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“Spy fiction has a new superstar, F. W. Rustmann Jr., a retired twenty-four-year veteran of the CIA’s Clandestine Service who it turns out has a terrific talent for fiction. I loved False Flag and you will too. One wishes Rustmann were running the CIA in his spare time, when he isn’t writing!”


           —Stephen Coonts, bestselling author


“With False Flag, Fred Rustmann presents another case for convincing James Bond wannabes to keep their day jobs. CIA work isn’t all high-balls and exotic climes. It’s dangerous, dirty, tedious, and requires nerves of tungsten. Rustmann learned it the hard way—twenty-four years in the field—so that readers can experience it in a comfortable chair. Rustmann exposes the Agency’s underbelly and its ripped six-pack. False Flag is a damn good yarn—or is it from his personal history? We’ll never know.”


           —Phillip Jennings, author of Nam-A-Rama and Goodbye Mexico (with a bit of combat time and Agency experience of his own)


“Warning! You’ll lose sleep with this one. Former CIA clandestine ops officer Rustmann states up front the book is fiction, but the plot and fast-paced action brims with the latest tradecraft and knowledge of real-world intelligence operations, which makes for late-night page-turning to see how it all turns out, and wondering, ‘Did this really pass CIA censors?’”


           —Gene Poteat, President Emeritus, Association of Former Intelligence Officers


“False Flag is a compelling contemporary thriller by a former member of the CIA’s Clandestine Service. Not a movie director’s version, this is the real version of what happens when dedicated operatives endeavor to rescue a key American asset from a terrorist stronghold. It’s up-all-night reading at its best, penned by a pro in the business.”


           —Karna Small Bodman, former Senior Director, White House National Security Council


“Veteran CIA operations officer Fred Rustmann’s novel False Flag is a unique blend of edge-of-your-seat suspense and the sort of reality you can’t get without participating in intelligence service operations yourself. I highly recommend it to all thriller readers, and even to readers who don’t like thrillers—this book will change their minds.”


           —Keith Thomson, bestselling author of Once a Spy
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“Used to be . . . dignity and courage


were the measure of a man . . .”


—From the song Used to Be by Charlene and Stevie Wonder









PROLOGUE


It happened every time she returned to Beirut; that sense of trepidation, fear, excitement, risk. The part of her job she loved and feared the most. Like a receiver standing alone in the end zone during the opening kickoff of a football game.


The ferry from Limassol slowed and settled down into the water as it neared its berth. The sun sank low on the horizon, falling below the distant mountains of Lebanon and casting a red glow over the waters of the Mediterranean. Red at night; sailors’ delight. If the old adage were correct, it would be a beautiful day tomorrow.


She was among the first to disembark, hurrying through the cursory customs check, pulling her luggage straight toward the taxi queue outside the terminal. The ride along the corniche to her pied-à-terre apartment took a little over thirty minutes. She felt safer when she entered her apartment and latched the door behind her.


Tomorrow would be a big day.


She awakened early the next morning and dressed casually in faded, torn jeans, a long-sleeved blouse, and tennis shoes. She brewed a pot of coffee and ate a cup of yogurt from her nearly empty fridge as she began preparing herself mentally for the operational task that would follow.


The brush pass was scheduled for exactly 11:43 a.m. on the third-floor, center aisle of the Galleries Lafayette department store on Hamra Street. Prior to the meeting, she would need at least three hours to run her surveillance detection route—a morning of shopping designed to lull any possible surveillance team to sleep. Her contact, a female case officer assigned under official cover to the United States Embassy, would be doing the same thing. Each would be carrying an identical white envelope containing a passport and other identity papers—pocket litter. The photos and descriptions on both sets of documents were of the same woman.
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At exactly 11:42 a.m., she turned the corner into the center aisle and examined a selection of pots and pans. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted her contact entering the aisle from the other end. She began walking slowly up the aisle, examining the housewares on her way. Her contact did the same. When she was abreast of the other woman, they switched envelopes and continued on their way toward opposite ends of the corridor.


She could breathe easier now.


She continued to shop leisurely along Hamra Street until a little past one o’clock in the afternoon. Confident she was not under surveillance and that the brush pass had gone unnoticed, she realized how hungry she was. She stepped into a café and ordered a quiche and an iced tea for lunch.


While devouring her lunch she removed the envelope’s contents—a Jordanian passport, driver’s license, two credit cards, and various club membership cards—and placed them carefully into a red leather billfold. The billfold then went back into her purse.


She paid the bill and continued her stroll toward her apartment. She was done for the day. Mission accomplished.


Two blocks from the corniche, she stopped at a busy intersection. While she was waiting by the curb for the light to change, a dark van turned in front of her. The van’s door slid open and two men jumped out, startling pedestrians waiting to cross the street. The men surrounded the woman, grabbed her from both sides and pushed her into the van.


The van sped off leaving the pedestrians gawking.









CHAPTER 1


The drive from Belmopan to the central prison of Belize in Hattieville, affectionately known as the “Hattieville Ramada,” took almost two hours, mostly on narrow, dusty jungle roads. The seventeen prisoners, each one handcuffed to his seat, bounced along in an old, gray school bus with dead shocks and springs.


Culler Santos was in a foul mood. The prisoner sitting across the aisle from him, a heavily tattooed young man of mixed race named Aduan, would not stop glaring at him. Santos had heard about Aduan in the Belmopan jail. He had a reputation for being a psychopath, the worst of the worst.


Although he was only a few months past his nineteenth birthday, Aduan had admitted to killing six people, including one of his uncles. The latter murder, the killing of a close relative, had elevated him in the ranks of the Crips. Each of the murders, with the exception of the last one, which landed him in prison, was recorded on his chest in a row of tattooed, half-inch circles.


The Crips and their archrival gang, the Bloods, were strong in Belize, having immigrated there from Los Angeles in the mid-eighties. And nowhere were they stronger, or more heavily represented, than in the Belizean prison system.


Santos decided it was best to ignore the kid, so he concentrated on looking out the window at the passing jungle scenery. But each time he looked over, he caught the kid staring at him.


He didn’t need this. On top of everything else, he was still wearing the jeans, tennis shoes, and sweat-stained, white polo shirt he had been wearing when he was taken into custody. He had not had a proper shower or shaved in the four days since his arrest. He knew he reeked because the stench of the other prisoners reminded him of a horse barn.


The kid was dressed in rags like most of the other prisoners. He wore stained, khaki cutoffs, a pair of worn out flip-flops and an Army camouflage tee shirt. The sleeves of the tee shirt were cut off to better display his powerful, tattoo-covered arms. He sported a head full of long, filthy dreadlocks, a stringy Fu Manchu mustache, and a braided goatee.


They reached Hattieville at the two-mile marker of Burrell Boom Road. A guard walked down the aisle unlocking handcuffs. The prisoners were led out the door in single file, through the main gate of the prison and into the prison yard. It was surrounded by stained, two-story, white-cement-block buildings, which housed the cells. A chain-link fence topped with hoops of concertina razor wire surrounded the entire 225-acre plot of land. Guards armed with AK-47 automatic weapons patrolled along the roofs of the buildings and stood in towers in each corner. The entire facility stank like a barnyard.


After a short “welcome” speech from the warden, who laid out the usual warnings about the consequences of escape attempts, the group was split into smaller groups and led to their cells in the “Remand Section” of the prison. There they waited for trial. Some of them had been there for more than five years. The judicial system in Belize was in no hurry.


Santos was led to a cell on the ground floor along with four other prisoners from the bus, but not before each one surrendered his belt. All other pocket litter had been confiscated at the Belmopan jail. He assumed the belts would be added to those other belongings. After the surrender, some of the men had to walk with one hand holding up their drooping pants. Santos reflected on the “low pants” tradition that was common among young blacks in American ghettos. This is where it all began—in prisons. Why those kids wanted to emulate prison inmates was totally beyond him.


One of the prisoners in his group was Aduan. Santos cussed his luck and immediately began to think about how he would neutralize this obvious threat. Aduan was hugged and high-fived by several other inmates when he entered the cell. This macho display added to Santos’s dismay.


The filthy, twenty-by-twenty-foot cell was already filled with more than a dozen inmates. Santos counted the double bunks that lined two of the walls—there were four. That meant eight beds for about sixteen smelly men. This is going to be cozy, Santos thought.


All of the bunks were occupied, so he looked for a place on the concrete floor where he could stake out a space. Grabbing one of the bunks was out of the question. It would have meant an immediate confrontation, and he was not ready for that. Not yet.


In one corner of the room, he noticed a plastic milk carton cut in half and realized it was being used as a toilet. Better stay as far away from that as possible, he thought. He found a spot near the corner on the other side of the room, plopped himself down between two other inmates and put his head on his knees.


Hurry up, Mac. Get me out of here. Please hurry . . .


The crowded cell was a cacophony of smells and noises. A few of the prisoners, like Santos, sat quietly with their eyes closed and arms folded around their knees, trying to block out their surroundings, submerging themselves in their thoughts.


It did not take Aduan long to saunter over to Santos’s side of the cell and stop in front of him. He stood there, swaying back and forth, glaring down at the American. The cell suddenly became quiet. Three other heavily tattooed prisoners, all with long dreadlocks, moved across the room and converged alongside of Aduan.


Santos sensed the arrival of Aduan and his fellow Crips and watched them from the corners of his eyes. He sat there quietly for a few moments and then looked up and locked onto Aduan’s threatening stare. He knew now that confrontation was unavoidable, but he was not afraid.


His thoughts centered on how best to neutralize the four thugs. With one attacker, it would be simple: take him to the ground and dislocate his arm with an arm bar. That was the quickest and easiest way to neutralize an opponent. But in this case, there were too many of them. He needed to remain on his feet while sending them all to the ground. Tactics spun through his mind. He knew he could beat them. It was just a matter of how.


His head rose slowly and he quietly asked, “Do you want my spot?” Aduan threw his head back and laughed heartily. He looked around at his friends and then began to reply.


As soon as Aduan’s mouth opened, Santos unleashed a sweeping kick with his right leg that knocked Aduan’s legs out from under him and dropped him hard on his tailbone. There was an audible thud as he hit the concrete floor, forcing the air from his lungs in a gasp.


Santos spun to his feet in one motion and caught the tall Crip to Aduan’s left with a roundhouse, backhand punch to the side of the head, dropping the thug like a stone.


He turned to his right and confronted the wide-eyed, fat Crip who was swinging a lame roundhouse at his head. Santos blocked the punch with his left forearm, stepped in close, looped his right arm under his attacker’s right arm and, with two hands grasping the wrist, snapped the arm down. An audible pop and a scream told him the elbow was dislocated. He followed up with a sharp right elbow to the temple and the Crip went down in a heap, unconscious and with his arm jutting out at an awkward angle.


Aduan jumped to his feet and attacked. Santos stepped back with his left leg to dodge a right hook, crossed his right leg over his left and launched it screaming toward Aduan’s head. Santos’s foot connected at the ear with a sickening thud. Aduan careened across the room, into the wall and down in a heap.


In a blur Santos spun around and delivered a side kick directly to the knee of the forth thug. The force of the kick snapped the Crip’s knee backwards, dislocating it and sending the thug to the ground screaming in pain. He was no longer a threat.


Santos dodged a kick to the head from the only standing Crip and delivered two sharp blows to the solar plexus, knocking the wind from the thug’s lungs and sending him to his knees. He went down into a fetal position.


Santos stood, panting. He surveyed the carnage. Two of the Crips were permanently out of commission with dislocated limbs. Aduan was unconscious and the other Crip was moaning and gasping for breath in a heap.


He stepped over to Aduan who was lying face down on the floor. He stood over him, brought his leg up high and stomped down on Aduan’s right shoulder with the heel of his shoe. He heard the shoulder crunch, rendering the arm useless.


He turned to the remaining Crip, moaning and lying on his side. He brought his leg up again and brought it down hard on the femur, snapping the bone and eliciting a scream from the thug.


Satisfied, Santos surveyed the carnage he had inflicted. Now all four of the Crips would be taken to the hospital with broken or dislocated limbs, which was Santos’s plan in the first place. They would be removed from the cell and no longer a threat.


Santos walked to the center of the cell, looked around at the inmates surrounding him and addressed the motionless, gawking group. “I had nothing to do with this, get it? These guys got into a fight and beat the crap out of each other. Understand? That’s your story when the guards get here.” He glared around the room, locking eyes with each one of them in turn.


The shocked inmates nodded in agreement, some muttering in approval and awe of what had just occurred. Santos then walked over to the nearest lower bunk, pushed aside two inmates standing in front of it, and plopped himself down.


Lying on the bunk with his legs crossed and his hands behind his head, he said, “And this is where I will spend the rest of my time here, right on this bunk. Does anyone have any objections to that?”


There were none.









CHAPTER 2


Sometimes things don’t go exactly as planned. Other times nothing goes as planned. This was one of those times.


MacMurphy was known as a meticulous planner of operations. It was one of his strengths and was well documented during his almost fifteen years with the CIA. He had the uncanny ability to see all possible outcomes for his operational moves and adapt accordingly to ensure operational success.


In this case, Murphy’s Law was written all over the operation.


His colleague, Culler Santos, had been arrested and was being held in a steamy prison in the jungle on the outskirts of Belmopan, Belize. At first glance, though, the operation had been promising.


The child’s Belizean mother, a tall, thin, pale woman with stringy, waist-length brown hair named Elmira Minita, had abducted the six-year-old girl and taken the child to live with her parents in Belize. She had secured a job as an administrative assistant for the Belizean Tourism Authority.


The father, an American citizen living in St. Augustine, Florida, had legal custody of the child. The girl was a United States citizen by birth and the mother, a cocaine addict and convicted felon, was deemed unfit by the United States courts. The father had exhausted all legal efforts to get the child returned to him. Belize, despite being a signatory of the Hague Convention—which was established to ensure that the best interests of the child were paramount in international abduction cases—refused to order Elmira to return the child to her American father.


So he turned to Global Strategic Reporting, a business intelligence and investigation firm located just down the Florida coast in Fort Lauderdale. The firm had a reputation for “getting things done” in all manner of unusual cases. The father wanted GSR to help him re-abduct the child and return her safely to the United States. And, at first, the operation went smoothly.


Santos set up his cover as a point man for a large United States developer exploring tourism opportunities in Belize. That justified his request to meet with the head of the Belizean tourism director in the government office building where the mother worked. Santos bluffed his way into the American embassy to discuss his Belizean development plans with the embassy’s economic officer. The economic officer was helpful and offered to call the Belizean tourism director to set up a meeting for Santos.


The following day Santos drove his rental car to his meeting with the director. Santos was ushered into the director’s office by his assistant, Elmira, who occupied a desk outside of the director’s office. When his meeting was over, Santos stopped at Elmira’s desk, exchanged some pleasantries, and engaged the woman in conversation, asking what she liked to do for entertainment in Belmopan, what the best restaurants were and what hotel she would recommend. His questions about her marital status and whether she had children were deftly evaded.


Elmira was polite but did not pick up on any of his veiled efforts to get her to show him around town. Finally, Santos just came out and asked her to have dinner with him. She politely refused, saying that she was seeing someone who worked in the building and that he would not take too kindly to her having dinner with another man.


Disappointed and wishing he possessed the good looks and easy charm of his partner, MacMurphy, Santos returned to his hotel to mull things over and eat dinner alone. His goal had been to learn more about Elmira Minita—where she lived, what her personal circumstances were, how the child was doing and what the kid’s daily routine was—but he had failed miserably.


MacMurphy shouldn’t have chosen him for this task. He wasn’t the cool, suave type who could easily pick up women. Just the opposite actually. He was direct and forceful and sometimes women were put off by his looks. Santos was built like a tree trunk, with a face scarred by many battles.


He needed to gather enough information about the mother’s lifestyle to figure out how the child and father could meet with enough privacy and time for the exfiltration team to spirit them out of the country and back to the United States. The exfiltration route had been outlined, but the plan lacked very important details about how they would get the child away from the mother and safely into the arms of the father and the exfiltration team.


Santos concluded that if he couldn’t gather the information he needed the easy way, through direct contact with the mother, he would have to get it the hard way, through surveillance.


That’s where things started to unravel.


The one thing that Santos was not aware of—and that Elmira had not revealed during their conversation—was that the mother’s current paramour, the one who occupied the other corner office just down the hall, was the country’s solicitor general.


He also was unaware that as soon as he left Elmira’s office, she walked down the hall to the office of Shankar Gandhi, the solicitor general of Belize, and told him all about the rugged American with the Kennedyesque-Bostonian accent who had tried to pick her up and had asked too many questions about her and her daughter.


She was aware that her husband wanted the child back in America and thought there was a connection.


As she was relating the story to Gandhi, they walked over to the office windows overlooking the parking lot and watched Santos walk across the lot, get into his black Chevy rental car and drive away.


Gandhi was one of the many Indian functionaries who remained behind when, in 1981, British Honduras obtained its independence from the United Kingdom and was renamed Belize. Now in his sixties, the bespectacled little man had reached the pinnacle of his career and felt all-powerful. Moreover, he carried a strong grudge against those colonial powers that had once lorded over him.


He had also fallen in love with the tall, willowy, fair-skinned drug addict and had vowed to protect her and her child. So, when Culler Santos showed up late the following afternoon in his black rental car and took up a surveillance position in a shaded corner of the parking lot, Gandhi called the police.


Elmira and Gandhi watched from his office window as the police arrived, checked Santos’s identification papers, cuffed him and took him away in a patrol car. On Gandhi’s instructions, the police charged Santos with conspiracy to commit kidnapping—specifically, Elmira Minita’s six-year-old daughter.









CHAPTER 3


The gang at GSR had not heard from Santos for three days and was becoming increasingly concerned. Calls to his cell phone and hotel room went unanswered. The staff at the small El Rey Hotel where he was staying said they had not seen him since the day after he had checked in.


This was not like Santos. He usually called MacMurphy every evening to discuss progress.


When a call finally came, it was collect from the jail in downtown Belmopan. “It looks like we’ve been blindsided, Mac. Our client never told us he brought his sailboat down here a couple of months ago and tried to grab the kid. He was caught in the act and thrown in the slammer. They let him go after paying a big fine and kicked him out of the country. They’ve been on high alert ever since then. Mom’s boyfriend, who just happens to be the solicitor general of this godforsaken country, handled everything for her.”


“Good god! Now what? What are they planning for you? What are the charges?”


“Conspiracy to commit kidnapping. It carries a fifteen-year sentence and a $250,000 fine. I’m being transferred tomorrow to the central prison in Hattieville. It’s a nasty place from what I hear. I’m in deep kimchi, Mac.”


“We’ll get you out of there. I’ll get you a good lawyer. Do they have any evidence to back up this conspiracy charge?”


“No, but from what I understand they don’t need any. Their law is based on old English law. They can lock me up while they conduct an investigation to gather the evidence they need. Not like the good ole U.S. of A. at all.”


MacMurphy grimaced. “Okay, okay, we’ll get working on it. Call me again tomorrow evening, same time. Hang in there. If we can’t bail you out, we’ll bust you out . . .”
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Maggie Moore was the “mother hen” of the GSR and was used to handling senior case officers during her thirty-plus years at the agency. She had quickly risen through its ranks, starting as a GS-5 secretary to the senior intelligence service and retiring with flag rank. She was now the de facto manager of GSR, although MacMurphy retained full ownership of the company.


She sat at the foot of the conference table in the GSR conference room while MacMurphy finished his call with Santos. “How could this happen, Mac?” she asked, glaring at him over her rimless granny glasses.


MacMurphy ran fingers through his prematurely gray hair and shook his head. “We weren’t given the full story. That’s what happened. They were waiting for us. Now we just have to deal with the hand we’ve been dealt and get on with it.”


He was in no mood for recriminations. He wanted to get his friend back as soon as possible. Then he would think about what went wrong and who would pay for it.


Maggie pulled a yellow pencil out of her graying, red, washwoman bun and began ticking off a list of lawyers she had found in Belize. She briefly described them to MacMurphy before recommending a firm headed by a recently retired Supreme Court justice named Dean Lindo. It was likely he would have the best chance of influencing the court in Santos’s favor.


“Okay, call him back, engage his firm and wire him a retainer. Send him whatever he wants. Just get him on it immediately. I don’t want Culler sitting in that hellhole for any longer than necessary. And I’m sure that Gandhi bastard is going to play hardball with us.”









CHAPTER 4


The next few days were hard on Maggie and MacMurphy and the rest of the GSR team. They worked tirelessly contacting congressmen and other influential government officials to pressure the United States ambassador to make a démarche to the Belizean government to release Santos. Unfortunately, the United States Embassy refused to take any action on Santos’s behalf. The petty ambassador was angry that Santos had manipulated the embassy with a phony “tourist development” cover story.


More bad news came when Dean Lindo reported that Gandhi was indeed digging his heals in and refused to budge regarding Santos’s release. He was dragging out the court process to punish Santos as much as possible.


Finally, a full month after Santos’s arrest, Gandhi could delay the bail hearing no longer. That was the good news. The bad news was that he had set the usual $5,000 bail at $50,000. During the bail hearing, Dean Lindo argued forcefully that the lack of evidence did not justify the treatment Santos was receiving by the court. But Gandhi stood firm, stating that there was plenty of evidence for the conspiracy out there and that he simply needed more time to gather it for the trial.


This is how things work in third-world countries like Belize; a person can be held indefinitely while evidence is gathered for conviction. So much for due process.


Thus, bail was set at $50,000, which was paid immediately by Lindo per MacMurphy’s instructions. Santos was forbidden to leave the country pending trial and his passport was confiscated.


Santos returned to the El Rey Hotel where he showered, put on clean clothes, ate an enormous steak dinner, got totally smashed, and passed out on a real bed for the first time in over a month.


The next morning he collected his car from the police impound lot, purchased a new pre-paid cell phone and called MacMurphy to plan his exfiltration. There was no way he was going to hang around Belize for a rigged trial that would almost certainly convict him.


MacMurphy and Santos agreed on a simple plan to get Santos safely out of Belize and set a date for the exfiltration one week later. That would allow Santos time to give any hostile surveillance the feeling that he was settling in to await trial.


He prepaid his hotel for another month, took several trips to Belize City to visit his attorneys, drove around the country sightseeing and generally played his role to a T. It wasn’t difficult. The court had his passport and he couldn’t leave the country without that travel document.


Exactly seven days after his phone conversation with MacMurphy, Santos put the “Do Not Disturb” sign on his door and left the hotel unnoticed in the early morning hours. He carried all his belongings in a small suitcase and a backpack.


Santos drove west on the two-lane George Price Highway toward the Guatemala border and pulled off to the side of the road at a secluded spot about ten miles out of Belmopan. There he cached his suitcase and backpack in the underbrush, took one more look around to memorize the spot and then headed back to his car. It would not look good if someone spotted him getting into MacMurphy’s car with bags in his hands. Not after receiving a court order forbidding him to leave town.


After driving back to Belmopan, he parked his car in a lot near the center of town and paid for a full day. Stomach rumbling and in need of caffeine, he walked to a nearby café where he indulged in a large breakfast of ham, eggs, pancakes, and several cups of strong, black coffee. He spent about an hour and a half there, sitting on the restaurant porch, eating while leisurely reading a newspaper.


He had noticed no surveillance since leaving his hotel in the morning and felt confident he was clean. But just to make sure, he left the restaurant and took a long, slow stroll through the center of town, visiting shops along the way and checking for surveillance at various spots along the route. After conducting this final surveillance detection route, he was certain he was alone.


He timed his arrival at the town square at exactly 10:15 a.m. The air was heavy with humidity and the sun bore down like a space heater. He was already sweating through his shirt when a white Ford Mustang with Guatemala tags approached. A grinning MacMurphy leaned his gray head out of the window and called, “Need a lift?”
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The white Mustang circled the town square’s center fountain and headed west toward the George Price Highway and the Guatemalan border. They stopped long enough to retrieve Santos’s bags at the roadside cache and continued toward the border. Santos was happy to see Belize disappear in his rearview mirror.


Four hours later, they reached the sleepy border town of Melchor de Mencos. On the southern edge of the town was a two-lane bridge over the Mopan River that divided Guatemala and Belize. The Guatemalan customs and immigration office—little more than a one-man border-crossing checkpoint—was located on the Guatemalan side of the river.


MacMurphy pulled the Mustang off the road onto the gravel on the Belize side of the bridge. The two men got out of the car and walked the short distance to the riverbank. They surveyed the area and Santos, looking down at the river in disbelief, said, “Holy crap, Mac. You don’t expect me to swim across that, do you?”


The river was about one hundred meters wide, not a bad swim, but the muddy water was gushing under the bridge in a torrent. “Maybe it’s better a little further upstream,” said MacMurphy. “You can handle it.”


“I sink like a rock in the water. You know that.”


Although it was clear MacMurphy was worried, he said, “It’s those big bones of yours. Don’t worry. We’ll find a spot upstream where the current will help carry you across. And we’ll buy you one of those little kiddy tubes you can hang on to during your crossing. How’s that?”


Santos rolled his eyes. “Sheesh . . .”


They drove about a half-mile upstream until they reached a small dirt road that ran into the riverbank. They parked at the end of the road, which was nothing more than a trail at that point, and once again surveyed the river. It was wider and the current was not quite as swift, but it would still be a risky swim.


MacMurphy turned to Santos. “Whaddaya think?”


Serious now, Santos walked down the bank until he reached the water’s edge and surveyed the rushing water. “If I enter here and swim hard with the current, I should hit the other side about there. Just before the river bends to the left.” He indicated a grassy spot on the bank about two hundred meters downstream. “How deep do you think the damn thing is?”


“Probably pretty deep in the middle judging from the current. At least there aren’t any rapids. I’d hate to see you careening downstream, bouncing from rock to rock.”


“Sure you would. Okay, that’s the plan. You drop me off here and pick me up over there on the other side after you go through the checkpoint. Let’s go get some dinner and wait till it gets dark.”
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They found a small, family-run Italian restaurant near the center of town overlooking the Mopan River and settled into a booth with a river view. Santos couldn’t take his eyes off the swiftly flowing current. The engineer with two advanced degrees from MIT was calculating speed and distance. The river was wider and deeper here, so it was a bit slower than where the river narrowed near the bridge downstream.


MacMurphy asked, “Do you want to look for another crossing place further upstream?”


“No, I think we’re okay. You’re going to have to trek back through the jungle on the other side to reach the pickup spot. That’s not going to be fun or easy. Let’s keep it as close to the bridge as we can or we’ll be out here all night long.”


“Hmmmm. What’s with all of the sudden concern? Now you’re making me feel bad about making you swim across this bitch.”


Santos laughed. “Just be there when I get there.”


“Aren’t I always there for you when you get yourself in a jam?”


“What do you mean? You owe me big time, bud. Just think back to that time I saved your sorry ass in that hotel in Chiang Rai.”


Now it was time for MacMurphy to laugh. “Okay, okay, you win . . .”


Santos ate very little and drank no alcohol while MacMurphy feasted on pasta, salad, and a half-bottle of Chianti. MacMurphy looked up from his plate. “You’re going to waste away to nothing. You must have lost thirty pounds in that slammer, and now you’re refusing to eat.”


“Twenty-eight pounds actually. I’m down to 180. Lean and mean. I don’t want a belly load of pasta and wine dragging me to the bottom of that bloody river. I’ll take a doggie bag and eat when we’re safely on the other side and cruising down the highway toward Guatemala City.”









CHAPTER 5


It was a little after nine in the evening when they reached the crossing point. The weather was hot and muggy. The sky was alight with stars, but only a quarter-moon illuminated the muddy river. They stood on the riverbank for a few moments reviewing their plan. Finally, MacMurphy said, “Okay, give me your clothes and shoes and I’ll get moving.”


“What do you mean give you my clothes and shoes?”


“Well you’re sure as hell not going to swim across this river in them, are you?”


Santos looked down at the river and across at the landing spot on the other side and then back to MacMurphy. Nodding his head he said, “Always think of everything, don’t you?”


“That’s my job.”


Santos rolled his eyes but stripped down to his boxer shorts and handed the bundle to MacMurphy. Starlight danced on the muddy river but the other bank was a dark blur.


“Okay, Mac, let’s do it.”


MacMurphy glanced down at his watch. “Right. Give me an hour to get into position. I’ll signal with three short blinks from my flashlight. I’ll start blinking at exactly ten fifteen, so just guide on my light.”


“You got it. See you in an hour.”


They shook hands and MacMurphy made his way up the bank and back to his car. Santos sat on a flat rock at the river’s edge and calculated his swim.


MacMurphy drove to the bridge and crossed through the checkpoint. The guard on duty barely glanced at his passport before raising the barrier and waving him through.


It was very dark. This side of the crossing was mostly uninhabited, although he could see the hazy lights of the town a couple of miles to the north. The thick underbrush ran up to the side of the road. MacMurphy began to worry that he might not find a place to park the car and enter the jungle. He drove slowly along the dark road looking for a suitable spot.


Finally, about a quarter-mile down the road he found a good spot and pulled over. It was 9:40 p.m. He had thirty-five minutes to get to the rendezvous point, which he estimated was a quarter-mile away. He pushed through the thick underbrush as quickly as possible but was worried he wouldn’t make it in time.


He was almost there when he heard voices. He stopped, turned off his flashlight and listened, targeting all of his senses on the noises. He concluded the sounds were men’s voices and laughter and estimated the men were fifty meters in front of him—near or at the rendezvous spot.


He quickened his pace without his flashlight, stumbled, and fell noisily. He listened intently again as the voices grew louder. The blood pounded in his ears. This was bad, very bad. Who were these people? What the hell were they doing at the river’s edge at this hour?


Then he saw lights dancing up ahead. The men had flashlights. He moved closer until he could make out three men in the grassy opening they had chosen as their rendezvous. They were aiming their lights out over the water. What in God’s name were they doing? His mind raced. Could they be police? Fishermen?


The only thing he knew for certain was that he had to divert Santos from swimming toward that spot. He retraced his steps for about another fifty meters and headed down to the river’s edge. It wasn’t an ideal spot because there were rocks and trees in the water near the bank, but it would have to do.


He got down on his belly and scanned the top of the water to spot Santos. Too dark. He began blinking his flashlight across the river. Dot-dot-dot. Dot-dot-dot. Over and over again.


Santos sat on the rock watching the river current whip by, ticking off the minutes until he would enter the water. About thirty minutes into his wait, he noticed lights moving through the darkness on the other side of the river.


Could this be MacMurphy? There appeared to be more than one light. Strange. The lights moved through the underbrush to the river’s edge and stayed there, flickering and dancing on the water at the exact spot they had chosen for their rendezvous.


He checked his watch. Ten past ten. Five minutes before he was supposed to start swimming. What the bloody hell was going on?


He waited an extra five minutes and then spotted three short blips from MacMurphy’s flashlight. The blips continued from an area further downstream from their original rendezvous point. That would give him more time to get across the river, but there was no beach there at all. Santos concluded that MacMurphy had to move away from the interlopers, whomever they were.


He stepped off the bank into the warm, muddy water of the Mopan River and was almost immediately knocked off his feet by the swift current. He could feel it grab him as he swam as hard as he could for the other side. By the time he reached the middle of the river, he was fatigued. The current had whisked him downstream faster than he had expected. At this rate, he would pass MacMurphy before reaching the other side. He switched to a breaststroke and continued to pull toward the blink, blink, blink of MacMurphy’s flashlight.


He was now directly in front of their original rendezvous spot, and he could make out the three men scanning the water with their flashlights. Suddenly a shot rang out and he dove beneath the surface, still pulling for the shore. He rolled over on his side and slowly poked his head out of the water to stifle any splashing.


Were they shooting at him? He could see the men on the shore looking in his direction and scanning the water with their flashlights. He continued to swim cautiously downstream in a sidestroke, trying his best not to splash or to raise his head too far out of the water.


His adrenaline pounded and he forgot about being tired. He was making steady but slow progress toward the shore when he realized he was going to overshoot MacMurphy’s location. Santos was about ten meters from the shore when he slipped past MacMurphy. He could see MacMurphy and his flashlight on the bank but was too afraid to call out or signal. Hopefully, MacMurphy would see him. If not, he would find him later. His main concern now was reaching the shore.


He was almost there when he spotted a partially submerged log in the water directly in front of him. Unable to stop, he crashed into it with a thud and held on for dear life. The current pressed him against the log, trying to push him under it, scraping skin from his ribs, and forcing the breath out of him. He clawed his way along the length of the log, to the shore and onto the riverbank. There he lay, exhausted and breathing heavily.


The next thing he saw was MacMurphy standing over him. “You made it!”


Culler Santos moaned, “If it hadn’t been for that fucking log, I’d be in Guatemala City by now.”


Santos dried himself off with his shirt and blotted the blood as best he could. As he painfully got dressed, he guessed he had bruised a couple of ribs but didn’t think anything was broken. They walked quietly back to the car, being careful not to alert the three men upstream.


Santos whispered, “Who the hell were those guys?”


MacMurphy shook his head. “Well, I didn’t see any fishing poles. And they didn’t look like cops. I think they were hunters.”


“Hunters?” Santos blurted, “What the hell would they be hunting out here on the riverbank at night?”


“Crocodiles, probably.”


“There are crocodiles in these waters?”


“That’s what I’ve heard.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Didn’t want to scare you.”


Santos grabbed MacMurphy’s arm and looked him directly in the eyes. “Then they did take a shot at me. They thought I was a fucking crocodile.”


“Yep, that’s probably it.” MacMurphy smiled and patted Santos on the side of the face. “I’m glad you’re okay. I was real worried for a bit there.”


“Holy shit . . .”


They walked the rest of the way back to the car in a silent single file. The two men arrived in Guatemala City in the early morning hours and stopped for breakfast at an all-night café on the outskirts of the city. Feeling well fed yet tired, they followed the signs to the La Aurora International Airport and checked into the nearby Hilton Garden Inn.


Santos crashed in his room while MacMurphy called the United States Embassy to make an appointment with the consular section to pick up a replacement passport for Santos’s “lost” one. He also reserved two seats for them on a flight returning to Miami later that evening.
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