

[image: Illustration]





 


Carl Hiaasen was born and raised in Florida. His previous novels include the bestselling Nature Girl, Star Island, Bad Monkey and Razor Girl, and three bestselling children’s books, Hoot, Flush and Scat. They have been translated into 34 languages, 33 more than he can read or write. Carl Hiaasen also writes an award-winning weekly column for the Miami Herald.









 


Also by Carl Hiaasen






	Tourist Season


	Sick Puppy







	Double Whammy


	Basket Case







	Skin Tight


	Skinny Dip







	Native Tongue


	Nature Girl







	Strip Tease


	Star Island







	Stormy Weather


	Bad Monkey







	Lucky You


	Razor Girl








With William Montalbano






	A Death in China


	Powder Burn







	Trap Line


	 








For young readers






	Hoot


	Chomp







	Flush


	Skink







	Scat


	Squirm








Non-fiction






	Paradise Screwed:


	The Downhill Lie: A







	Selected Columns (edited


	Hacker’s Return to







	by Diane Stevenson)


	a Ruinous Sport







	Kick Ass: Selected Columns


	Dance of the Reptiles (edited







	(edited by Diane Stevenson)


	by Diane Stephenson)







	Team Rodent: How Disney


	Accept the Worst







	Devours the World


	(with Roz Chast)
















[image: Illustration]










 


 


SPHERE


First published in the United States in 1995 by Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.,
an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC


This paperback edition published in Great Britain in 2023 by Sphere


Copyright © 1997 by Carl Hiaasen


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those
clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-4087-2923-6


Sphere


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









Contents


Acknowledgements


 


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


28


29


30


31


 


Epilogue









For Donna, Camille, Hugo and Andrew










Acknowledgements



For their expertise on the most esoteric subjects, I am deeply grateful to my good friends John Kipp (the finer points of skull collecting), Tim Chapman (the effects of canine shock collars on human volunteers) and Bob Branham (the care and handling of untamed South American coatimundis). I am also greatly indebted to my talented colleagues at the Miami Herald, whose superb journalism in the aftermath of Hurricane Andrew provided so much rich material for this novel.


C. H.









 


 


 


This is a work of fiction. All names and characters are either invented or used fictitiously. The events described are purely imaginary, although the accounts of a hurricane-related tourist boom, monkey infestation and presidential visit are based on real occurrences.










1



On August 23, the day before the hurricane struck, Max and Bonnie Lamb awoke early, made love twice and rode the shuttle bus to Disney World. That evening they returned to the Peabody Hotel, showered separately, switched on the cable news and saw that the storm was heading directly for the southeastern tip of Florida. The TV weatherman warned that it was the fiercest in many years.


Max Lamb sat at the foot of the bed and gazed at the color radar image—a ragged flame-colored sphere, spinning counterclockwise toward the coast. He said, “Jesus, look at that.”


A hurricane, Bonnie Lamb thought, on our honeymoon! As she slipped under the sheets, she heard the rain beating on the rental cars in the parking lot outside. “Is this part of it?” she asked. “All this weather?”


Her husband nodded. “We’re on the edge of the edge.”


Max Lamb seemed excited in a way that Bonnie found unsettling. She knew better than to suggest a sensible change of plans, such as hopping a plane back to La Guardia. Her new husband was no quitter; the reservations said five nights and six days, and by God that’s how long they would stay. It was a special package rate; no refunds.


She said, “They’ll probably close the park.”


“Disney?” Max Lamb smiled. “Disney never closes. Not for plagues, famines, or even hurricanes.” He rose to adjust the volume on the television. “Besides, the darn thing’s three hundred miles away. The most we’ll see up here is more rain.”


Bonnie Lamb detected disappointment in her husband’s tone. Hands on his hips, he stood nude in front of the TV screen; his pale shoulder blades and buttocks were streaked crimson from a day on the water flumes. Max was no athlete, but he’d done fine on the river slide. Bonnie wondered if it had gone to his head, for tonight he affected the square-shouldered posture of a college jock. She caught him glancing in the mirror, flexing his stringy biceps and sizing up his own nakedness. Maybe it was just a honeymoon thing.


The cable news was showing live video of elderly residents being evacuated from condominiums and apartment buildings on Miami Beach. Many of the old folks carried cats or poodles in their arms.


“So,” said Bonnie Lamb, “we’re still doing Epcot tomorrow?”


Her husband didn’t answer.


“Honey?” she said. “Epcot?”


Max Lamb’s attention was rooted to the hurricane news. “Oh sure,” he said absently.


“You remembered the umbrellas?”


“Yes, Bonnie, in the car.”


She asked him to turn off the television and come to bed. When he got beneath the covers, she moved closer, nipped his earlobes, played her fingers through the silky sprout of hair on his bony chest.


“Guess what I’m not wearing,” she whispered.


“Ssshhh,” said Max Lamb. “Listen to that rain.”


Edie Marsh headed to Dade County from Palm Beach, where she’d spent six months trying to sleep with a Kennedy. She’d had the plan all worked out, how she’d seduce a young Kennedy and then threaten to run to the cops with a lurid tale of perversion, rape and torture. She’d hatched the scheme while watching the William Kennedy Smith trial on Court TV and noticing the breathless relief with which the famous clan had received the acquittal; all of them with those fantastic teeth, beaming at the cameras but wearing an expression that Edie Marsh had seen more than a few times in her twenty-nine action-packed years—the look of those who’d dodged a bullet. They’d have no stomach for another scandal, not right away. Next time there’d be a mad stampede for the Kennedy family checkbook, in order to make the problem go away. Edie had it all figured out.


She cleaned out her boyfriend’s bank account and grabbed the Amtrak to West Palm, where she found a cheap duplex apartment. She spent her days sleeping, shoplifting cocktail dresses and painting her nails. Each night she’d cross the bridge to the rich island, where she assiduously loitered at Au Bar and the other trendy clubs. She overtipped bartenders and waitresses, with the understanding that they would instantly alert her when a Kennedy, any Kennedy, arrived. In this fashion she had quickly met two Shrivers and a distant Lawford, but to Edie they would have been borderline fucks. She was saving her charms for a direct heir, a pipeline to old Joe Kennedy’s mother lode. One of the weekly tabloids had published a diagram of the family tree, which Edie Marsh had taped to the wall of the kitchen, next to a Far Side calendar. Right away Edie had ruled out screwing any Kennedys-by-marriage; the serious money followed the straightest lines of genealogy, as did the scandal hunters. Statistically it appeared her best target would be one of Ethel and Bobby’s sons, since they’d had so many. Not that Edie wouldn’t have crawled nude across broken glass for a whack at John Jr., but the odds of him strolling unescorted into a Palm Beach fern bar were laughable.


Besides, Edie Marsh was nothing if not a realist. John Kennedy Jr. had movie-star girlfriends, and Edie knew she was no movie star. Pretty, sure. Sexy in a low-cut Versace, you bet. But John-John probably wouldn’t glance twice. Some of those cousins, though, Bobby’s boys—Edie was sure she could do some damage there. Suck ’em cross-eyed, then phone the lawyers.


Unfortunately, six grueling months of barhopping produced only two encounters with Kennedy Kennedys. Neither tried to sleep with Edie; she couldn’t believe it. One of the young men even took her on an actual date, but when they returned to her place he didn’t so much as grope her boobs. Just pecked her good night and said thanks for a nice time. The perfect goddamn gentleman, she’d thought. Just my luck. Edie had tried valiantly to change his mind, practically pinned him to the hood of his car, kissed and rubbed and grabbed him. Nothing! Humiliating is what it was. After the young Kennedy departed, Edie Marsh had stalked to the bathroom and studied herself in the mirror. Maybe there was wax in her ears or spinach in her teeth, something gross to put the guy off. But no, she looked fine. Furiously she peeled off her stolen dress, appraised her figure and thought: Did the little snot think he’s too good for this? What a joke, that Kennedy charm. The kid had all the charisma of oatmeal. He’d bored her to death long before the lobster entrée arrived. She’d felt like hopping on the tabletop and shrieking at the top of her lungs: Who gives a shit about illiteracy in South Boston? Tell me about Jackie and the Greek!


That dismal evening, it turned out, was Edie’s last shot. The summer went dead in Palm Beach, and all the fuckable Kennedys traveled up to Hyannis. Edie was too broke to give chase.


The hurricane on the TV radar had given her a new idea. The storm was eight hundred miles away, churning up the Caribbean, when she phoned a man named Snapper, who was coming off a short hitch for manslaughter. Snapper got his nickname because of a crooked jaw, which had been made that way by a game warden and healed poorly. Edie Marsh arranged to meet him at a sports bar on the beach. Snapper listened to her plan and said it was the nuttiest fucking thing he’d ever heard because (a) the hurricane probably won’t hit here and (b) somebody could get busted for heavy time.


Three days later, with the storm bearing down on Miami, Snapper called Edie Marsh and said what the hell, let’s check it out. I got a guy, Snapper said, he knows about these things.


The guy’s name was Avila, and formerly he had worked as a building inspector for Metropolitan Dade County. Snapper and Edie met him at a convenience store on Dixie Highway in South Miami. The rain was deceptively light, given the proximity of the hurricane, but the clouds hung ominously low, an eerie yellow gauze.


They went in Avila’s car, Snapper sitting next to Avila up front and Edie by herself in the back. They were going to a subdivision called Sugar Palm Hammocks: one hundred and sixty-four single-family homes platted sadistically on only forty acres of land. Without comment, Avila drove slowly through the streets. Many residents were outside, frantically nailing plywood to the windows of their homes.


“There’s no yards,” Snapper remarked.


Avila said, “Zero-lot lines is what we call it.”


“How cozy,” Edie Marsh said from the back seat. “What we need is a house that’ll go to pieces in the storm.”


Avila nodded confidently. “Take your pick. They’re all coming down.”


“No shit?”


“Yeah, honey, no shit.”


Snapper turned to Edie Marsh and said, “Avila ought to know. He’s the one inspected the damn things.”


“Perfect,” said Edie. She rolled down the window. “Then let’s find something nice.”


On instructions from the authorities, tourists by the thousands were bailing out of the Florida Keys. Traffic on northbound U.S. 1 was a wretched crawl, winking brake lights as far as the eye could see. Jack Fleming and Webo Drake had run out of beer at Big Pine. Now they were stuck behind a Greyhound bus halfway across the Seven Mile Bridge. The bus had stalled with transmission trouble. Jack Fleming and Webo Drake got out of the car—Jack’s father’s car—and started throwing empty Coors cans off the bridge. The two young men were still slightly trashed from a night at the Turtle Kraals in Key West, where the idea of getting stranded in a Force Four hurricane had sounded downright adventurous, a nifty yarn to tell the guys back at the Kappa Alpha house. The problem was, Jack and Webo had awakened to find themselves out of money as well as beer, with Jack’s father expecting his almost-new Lexus to be returned . . . well, yesterday.


So here they were, stuck on one of the longest bridges in the world, with a monster tropical cyclone only a few hours away. The wind hummed across the Atlantic at a pitch that Jack Fleming and Webo Drake had never before heard; it rocked them on their heels when they got out of the car. Webo lobbed an empty Coors can toward the concrete rail, but the wind whipped it back hard, like a line drive. Naturally it then became a contest to see who had the best arm. In high school Jack Fleming had been a star pitcher, mainly sidearm, so his throws were not as disturbed by the gusts as those of Webo Drake, who had merely played backup quarterback for the junior varsity. Jack was leading, eight beer cans to six off the bridge, when a hand—an enormous brown hand—appeared with a wet slap on the rail.


Webo Drake glanced worriedly at his frat brother. Jack Fleming said, “Now what?”


A bearded man pulled himself up from a piling beneath the bridge. He was tall, with coarse silvery hair that hung in matted tangles to his shoulders. His bare chest was striped with thin pink abrasions. The man carried several coils of dirty rope under one arm. He wore camouflage trousers and old brown military boots with no laces. In his right hand was a crushed Coors can and a dead squirrel.


Jack Fleming said, “You a Cuban?”


Webo Drake was horrified.


Dropping his voice, Jack said: “No joke. I bet he’s a rafter.”


It made sense. This was where the refugees usually landed, in the Keys. Jack spoke loudly to the man with the rope: “Usted Cubano?”


The man brandished the beer can and said: “Usted un asshole?”


His voice was a rumble that fit his size. “Where do you dipshits get off,” he said over the wind, “throwing your goddamn garbage in the water?” The man stepped forward and kicked out a rear passenger window of Jack’s father’s Lexus. He threw the empty beer can and the dead squirrel in the back seat. Then he grabbed Webo Drake by the belt of his jeans. “Your trousers dry?” the man asked.


Passengers in the Greyhound bus pressed their faces to the glass to see what was happening. Behind the Lexus, a family in a rented minivan could be observed locking the doors, a speedy drill they had obviously practiced before leaving the Miami airport.


Webo Drake said yes, his jeans were dry. The stranger said, “Then hold my eye.” With an index finger he calmly removed a glass orb from his left socket and placed it carefully in one of Webo’s pants pockets. “It loosed up on me,” the stranger explained, “in all this spray.”


Failing to perceive the gravity of the moment, Jack Fleming pointed at the shattered window of his father’s luxury sedan. “Why the hell’d you do that?”


Webo, shaking: “Jack, it’s all right.”


The one-eyed man turned toward Jack Fleming. “I count thirteen fucking beer cans in the water and only one hole in your car. I’d say you got off easy.”


“Forget about it,” offered Webo Drake.


The stranger said, “I’m giving you boys a break because you’re exceptionally young and stupid.”


Ahead of them, the Greyhound bus wheezed, lurched and finally began to inch northward. The man with the rope opened the rear door of the Lexus and brushed the broken glass off the seat. “I need a lift up the road,” he said.


Jack Fleming and Webo Drake said certainly, sir, that would be no trouble at all. It took forty-five minutes on the highway before they summoned the nerve to ask the one-eyed man what he was doing under the Seven Mile Bridge.


Waiting, the man replied.


For what? Webo asked.


Turn on the radio, the man said. If you don’t mind.


News of the hurricane was on every station. The latest forecast put the storm heading due east across the Bahamas, toward a landfall somewhere between Key Largo and Miami Beach.


“Just as I thought,” said the one-eyed man. “I was too far south. I could tell by the sky.”


He had covered his head with a flowered shower cap; Jack Fleming noticed it in the rearview mirror, but withheld comment. The young man was more concerned about what to tell his father regarding the busted window, and also about the stubborn stain a dead squirrel might leave on fine leather upholstery.


Webo Drake asked the one-eyed man: “What’s the rope for?”


“Good question,” he said, but gave no explanation.


An hour later the road spread to four lanes and the traffic began to move at a better clip. Almost no cars were heading south. The highway split at North Key Largo, and the stranger instructed Jack Fleming to bear right on County Road 905.


“It says there’s a toll,” Jack said.


“Yeah?”


“Look, we’re out of money.”


A soggy ten-dollar bill landed on the front seat between Jack Fleming and Webo Drake. Again the earthquake voice: “Stop when we reach the bridge.”


Twenty minutes later they approached the Card Sound Bridge, which crosses from North Key Largo to the mainland. Jack Fleming tapped the brakes and steered to the shoulder. “Not here,” said the stranger. “All the way to the top.”


“The top of the bridge?”


“Are you deaf, junior.”


Jack Fleming drove up the slope cautiously. The wind was ungodly, jostling the Lexus on its springs. At the crest of the span, Jack pulled over as far as he dared. The one-eyed man retrieved his glass eye from Webo Drake and got out of the car. He yanked the plastic cap off his head and jammed it into the waistband of his trousers.


“Come here,” the stranger told the two young men. “Tie me.” He popped the eye into its socket and cleaned it in a polishing motion with the corner of a bandanna. Then he climbed over the rail and inserted his legs back under the gap, so he was kneeling on the precipice.


Other hurricane evacuees slowed their cars to observe the lunatic scene, but none dared to stop; the man being lashed to the bridge looked wild enough to deserve it. Jack Fleming and Webo Drake worked as swiftly as possible, given the force of the gusts and the rapidity with which their Key West hangovers were advancing. The stranger gave explicit instructions about how he was to be trussed, and the fraternity boys did what they were told. They knotted one end of the rope around the man’s thick ankles and ran the other end over the concrete rail. After looping it four times around his chest, they cinched until he grunted. Then they threaded the rope under the rail and back to the ankles for the final knotting.


The product was a sturdy harness that allowed the stranger’s arms to wave free. Webo Drake tested the knots and pronounced them tight. “Can we go now?” he asked the one-eyed man.


“By all means.”


“What about the squirrel, sir?”


“It’s all yours,” the stranger said. “Enjoy.”


Jack Fleming coasted the car downhill. At the foot of the bridge, he veered off the pavement to get clear of the traffic. Webo Drake found a rusty curtain rod in a pile of trash, and Jack used it to hoist the animal carcass out of his father’s Lexus. Webo stood back, trying to light a cigaret.


Back on the bridge, under a murderous dark sky, the kneeling stranger raised both arms to the pulsing gray clouds. Bursts of hot wind made the man’s hair stand up like a halo of silver sparks.


“Crazy fucker,” Jack Fleming rasped. He stepped over the dead squirrel and threw the curtain rod into the mangroves. “You think he had a gun? Because that’s what I’m telling my old man: Some nut with a gun kicked out the car window.”


Webo Drake pointed with the cigaret and said, “Jack, you know what he’s waiting for? That crazy idiot, he’s waiting on the hurricane.”


Although the young men stood two hundred yards away, they could see the one-eyed stranger grinning madly into the teeth of the rising wind. He wore a smile that blazed.


“Brother,” Jack said to Webo, “let’s get the hell out of here.” The tollbooth was unmanned, so they blew through at fifty miles an hour, skidded into the parking lot of Alabama Jack’s. There they used the one-eyed man’s ten-dollar bill to purchase four cold cans of Cherry Coke, which they drank on the trip up Card Sound Road. When they were finished, they did not toss the empties from the car.


A noise awakened Bonnie Lamb. It was Max, snapping open a suitcase. She asked what in the world he was doing, fully dressed and packing his clothes at four in the morning. He said he wanted to surprise her.


“You’re leaving me?” she asked. “After two nights.”


Max Lamb smiled and came to the bed. “I’m packing for both of us.”


He tried to stroke Bonnie’s cheek, but she buried her face in the pillow, to block out the light. The rain was coming harder now, slapping horizontally against the windows of the high-rise hotel. She was glad her husband had come to his senses. They could do Epcot some other time.


She peered out of the pillow and said, “Honey, is the airport open?”


“I don’t honestly know.”


“Shouldn’t you call first?”


“Why?” Max Lamb patted the blanket where it followed the curve of his wife’s hips.


“We’re flying home, aren’t we?” Bonnie Lamb sat up. “That’s why you’re packing.”


Her husband said no, we’re not flying home. “We’re going on an adventure.”


“I see. Where, Max?”


“Miami.”


“That’s the surprise?”


“That’s it.” He tugged the covers away from her. “Come on, we’ve got a long drive—”


Bonnie Lamb didn’t move. “You’re serious.”


“—and I want to teach you how to use the video camera.”


She said, “I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t we stay here and make love for the next three days. Dawn to dusk, OK? Tear the room to pieces. I mean, if it’s adventure you want.”


Max Lamb was up again, stuffing the suitcases. “You don’t understand. This is a once-in-a-lifetime chance.”


Right, Bonnie said, a chance to drown on our honeymoon. “I’d rather stay where it’s warm and dry. I’ll even watch Emmanuelle VI on the Spectravision, like you wanted last night.” This she regarded as a significant concession.


“By the time we get to Miami,” said Max, “the dangerous part will be over. In fact, it’s probably over already.”


“Then what’s the point?”


“You’ll see.”


“Max, I don’t want to do this. Please.”


He gave her a stiff, fatherly hug. She knew he was about to speak to her as if she were six years old. “Bonnie,” Max Lamb said to his new wife. “My beautiful little Bonnie, now listen. Disney World we can do anytime. Anytime we want. But how often does a hurricane hit? You heard the weatherman, honey. ‘The Storm of the Century,’ he called it. How often does a person get to see something like that!”


Bonnie Lamb couldn’t stand her husband’s lordly tone. She couldn’t stand it so much that she’d have done anything to shut him up.


“All right, Max. Bring me my robe.”


He kissed her noisily on the forehead. “Thatta girl.”
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Snapper and Edie Marsh got two rooms at the Best Western in Pembroke Pines, thirty miles north of where the storm was predicted to come ashore. Snapper told the motel clerk that one room would be enough, but Edie said not on your damn life. The relationship had always been strictly business, Snapper being an occasional fence of women’s wear and Edie being an occasional thief of same. Their new venture was to be another entrepreneurial partnership, more ambitious but not more intimate. Up front Edie alerted Snapper that she couldn’t imagine a situation in which she’d have sex with him, even once. He did not seem poleaxed by the news.


She went to bed covering her ears, trying to shut out the hellish moan of the storm. It was more than she could bear alone. During the brief calm of the eye, she pounded on the door to Snapper’s room and said she was scared half to death. Snapper said come on in, we’re having ourselves a time.


Somewhere in the midst of a hurricane, he’d found a hooker. Edie was impressed. The woman clutched a half-empty bottle of Barbancourt between her breasts. Snapper had devoted himself to vodka; he wore a Marlins cap and red Jockey shorts, inside out. Candles gave the motel room a soft, religious lighting. The electricity had been out for two hours.


Edie Marsh introduced herself to the prostitute, whom Snapper had procured through a telephone escort service. Here was a dedicated employee! thought Edie.


The back side of the storm came up, a roar so unbearable that the three of them huddled like orphans on the floor. The candles flickered madly as the wind sucked at the windows. Edie could see the walls breathing—Christ, what a lousy idea this was! A large painting of a pelican fell, grazing one of the hooker’s ankles. She cried out softly and gnawed at her artificial fingernails. Snapper kept to the vodka. Occasionally his free hand would turn up like a spider on Edie’s thigh. She smashed it, but Snapper merely sighed.


By dawn the storm had crossed inland, and the high water was falling fast. Edie Marsh put on a conservative blue dress and dark nylons, and pinned her long brown hair in a bun. Snapper wore the only suit he owned, a slate pinstripe he’d purchased two years earlier for an ex-cellmate’s funeral; the cuffed trousers stopped an inch shy of his shoetops. Edie chuckled and said that was perfect.


They dropped the prostitute at a Denny’s restaurant and took the Turnpike south to see what the hurricane had done. Traffic was bumper-to-bumper lunacy, fire engines and cop cars and ambulances everywhere. The radio said Homestead had been blown off the map. The governor was sending the National Guard.


Snapper headed east on 152nd Street but immediately got disoriented. All traffic signals and street signs were down; Snapper couldn’t find Sugar Palm Hammocks. Edie Marsh became agitated. She kept repeating the address aloud: 14275 Noriega Parkway. One-four-two-seven-five. Tan house, brown shutters, swimming pool, two-car garage. Avila had guessed it was worth $185,000.


“If we don’t hurry,” Edie told Snapper, “if we don’t get there soon—”


Snapper instructed her to shut the holy fuck up.


“Wasn’t there a Dairy Queen?” Edie went on. “I remember him turning at a Dairy Queen or something.”


Snapper said, “The Dairy Queen is gone. Every goddamn thing is gone, case you didn’t notice. We’re flying blind out here.”


Edie had never seen such destruction; it looked like Castro had nuked the place. Houses without roofs, walls, windows. Trailers and cars crumpled like foil. Trees in the swimming pools. People weeping, Sweet Jesus, and everywhere the plonking of hammers and the growling of chain saws.


Snapper said they could do another house. “There’s only about ten thousand to choose from.”


“I suppose.”


“What’s so special about 1-4-2-7-5?”


“It had personality,” Edie Marsh said.


Snapper drummed his knuckles on the steering wheel. “They all look the same. All these places, exactly the same.”


His gun lay on the seat between them.


“Fine,” said Edie, unsettled by the change of plans, the chaos, the grim dripping skies. “Fine, we’ll find another one.”


Max and Bonnie Lamb arrived in Dade County soon after daybreak. The roads were slick and gridlocked. The gray sky was growling with TV helicopters. The radio said two hundred thousand homes were seriously damaged or destroyed. Meanwhile the Red Cross was pleading for donations of food, water and clothing.


The Lambs exited the Turnpike at Quail Roost Drive. Bonnie was stunned by the devastation; Max himself was aglow. He held the Handycam on his lap as he steered. Every two or three blocks, he slowed to videotape spectacular rubble. A flattened hardware store. The remains of a Sizzler steak house. A school bus impaled by a forty-foot pine.


“Didn’t I tell you?” Max Lamb was saying. “Isn’t it amazing!” Bonnie Lamb shuddered. She said they should stop at the nearest shelter and volunteer to help.


Max paid no attention. He parked in front of an exploded town house. The hurricane had thrown a motorboat into the living room. The family—a middle-aged Latin man, his wife, two little girls—stood in a daze on the sidewalk. They wore matching yellow rain slickers.


Max Lamb got out of the car. “Mind if I get some video?”


The man numbly consented. Max photographed the wrecked building from several dramatic angles. Then, stepping through the plaster and broken furniture and twisted toys, he casually entered the house. Bonnie couldn’t believe it: He walked right through the gash that was once the front door!


She apologized to the family, but the man said he didn’t mind; he’d need pictures anyway, for the insurance people. His daughters began to sob and tremble. Bonnie Lamb knelt to comfort them. Over her shoulder she caught sight of her husband with the camera at his eye, recording the scene through a broken window.


Later, in the rental car, she said: “That was the sickest thing I ever saw.”


“Yes, it’s very sad.”


“I’m talking about you,” Bonnie snapped.


“What?”


“Max, I want to go home.”


“I bet we can sell some of this tape.”


“Don’t you dare.”


Max said: “I bet we can sell it to C-Span. Pay for the whole honeymoon!”


Bonnie closed her eyes. What had she done? Was her mother right about this man? Latent asshole, her mother had whispered at the wedding. Was she right?


*


At dusk Edie Marsh swallowed two Darvons and reviewed the plan with Snapper, who was having second thoughts. He seemed troubled at the idea of waiting weeks for the payoff. Edie said there wasn’t much choice, the way insurance worked. Snapper said he planned to keep his options open, just the same. Edie Marsh took it to mean he’d bug out on a moment’s notice.


They had picked a house in a flattened development called Turtle Meadow, where the hurricane had peeled away all the roofs. Snapper said it was probably one of Avila’s routes. He said Avila had bragged of inspecting eighty new homes a day without leaving the truck. “Rolling quotas,” is what Avila called them. Snapper allowed that Avila wasn’t much of a roof inspector, as he was deathly afraid of heights and therefore refused to take a ladder on his rounds. Consequently, Avila’s roof certifications were done visually, from a vehicle, at speeds often exceeding thirty-five miles an hour. Snapper said Avila’s swiftness and trusting attitude had made him a favorite among the local builders and contractors, especially at Christmastime.


Scanning the debris, Edie Marsh said Avila was damn lucky not to be in jail. That’s why he quit when he did, Snapper explained. The bones told him it was time. That, and a grand jury.


Bones? said Edie.


You don’t want to know, Snapper said. Honestly.


They were walking along the sidewalk, across the street from the house they had chosen on the drive-by that morning. Now the neighborhood was pitch black except for the erratic flicker of flashlights and the glow of a few small bonfires. Many families had abandoned the crumbled shells of their homes for nearby motels, but a few men had stayed to patrol against looters. The men wore pinched tense expressions and carried shotguns. Snapper was glad to be white and wearing a suit.


The house he and Edie Marsh had chosen wasn’t empty, dark or quiet. A bare light bulb had been strung from the skeletal remains of the roof, and the gray-blue glow of a television set pulsed against the plaster. These luxuries were explained by the rumble of a portable generator. Edie and Snapper had seen a fat man gassing it up earlier in the day.


The street was either Turtle Meadow Lane or Calusa Drive, depending on which of the fallen street signs was accurate. The number “15600” was sprayed in red paint on an outside wall of the house, as was the name of the insurance company: “Midwest Casualty.”


A big outfit, Edie noted. She’d seen the commercials on television; the company’s symbol was a badger.


“A badger?” Snapper frowned. “The fuck does a badger have to do with insurance?”


“I dunno.” Edie’s mouth was dry. She felt sleepy. “What does a cougar have to do with cars? It’s just advertising is all.”


Snapper said, “The only thing I know about badgers is they’re stubborn. And the last goddamn thing we need’s a stubborn insurance company.”


Edie said, “For heaven’s sake—”


“Let’s find another house.”


“No!” Weaving slightly, she crossed the street toward 15600.


“You hear me?” Snapper called, then started after her.


Edie wheeled in the driveway. “Let’s do it!” she said. “Right now, while it’s quiet.”


Snapper hesitated, working his jaw like a dazed boxer.


“Come on!” Edie tugged her hair out of the bun and mussed it into a nest in front of her face. Then she hitched her dress and raked her fingernails up both thighs, tearing tracks in her nylons.


Snapper checked to make sure none of the neighborhood vigilantes were watching. Edie picked a place on the driveway and stretched out, facedown. Using two broken roof trusses, Snapper did a superb job setting the scene. Edie was pinned.


From under the debris, she said, “Blood would help.”


Snapper kicked a nail toward her left hand. “Take it easy.”


Edie Marsh held her breath and scratched the point of the nail from her elbow to her wrist. It hurt like a bitch. She wiped her arm across one cheek to smear the blood for dramatic effect. On cue, Snapper began shouting for help. Edie was impressed; he sounded damn near sincere.


Max Lamb congratulated himself for stocking up on video supplies before they drove down from Orlando. Other tourists had not come so prepared for the hurricane and could be seen foraging through luggage in a manic search for spare tapes and batteries. Meanwhile, pausing only to reload, Max Lamb was compiling dramatic footage of a historic natural disaster. Even if C-SPAN wasn’t interested, his friends in New York would be. Max was a junior account executive at a medium-sized advertising firm, and there were many persons whom he yearned to impress. Max was handy with the Sony, but it wouldn’t hurt to seek professional assistance; he knew of a place on East Fiftieth Street that edited home videos and, for a small extra charge, added titles and credits. It would be perfect! Once Bonnie settled down, Max Lamb would ask her about throwing a cocktail party where they could screen the hurricane tapes for his clients and his colleagues at the agency.


Max trotted with predatory energy from one wrecked homestead to another, the video camera purring in his hand. He was so absorbed in recording the tragedy that he forgot about his wife, who had stopped following three blocks ago. Max had wanted to show Bonnie how to use the camera so he could pose amid hurricane debris; she’d told him she would rather swallow a gallon of lye.


For editing purposes, Max Lamb kept a mental inventory of his best shots. He had plenty of rubble scenes, and felt the need to temper the visual shock with moments of poignancy—vignettes that would capture the human toll, spiritual as well as physical.


A mangled bicycle grabbed Max’s attention. The hurricane had wrapped it, as snug as a wedding band, around the trunk of a coconut palm. A boy no older than eight was trying to remove the bike. Max dropped to one knee and zoomed in on the youngster’s face as he tugged grimly on the bent handlebars. The boy’s expression was dull and cold, his lips pressed tight in concentration.


Max thought: He’s in shock. Doesn’t even know I’m here.


The youngster didn’t seem to care that his bicycle was destroyed beyond repair. He simply wanted the tree to give it back. He pulled and pulled with all his might. The empty eyes showed no sign of frustration.


Amazing, Max Lamb thought as he peered through the viewfinder. Amazing.


Something jostled his right arm, and the boy’s image in the viewfinder shook. A hand tugged at Max’s sleeve. Cursing, he looked up from the Handycam.


It was a monkey.


Max Lamb pivoted on one heel and aimed the camera at the scrawny animal. Through the viewfinder he saw that the monkey had come through the storm in miserable shape. Its auburn fur was matted and crusty. A bruise as plump as a radish rose from the bridge of its broad velvet nose. The shoe-button eyes were squinty and ringed with milky ooze.


Swaying on its haunches, the monkey bared its gums in a woozy yawn. Listlessly it began to paw at its tail.


“See what we have here—a wild monkey!” Max narrated, for the benefit of future viewers. “Just look at this poor little fella. . . .”


From behind him, a flat voice: “Better watch it, mister.” It was the boy with the broken bicycle.


Max, the Handycam still at his eye, said, “What’s the matter, son?”


“Better watch out for that thing. My dad, he had to shoot one last night.”


“Is that right?” Max smiled to himself. Why would anyone shoot a monkey?


“They’re real sick. That’s what my dad said.”


“Well, I’ll certainly be careful,” said Max Lamb. He heard footsteps as the strange boy ran off.


Through the viewfinder, Max noticed the monkey’s brow was twitching oddly. Suddenly it was airborne. Max lowered the camera just as the animal struck his face, knocking him backward. Miniature rubbery fingers dug at Max’s nostrils and eyes. He cried out fearfully. The monkey’s damp fur smelled awful.


Max Lamb began rolling in the dirt as if he were on fire. Screeching, the wiry little creature let go. Max sat up, scrubbing his face with the sleeves of his shirt. The stinging told him he’d been scratched. For starters he would require a tetanus booster, and then something more potent to counteract the monkey germs.


As he rose to his feet, Max heard chittering behind the palm tree. He was poised to run, until he spotted the monkey loping with an addled gait in the opposite direction. It was dragging something by a strap.


Max Lamb was enraged. The damn thing was stealing his Handycam! Idiotically he gave pursuit.


An hour later, when Bonnie Lamb went looking for her husband, he was gone.


Two uniformed Highway Patrol troopers stood in the rain at the top of the bridge. One was a tall, powerfully built black man. The other officer was a woman of milky smooth complexion and medium height, with a bun of reddish-brown hair. Together they leaned against the concrete rail and stared down a long length of broken rope, dangling in the breeze over the choppy brown water.


Five motorists had phoned on their cellulars to report that a crazy man was tied to the Card Sound Bridge. That was only hours before the hurricane, when every police officer within fifty miles had been busy evacuating the sane. Nobody had time for jumpers, so nobody checked the bridge.


The black trooper had been sent to Miami all the way from Liberty County, in northern Florida, to help clear traffic for the rescue convoys. At the command center he’d caught a glimpse of the incident notation in the dispatch log—“White male, 40–50 yrs old, 190–220 lbs, gray hair/beard, possible psych. case”—and decided to sneak down to North Key Largo for a look. Technically he was assigned to Homestead, but in the post-storm chaos it was easy to roam and not be missed. He had asked the other trooper to ride with him, and even though she was off duty she’d said yes.


Now motorists crossing the steep bridge braked in curiosity at the sight of the two troopers at the top. What’re they looking at, Mom? Is there a dead body in the water?


Raindrops trickled from the brim of the black trooper’s Stetson as he gazed across Biscayne Bay, leaden and frothy after the dreadful storm. He reached over the rail and hauled up the soggy rope. After examining the end of it, he showed the rope to the other trooper and said, with a weariness: “That’s my boy.”


The rope hadn’t snapped in the hurricane. It had been cut with a knife.
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Tony Torres sat in what remained of his living room and sipped what remained of his Chivas. He found it amusing that his “Salesman of the Year” award had survived the hurricane; it was all that remained hanging on the rain-soaked walls. Tony Torres recalled the party two months earlier, when they’d given him the cheap laminated plaque. It was his reward for selling seventy-seven double-wide house trailers, eighteen more than any other salesman in the history of PreFab Luxury Homes, formerly Tropic Trailers, formerly A-Plus Affordable Homes, Ltd. In the cutthroat world of mobile-home sales, Tony Torres had become a star. His boss had presented the Chivas and a thousand-dollar bonus along with the plaque. They’d paid a waitress to dance topless on a table and sing “For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.”


Oh well, Tony Torres thought. Life’s a fucking roller coaster. He stroked the stock of the shotgun that lay across his globe-shaped lap, and remembered things he wished he didn’t. For instance, that bullshit in the sales pitch about U.S. government safety regulations . . .


The Steens had questioned him thoroughly about hurricanes. So had the Ramirezes and the pain-in-the-ass Stichlers. So had Beatrice Jackson, the widow, and her no-neck son. Tony Torres always said what he’d been coached to say, that PreFab Luxury Homes built state-of-the-art homes guaranteed to withstand high winds. Uncle Sam set the specs. It’s all there in the brochure!


So Tony’s customers secured their mortgages and bought up the double-wides, and then the hurricane came and blew them away. All seventy-seven. The trailers imploded, exploded, popped off the tie-downs and took off like fucking aluminum ducks. Not one of the damn things made it through the storm. One minute they were pleasant-looking middle-class dwellings, with VCRs and convertible sofas and baby cribs . . . and the next minute they were shrapnel. Tony Torres had driven to the trailer park to see for himself. The place looked like a war zone. He was about to get out of the car when somebody recognized him—old man Stichler, who began spluttering insanely and hurling jagged debris at the salesman. Tony drove off at a high rate of speed. Later he learned that the widow Jackson was found dead in the wreckage of the trailer court.


Tony Torres was unfamiliar with remorse, but he did feel a stab of sorrow. The Chivas took care of that. How was I to know? he thought. I’m a salesman, not a goddamn engineer.


The more Tony drank, the less sympathy he retained for his customers. They goddamn well knew. Knew they were buying a tin can instead of a real house. Knew the risks, living in a hurricane zone. These were grown-ups, Tony Torres told himself. They made a choice.


Still, he anticipated trouble. The shotgun was a comfort. Unfortunately, anybody who wanted to track him down had only to look in the Dade County phone book. Being a salesman meant being available to all of humanity.


So let ’em come! Tony thought. Any moron customers got a problem, let ’em see what the storm did to my house. They get nasty, I turn the matter over to Señor Remington here.


Shouts rousted Tony Torres from the sticky embrace of his BarcaLounger. He took the gun and a flashlight to the front of the house. Standing in the driveway was a man with an unfortunate pinstriped suit and a face that appeared to have been modified with a crowbar.


“My sister!” the man exclaimed, pointing at a pile of busted lumber.


Tony Torres spotted the prone form of a woman under the trusses. Her eyes were half closed, and a fresh streak of blood colored her face. The woman groaned impressively. The man told Tony to call 911 right away.


“First tell me what happened,” the salesman said.


“Just look—part of your damn roof fell down on her!”


“Hmmm,” said Tony Torres.


“For Christ’s sake, don’t just stand there.”


“Your sister, huh?” Tony walked up to the woman and shined the flashlight in her eyes. The woman squinted reflexively, raising both hands to block out the light.


Tony Torres said, “Guess you’re not paralyzed, darling.”


He tucked the flashlight under one arm and raised the shotgun toward the man. “Here’s the deal, sport. The phones are blown, so we won’t be calling 911 unless you got a cellular in your pants, and that looks more like a pistol to me. Second of all, even if we could call 911 we’ll be waiting till Halloween. Every ambulance from here to Key West is busy because of the storm. Your ‘sister’ should’ve thought of that before her accident—”


“What the hell you—”


Tony Torres took the pistol from the man’s waist. “Third of all,” the salesman said, “my damn roof didn’t fall on nobody. Those trusses came off the neighbor’s house. That would be Mister Leonel Varga, next door. My own personal roof is lying in pieces somewhere out in the Everglades, is my guess.”


From beneath the lumber, the woman said: “Shit, Snapper.” The man shot her a glare, then looked away.


Tony Torres said: “I’m in the business of figuring people out quick. That’s what a good salesman does. And if she’s your sister, sport, then I’m twins with Mel Gibson.”


The man with the crooked jaw shrugged.


“Point is,” Tony said, “she ain’t really hurt. You ain’t really her brother. And whatever fucked-up plan you had for ripping me off is now officially terminated.”


The man scowled bitterly. “Hey, it was her idea.”


Tony ordered him to lift the wooden trusses off his partner. When the woman got up, the salesman noticed she was both attractive and intelligent-looking. He motioned with the shotgun.


“Both of you come inside. Hell, inside is pretty much outside, thanks to that goddamn storm. But come in, anyhow, ’cause I’d love to hear your story. I could use a laugh.”


The woman smoothed the front of her dress. “We made a bad mistake. Just let us go, OK?”


Tony Torres smiled. “That’s funny, darling.” He swung the Remington toward the house and pulled the trigger. The blast tore a hole the size of a soccer ball in the garage door.


“Hush,” said the drunken salesman, cupping a hand to one ear. “Hear that? Dead fucking silence. Shoot off a twelve-gauge and nobody cares. Nobody comes to see. Nobody comes to help. Know why? Because of the hurricane. The whole place is a madhouse!”


The man with the crooked jaw asked, more out of curiosity than concern: “What is it you want with us?”


“I haven’t decided,” said Tony Torres. “Let’s have a drinky poo.”


A week before the hurricane, Felix Mojack died of a viper bite to the ankle. Ownership of his failing wildlife-import business passed to a nephew, Augustine. On the rainy morning he learned of his uncle’s death, Augustine was at home practicing his juggling. He had all the windows open, and the Black Crowes playing on the stereo. He was barefoot and wore only a pair of royal-blue gym shorts. He stood in the living room, juggling in time to the music. The objects that he juggled were human skulls; he was up to five at once. The faster Augustine juggled, the happier he was.


On the kitchen table was an envelope from Paine Webber. It contained a check for $21,344.55. Augustine had no need for or interest in the money. He was almost thirty-two years old, and his life was as simple and empty as one could be. Sometimes he deposited the Paine Webber dividends, and sometimes he mailed them off to charities, renegade political candidates or former girlfriends. Augustine sent not a penny to his father’s defense lawyers; that was the old man’s debt, and he could damn well settle it when he got out of prison.


Augustine’s juggling was a private diversion. The skulls were artifacts and medical specimens he’d acquired from friends. When he had them up in the air—three, four, five skulls arcing fluidly from hand to hand—Augustine could feel the full rush of their faraway lives. It was inexplicably and perhaps unwholesomely exhilarating. Augustine didn’t know their names, or how they’d lived or died, but from touching them he drew energy.


In his spare time Augustine read books and watched television and hiked what was left of the Florida wilderness. Even before he became wealthy—when he worked on his father’s fishing boat, and later in law school—Augustine nursed an unspecific anger that he couldn’t trace and wasn’t sure he should. It manifested itself in the occasional urge to burn something down or blow something up—a high-rise, a new interstate highway, that sort of thing.


Now that Augustine had both the time and the money, he found himself without direction for these radical sentiments, and with no trustworthy knowledge of heavy explosives. Out of guilt, he donated large sums to respectable causes such as the Sierra Club and the Nature Conservancy. His ambition to noble violence remained a harmless fantasy. Meanwhile he bobbed through life’s turbulence like driftwood.


The near-death experience that made Augustine so rich had given him zero insight into a grand purpose or cosmic destiny. Augustine barely remembered the damn Beechcraft going down. Certainly he saw no blinding white light at the end of a cool tunnel, heard no dead relatives calling to him from heaven. All he recalled of the coma that followed the accident was an agonizing and unquenchable thirst.


After recovering from his injuries, Augustine didn’t return to the hamster-wheel routine of law school. The insurance settlement financed a comfortable aimlessness that many young men would have found appealing. Yet Augustine was deeply unhappy. One night, in a fit of depression, he violently purged his bookshelves of all genius talents who had died too young. This included his treasured Jack London.


Typically, Augustine was waiting for a woman to come along and fix him. So far, it hadn’t happened.


One time a dancer whom Augustine was dating caught him juggling his skulls in the bedroom. She thought it was a stunt designed to provoke a reaction. She told him it wasn’t funny, it was perverted. Then she moved to New York. A year or so later, for no particular reason, Augustine sent the woman one of his dividend checks from Paine Webber. She used the money to buy a Toyota Supra and sent Augustine a snapshot of herself, smiling and waving in the driver’s seat. Augustine wondered who’d taken the picture and what he’d thought of the new car.


Augustine had no brothers and sisters, his mother was in Nevada and his father was in the slammer. The closest relative was his uncle Felix Mojack, the wildlife importer. As a boy, Augustine often visited his uncle’s small cluttered farm out in the boondocks. It was more fun than going to the zoo, because Felix let Augustine help with the animals. In particular, Felix encouraged his nephew to familiarize himself with exotic snakes, as Felix himself was phobic (and, it turned out, fatally incompetent) when it came to handling reptiles.


After Augustine grew up, he saw less and less of his busy uncle. Progress conspired against Felix; development swept westward, and zoning regulations forced him to move his operation repeatedly. Nobody, it seemed, wished to build elementary schools or shopping malls within walking distance of caged jungle cats and wild cobras. The last time Felix Mojack was forced to relocate his animals, Augustine gave him ten thousand dollars for the move.


At the time of Felix’s death, the farm inventory listed one male African lion, three cougars, a gelded Cape buffalo, two Kodiak bears, ninety-seven parrots and macaws, eight Nile crocodiles, forty-two turtles, seven hundred assorted lizards, ninety-three snakes (venomous and nonvenomous) and eighty-eight rhesus monkeys.


The animals were kept on a nine-acre spread off Krome Avenue, not far from the federal prison. The day after the funeral, Augustine drove out to the place alone. He had a feeling that his uncle ran a loose operation, and a tour of the facility corroborated his suspicion. The fencing was buckled and rusty, the cages needed new hinges, and the concrete reptile pits hadn’t been drained and cleaned in months. In the tar-paper shed that Felix had used for an office, Augustine found paperwork confirming his uncle’s low regard for U.S. Customs regulations.


It came as no surprise that Felix had been a smuggler; rather, Augustine was grateful that his uncle’s choice of contraband had been exotic birds and snakes, and not something else. Wildlife, however, presented its own unique challenges. While bales of marijuana required no feeding, bears and cougars did. Lean and hungry was a mild description of the illegal menagerie; Augustine was appalled by the condition of some of the animals and presumed their deterioration was a result of his uncle’s recent financial troubles. Fortunately, the two young Mexicans who worked for Felix Mojack graciously agreed to help out for a few days after his death. They stocked the freezers with raw meat for the large carnivores, bought boxloads of feed for the parrots and monkeys, and restocked on white mice and insects for the reptiles.


Meanwhile Augustine scrambled to locate a buyer for the animals, somebody qualified to take good care of them. Augustine was so preoccupied with the task that he didn’t pay enough attention to news reports of a tropical storm intensifying in the Caribbean. Even when it bloomed into a hurricane, and Augustine saw the weather bulletin on television, he assumed it would do what most storms did in late summer—veer north, away from South Florida, on the prevailing Atlantic steering currents.


Once it became clear that the hurricane would strike southern Dade County with a direct hit, Augustine had little time to act. He was grimly aware of what sustained one-hundred-mile-per-hour winds would do to his dead uncle’s shabby farm. He spent the morning and afternoon on the telephone, trying to find a secure location for the animals. Interest invariably dropped off at the mention of a Cape buffalo. At dusk Augustine drove out to fasten tarps and tie-downs on the cages and pens. Sensing the advancing storm, the bears and big cats paced nervously, growling in agitation. The parrots were in a panic; the frenetic squawking attracted several large hawks to the nearby pines. Augustine stayed two hours and decided it was hopeless. He sent the Mexicans home and drove to a nearby Red Cross shelter to wait out the storm.


When he returned at dawn, the place was destroyed. The fencing was strewn like holiday tinsel across the property. The corrugated roofing had been peeled off the compound like a sardine tin. Except for a dozen befuddled turtles, all his uncle’s wild animals had escaped into the scrub and marsh and, inevitably, the Miami suburbs. As soon as phone service was restored, Augustine notified the police what had happened. The dispatcher laconically estimated it would be five or six days before an officer could be spared, because everybody was working double shifts after the hurricane. When Augustine asked how far a Gaboon viper could travel in five or six days, the dispatcher said she’d try to send somebody out there sooner.


Augustine couldn’t just sit and wait. The radio said a troop of storm-addled monkeys had invaded a residential subdivision off Quail Roost Drive, only miles from the farm. Augustine immediately loaded the truck with his uncle’s dart rifle, two long-handled nooses, a loaded .38 Special, and a five-pound bag of soggy monkey chow.


He didn’t know what else to do.


Canvassing the neighborhood in search of her husband, Bonnie Lamb encountered the dull-eyed boy with the broken bicycle. His description of the tourist jerk with the video camera fit Max too well.


“He ran after the monkey,” the boy said.


Bonnie Lamb said, “What monkey?”


The boy explained. Bonnie assessed the information calmly. “Which way did they go?” The boy pointed. Bonnie thanked him and offered to help pry his bicycle off the tree. The boy turned away, so she walked on.


Bonnie was puzzled by the monkey story, but most of the questions clouding her mind concerned Max Lamb’s character. How could a man wander off and forget about his new wife? Why was he so fascinated with the hurricane ruins? How could he so cruelly intrude on the suffering of those who lived here?


During two years of courtship, Max had never seemed insensitive. At times he could be immature and self-centered, but Bonnie had never known a man who wasn’t. In general, Max was a responsible and attentive person; more than just a hard worker, an achiever. Bonnie appreciated that, as her two previous boyfriends had taken a casual approach to the concept of full-time employment. Max impressed her with his seriousness and commitment, his buoyant determination to attain professional success and financial security. At thirty, Bonnie was at a point in life where she liked the prospect of security; she was tired of worrying about money, and about men who had none. Beyond that, she truly found Max Lamb attractive. He wasn’t exceptionally handsome or romantic, but he was sincere—boyishly, completely, relentlessly sincere. His earnestness, even in bed, was endearing. This was a man Bonnie thought she could trust.


Until today, when he started acting like a creep.


The predawn expedition to Miami seemed, at first, a honeymoon lark—Max’s way of showing his bride that he could be as wild and impulsive as her old boyfriends. Against her best instincts, Bonnie played along. She felt sure that seeing the hurricane’s terrible destruction would end Max’s documentary ambitions, that he’d put down the camera and join the volunteer relief workers, who were arriving by the busload.


But he didn’t. He kept taping, becoming more and more excited, until Bonnie Lamb could no longer bear it. When he asked her to operate the camera while he posed on an overturned station wagon, Bonnie nearly slugged him. She quit tagging after Max because she didn’t want to be seen with him. Her own husband.


In one gutted house she spotted an old woman, her mother’s age, stepping through splintered bedroom furniture. The woman was calling the name of a pet kitten, which had disappeared in the storm. Bonnie Lamb offered to help search. The cat didn’t turn up, but Bonnie did find the old woman’s wedding album, beneath a shattered mirror. Bonnie cleared the broken glass and retrieved the album, damp but not ruined. Bonnie opened it to the date of inscription: December 11, 1949. When the old woman saw the album, she broke down in Bonnie’s arms. With a twinge of shame, Bonnie glanced around to make sure that Max wasn’t secretly filming them. Then she began to cry, too.


Later, resolved to confront her husband, Bonnie Lamb went to find him. If he refused to put away that stupid camera, she would demand the keys to the rental car. It promised to be the first hard test of the new marriage.


Two hours passed with no sign of Max, and Bonnie’s anger dissolved into worry. The tale told by the boy with the broken bicycle ordinarily would have been comical, but Bonnie took it as further evidence of Max’s reckless obsession. He was afraid of animals, even hamsters, a condition he blamed on an unspecified childhood trauma; to boldly pursue a wild monkey was definitely out of character. On the other hand, Max loved that damn Handycam. More than once he’d reminded Bonnie that it had cost seven hundred dollars, mail order from Hong Kong. She could easily envision him chasing a seven-hundred-dollar investment down the street. She could even envision him strangling the monkey for it, if necessary.


Another squall came, and Bonnie cursed mildly under her breath. There wasn’t much left standing, in the way of shelter. She felt a shiver as the raindrops ran down her neck, and decided to return to the rental car and wait for Max there. Except she wasn’t sure where the car was parked—without street signs or mailboxes, every block of the destroyed subdivision looked the same. Bonnie Lamb was lost.


She saw the helicopters wheeling overhead, heard the chorus of sirens in the distance, yet on the streets of the neighborhood there were no policemen, no soldiers, no proper authority to which a missing husband could be reported. Exhausted, Bonnie sat on a curb. To keep dry, she tried to balance a large square of plywood over her head. A gust of wind got under the board and pulled Bonnie over backward; as she went down, a corner of the board struck her sharply on the forehead.


She lay there stunned for several moments, staring at the muddy sky, blinking the raindrops from her eyes. A man appeared, standing over her. He wore a small rifle slung on one shoulder.


“Let me help,” he said.


Bonnie Lamb allowed him to lift her from the wet grass. She noticed her blouse was soaked, and shyly folded her arms across her breasts. The man retrieved the plywood board and braced it at a generous angle against a concrete utility pole. There he and Bonnie Lamb took shelter from the slashing rain.


The man was in his early thirties, with good shoulders and tanned, strong-looking arms. He had short brown hair, a sharp chin and friendly blue eyes. He wore Rockport hiking shoes, which gave Bonnie a sense of relief. She couldn’t imagine a psychopathic sex killer choosing Rockports.


“Do you live around here?” she asked.


The man shook his head. “Coral Gables.”


“Is the gun loaded?”


“Sort of,” the man said, without elaborating.


“My name is Bonnie.”


“I’m Augustine.”


“What are you doing out here?” she asked.


“Believe it or not,” he said, “I’m looking for my monkeys.”


Bonnie Lamb smiled. “What a coincidence.”


Max Lamb woke up with a headache that was about to get worse. He found himself stripped to his underwear and bound to a pine tree. The tall man with the glass eye, the man who’d snatched him off the street as if he were a wayward toddler, was thrashing and flopping in a leafy clearing by the campfire. When the impressive seizure ended, the kidnapper gathered himself in a lotus position. Max Lamb noticed a thick black collar around the man’s neck. In one hand he held a shiny cylinder that reminded Max of a remote control for a model car. The cylinder had a short rubber antenna and three colored buttons.


The one-eyed man was mumbling: “Too much juice, too much . . .” He wore a cheap plastic shower cap on his head. Max would have assumed he was a street person, except for the teeth; the kidnapper displayed outstanding orthodontics.


He seemed unaware that his captive was observing him. Deliberately the man extended both legs to brace himself, inhaled twice deeply, then pushed a red button on the remote-control cylinder. Instantly his body began to jerk like an enormous broken puppet. Max Lamb watched helplessly as the stranger writhed through the leaves toward the fire. His boots were in the flames when the fit finally ended. Then the man rose with a startling swiftness, stomping his huge feet until the soles cooled.


One hand went to his neck. “By God, that’s better.”


Max Lamb concluded it was a nightmare, and shut his eyes. When he opened them again, much later, he saw that the campfire was freshly stoked. The one-eyed kidnapper crouched nearby; now his neck was bare. He was feeding Oreo cookies to the larcenous monkey, which appeared to be regaining its health. Max was more certain than ever that what he’d witnessed earlier was a dream. He felt ready to assert himself.


“Where’s my camera?” he demanded.


The kidnapper stood up, laughing through his wild beard. “Perfect,” he said. “‘Where’s my camera?’ That’s just perfect.”


In a hazardously patronizing tone, Max Lamb said: “Let me go, pardner. You don’t really want to go to jail, do you?”


“Ha,” the stranger said. He reached for the shiny black cylinder.


A bolt of fire passed through Max Lamb’s neck. He shuddered violently and gulped for breath. His tongue tasted of hot copper. Crimson spears of light punctured the night. Max warbled in fear.


“Shock collar,” the kidnapper explained, unnecessarily. “The Tri-Tronics 200. Three levels of stimulation. Range of one mile. Rechargeable nickel-cadmium batteries. Three-year warranty.”


Max felt it now, stiff leather against the soft skin of his throat.


“State of the art,” said the stranger. “You a bird hunter?”


Max mouthed the word “no.”


“Well, trust me. Field trainers swear by these gizmos. Dogs get the message real quick, even Labs.” The stranger twirled the remote control like a baton. “Me, I couldn’t put one of these on an animal. Fact, I couldn’t even try it on you without testing it myself. That’s what a big old softy I am.”


The kidnapper scratched the crown of the monkey’s head. The monkey hopped back and bared its tiny teeth, which were flecked black with Oreo crumbs. The kidnapper laughed.


Max Lamb, quavering: “Keep it away from me!”


“Not an animal person, huh?”


“What is it you want?”


The stranger turned toward the fire.


Max said, “Is it money? Just take whatever I’ve got.”


“Jesus, you’re thick.” The stranger pushed the red button, and Max Lamb thrashed briefly against his ropes. The monkey skittered away, out of the firelight.


Max looked up to see the psycho, taping him with the video camera! “Say cheese,” the stranger said, aiming the Handycam with his good eye.


Max Lamb reddened. He felt spindly and pale in his underwear.


The man said, “I might send this up to Rodale and Burns. What d’you think—for the office Christmas bash? ‘How I Spent My Florida Vacation,’ starring Max Leo Lamb.”


Max sagged. Rodale & Burns was the Madison Avenue advertising agency where he worked. The lunatic had been through his billfold.


“They call me Skink,” the kidnapper said. He turned off the Handycam and carefully capped the lens. “But I prefer ‘captain.’ ”


“Captain what?”


“Obviously you were impressed by the hurricane.” The stranger packed the video camera in a canvas sleeve. “Myself, I was disappointed. I was hoping for something more . . . well, biblical.”


Max Lamb said, as respectfully as possible: “It looked pretty bad to me.”


“You hungry?” The kidnapper brought a burlap sack to the tree where his prisoner was tied.


“Oh God,” said Max Lamb, staring inside the bag. “You can’t be serious.”
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