.

“My second choice would be El Indio.”

Pancho tapped on the seat back. “El Indio,” he said. The driver nodded.

“No luck on my first choice?”

Pancho shrugged. “I could take you to the jail.”

“I've been there. It’s the wrong place. There’s nothing worth finding out there. Even the souvenirs are worthless.” 

“But this interests me. You are telling me that it wasn’t your brother who killed the fisherman?”

“Right. I am saying that.” I saw no reason to elaborate. I looked out the window. We were headed for El Indio. 

Pancho rubbed his chin. “If that is true, then Ramón must have done it.” He smiled brightly at me, “but it is all the same, still.” 

Ramón, again, I thought. “It isn’t the same at all.”

“To me it is. My interest is not in which of them killed some fucking fisherman,” he said sharply, waving the issue away with the back of his hand. “No, what I need to know is what those fools did with my shipment.”

“Your shipment?”

“The one they stole from me.” His eyes grew sad. “You aren’t going to play stupid with me too, Mr. Billings?”

“It’s no game,” I said. “My brother says he doesn’t know what Ramón was up to. I happen to believe him. Maybe that makes me stupid.”

Pancho squinted for a time, keeping his eyes square on mine. I did my best not to blink. “I believe you. I can read your character. I do this well, don’t I, Félix?” 

The man in the front seat looked back and smiled. 

“Si, Señor. Si, Pancho. No one reads the character of men as deeply as you do.”

“Yes,” Pancho went on. “You tell the truth. But your brother, he is different. He’s weaker. Mostly it is out of weakness that men lie, even to a brother. And women,” he laughed. “This is why women lie all the time.” The El Bruto brothers began to laugh loudly. Apparently, the weakness of women was a big joke for them.

The car pulled up at the park in El Indio. “You might tell your brother, for me, that the information he has, produced quickly, could save his life. Held too dear, it will cost him dearly.”

“He didn’t kill the guy,” I said as I got out.

“Coño! I don’t care about that fucking fisherman’s death! Tell him he will rot in jail no matter what, but if he doesn’t tell me where my shipment is, he will die there.” And the car sped off leaving me standing at the Mochima jeep stop. 

I breathed deeply for a few minutes, watching the movement of people through the park. Convinced that I was not, for the moment, being watched, I walked down two blocks to Calle Perimetral, where I caught a taxi to the headquarters of PTJ.

Wilfredo was in his office when I got there, bogged down in the normal avalanche of paperwork. He seemed glad to see me.

“We will go for coffee,” he said.

I started to protest. I still had the morning’s multiple coffees sloshing in my stomach but getting away from the office with Wilfredo might make it easier for him to talk.

When we were settled at a table in the coffee shop, I told him of my encounter with Pancho. Wilfredo chuckled. “So, he has added an illegal taxi service to his long list of crimes.”

“You know who he is?”

Wilfredo looked surprised and just a little hurt. “Of course, I know him! I am a policeman in a rather small city, smaller than a city, really, more of a pueblo. I know all of the professional crooks in this area. It is usually only the amateurs that I have to work to find. Pancho is the head of a fairly big grupo. They traffic in almost everything—women, drugs, whatever people will pay too much for.”

“And you know about his shipment?”

“This is the one I told you about when we first met. I told you Ramón was a mule. We were trailing Ramón in order to get proof that your friend Pancho was involved.” He laughed. “And it appears that before we were able to close in Ramón stole the shipment he was supposed to deliver. This is good. Funny good. You see this man’s hero is not the valiant Mexican hero Pancho Villa, but rather the Columbian drug lords.”

“It’s a shipment of cocaine?”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“It never came up. Just that it was drugs. He thought Ramón and Tim had it, and he wanted it back. He was very adamant about that part.”

Wilfredo put a hand on my arm. “You must be very careful. If he decided you have learned anything specific about his drugs, or his connections, he will do anything to learn what you know. And then he will choose to make certain you cannot pass that information along to me.”

“Yeah. People take that kind of business real seriously.”

“There is something else I must discuss with you.”

“And that is?”

“That you are also a suspect.”

I laughed. “You know I didn’t even come into the country until after you made the arrest.”

“In the murder of your brother’s girlfriend.”

I sat there in shock. I felt I should’ve been protesting or something, but I felt numb. I couldn’t move. Wilfredo just sat there and waited.

After a bit he said, “She was found last night by a neighbor. She’d been treated rather brutally, I’m afraid, and she was no longer so pretty when she died.”

“And you suspect me?”

He lit a cigarette. “No, I said you are a suspect, not that I suspect you. You are officially a suspect because you were seen going into her house yesterday afternoon.” I nodded. That was me, all right. “She was last seen alive around six in the evening when she went to the panadería for some bread.” He stopped. “Can you recall where you were from say four in the afternoon on?”

I thought, trying to piece the days together. “Let’s see. Maggie dropped me off in the afternoon and I walked to María’s house. I wasn’t there long. She didn’t have much to say that I wanted to hear.” I reviewed the morning. “Some guy, a tall gringo, was watching her house. I don’t know who he was, but when I left, I walked to the jail to see if he’d follow. He didn’t. I bought cigarettes at a bodega, got to the jail about five. I talked with Tim and then went back to Mochima.”

“Did your brother say anything helpful? Anything new?”

“No, I asked him about the gringo. He claimed not to know who he was, and I think that was the truth. He wasn’t at all interested in him.” Wilfredo nodded. “So, I left Tim before six, but I’m not sure of the exact time.”

“That will be in the record book. Did you see anyone you know after that?”

I thought for a while before I remembered. “Chris!”

“Who?”

“The man Tim worked for in the ecology group.”

“You talked to him.” I nodded. Wilfredo thought for a time. Then he stubbed out his cigarette. “I am sure that is fine,” he said. “I’ll make some inquiries about the mysterious gringo.” I nodded. He took a small spiral notebook out of his pocket. “Give me as complete a description of him as you can.” 

I did and he seemed satisfied. He snapped the notebook shut, put his pen in his shirt pocket and took out his cigarettes. “I think you should stay in Cumaná,” he said. “I don’t like you being on a boat in Mochima. You should remain someplace where I can reach you without great inconvenience.”

“And someplace I might find difficult to leave the country from in a great hurry? Are you concerned that my being on a boat might make a hurried departure tempting if things got hot?”

He nodded. “This too.”

I smiled. “I am glad to accommodate you. Perhaps you will find it simpler to share information with me if I am close at hand as well. At the moment all my things are in Mochima, but I could move to a hotel in the morning.”

“That would be fine. Call me tomorrow after you’ve settled in.” He smiled, turning up the corners of his mouth and wrinkling his chubby cheeks. “I do like cooperation.”

I couldn’t face going right back to the jail to give Tim the bad news about María. And before he’d left, Wilfredo had promised he would wait to give me a chance to tell him myself. He seemed like a good cop. I’m sure that in his time he had to give more than his fair share of bad news to people. He might even have preferred that I did it for him.
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