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April is the cruellest month, breeding


Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing


Memory and desire, stirring


Dull roots with spring rain.


—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land









Author’s Note


Persons familiar with the recent histories of South Florida and the Florida Keys will observe certain anachronisms in this narrative. They are not mistakes; I placed them there deliberately to tell the story in the way I wished to tell it. Likewise, some of the characters, while inspired by real people living and dead, are not intended to represent them.









PART ONE









1


In the hour before dawn, a full two hours before the sun threw its first punch of the day, Gunny assembled his derelict squad on the sidewalk in front of the Red Doors Inn. He’d collected them from under palm trees, where they’d slept unmindful of falling coconuts; from benches in Bayview Park, where the apostle of Cuban liberty offered the remains of his heart to the people of Key West; and from doorways and beaches and the White Street Pier, piercing the still, black, venereal sea.


From the upper deck of Mike Conway’s house, across from the Red Doors, Luke could see the squad in the streetlights, standing at attention in a rank of five. At attention more or less, more less than more, their bellies sagging, shoulders slumped—postures that would have inspired epics of profanity were Gunny still the gunnery sergeant he’d been twelve years and a bad-conduct discharge ago. Now, he had no choice but to overlook their unsoldierly bearing and unshaven faces, their slovenly outfits: dirty T-shirts, grubby shorts, baseball caps rimed with dried sweat.


—Lissen up, maggots! Rye-e! et face! Gunny commanded.


A spastic comedy as one or two managed to face right while the others made clumsy pirouettes to the left or remained in place, twitching their arms and legs like marionettes on strings pulled by a palsied puppeteer.


—Faw-wad ’arch!


Luke leaned out over the gingerbread rail and watched men ruined by their addictions, men down on their luck, madmen insufficiently mad to warrant commitment shuffle and shamble down Caroline toward Garland’s grocery, their feet ungoverned by Gunny’s cadence: wantupthreepfoyolefhadalefhadalefryelef. That they were woefully, ridiculously out of step did not faze him, did not stop him from singing his measured tune. Luke suspected that Gunny, in his own wine-fogged mind, was not herding homeless wrecks down a cracked street in Key West; he was on a drill field at Parris Island, marching sharp recruits in stern formation—three straight files precisely an arm’s length apart, precisely thirty inches back to breast, boot heels striking pavement in perfect unison.


—Dee-tail, halt! Fall out! Lamp is lit. Smoke ’em if you got ’em.


Matches and Bic lighters flared, and the winos flopped down at curbside to wait for Garland’s to open, when they would pool meager resources for their daily ration of Night Train or Mad Dog. They seemed content to Luke. He thought them content with Gunny’s predawn ceremony, in which they participated willingly; it conferred some measure of regularity on their inchoate lives. Out of the corner of his eye, he made out a geometry of long, thin, drooping triangles—shrimpers’ nets hung out to dry from long poles in Singleton’s yards; in the harbor beyond, where dock lights won a partial victory over the darkness, shrimp boats rafted up gunwale to gunwale, their raised trawl booms rocking gently on an incoming tide like giant metronomes. Workers were pulling into Singleton’s parking lot to begin their shift in the packing and processing house. Hard, monotonous labor, standing by a conveyor belt in puddles of smelly brine, decapitating and packing shrimp by the millions, the wages low, but the plant provided a place to be, the job a thing to do. Start at six, quit at two—a fixed bracket of time in the day. It was important to have a place you had to be and something definite to do, Luke thought. If you did not, you risked becoming like Gunny’s derelicts, rudderless and adrift; yet even they had a need for order. That was why, whenever Gunny pedaled up on his one-speed Conch Cruiser during his early-morning roundups, they willingly rose from their beds under the palms or from the benches in Bayview Park to answer his call: Reveille! Off your asses and on your feet! Fall in at the Red Doors!


“You’re awake.” It was Mike, already dressed in his fishing togs: loose shirt with vents in the back, khaki shorts, a long-billed cap. Luke, still in his underwear, hadn’t heard him come up the stairs. “Sleep okay? Everything in Casa Conway to your satisfaction?”


Luke often stayed with the Conways on his fishing getaways to Key West. He said he’d slept well, despite being frazzled after the drive from Miami.


“Did that asshole’s parade roust you?”


“Nope. Been up since five thirty.”


“He marches those bums up and down, waking up the whole neighborhood. Day before yesterday, I called the cops but the battalion had retreated by the time our finest got here.”


“Soon come summer, mon,” Luke said, falling into a parody of island patois. “The winos will be flying north with the sober snowbirds.”


“Turdbirds. More of ’em now than ever. There oughta be a law.”


“You’re the county mayor. Pass one.”


“In a few months, former mayor.”


“Still and all, the Citizen said you and Manny are the two most powerful men in Monroe County.”


“Yeah. Every now and then that rag gets something right.” Mike bared his slightly irregular teeth in a smile that bordered on the roguish. He liked to think of himself as a rogue, Michael Liam Conway, an unorthodox but effective politician respected by men, an Irish devil irresistible to women. “Suit up, m’boy. We’ve got fish to catch.”


They drove in Mike’s car to the M-and-M Café on White Street, picked up café con leches and the greasy sandwiches Mike called “coronary specials”—eggs, cheese, and bacon on buttered Cuban bread—and headed toward the marina on Stock Island by way of A1A. Condominiums and motels barricaded the highway’s west side except for a half-mile stretch of salt ponds, their shimmer winking through the chaotic mangroves. On the opposite side, the clear green Atlantic reached to cloud mountains ranged on the horizon and tinted lava-red by the new sun. Luke never tired of that view: the expanse of infinite ocean, promising fresh possibilities, made him happy and hopeful.


“Ah, would you look at that artful slut,” said Mike, taking one hand from the wheel to point at a woman running along the jogging and bicycle path on A1A’s sea side.


Luke glimpsed bare arms, bare legs tanned and shiny, the bounce and swing of a blond ponytail.


“Am I missing something?” he asked, with a glance at the woman’s retreating figure in the sideview mirror. “I don’t see what’s slutty about her. Or artful.”


“That’s Clarice. The hostess at Louie’s? You didn’t see how she came on to me last night? She was coming on, all right, and strong. I’ll tell the world.”


“Couldn’t have been for your looks.” Mike’s vanity often amused, but sometimes annoyed Luke. Actually, at six feet, with a slender nose and lips set off by an Alec Guinness mustache, he wasn’t a bad-looking man, just not as devastatingly handsome as he thought. “Okay, exactly how did this Clarice come on to you?”


“Christ, you’re supposed to be a trained observer. You didn’t notice the smile she threw me when I asked for our table? The twinkle in her eyes? Man, oh, man, those eyes. Blue as mine but positively Nilotic. Cleopatra probably had eyes like that.”


“You’re Marc Antony now?”


They passed Houseboat Row, a kind of maritime slum, and then the tidy grounds and white buildings of the naval hospital.


“She knows I’m married,” Mike said. “Hell, she knows Liz. Liz wines and dines customers at Louie’s, but that didn’t stop her from flirting.” That seemed to suffice as an explanation for Clarice’s sluttishness, if not her artfulness. “It’s power, not looks. Henry Kissinger said that, and he oughta know, married to that goddess, what’s her name.”


“Nancy Maginnes.”


“She’s six feet barefoot and he’s a pudge lucky to make five eight with a good wind under him. It’s power that does it,” Mike went on, as if there were an equivalency between the power wielded by a former secretary of state and the mayor of a county that consisted of the Everglades and a chain of islands dribbling off Florida’s nose.


They crossed Vaca channel onto Stock Island, split by US 1, the groomed fairways and contrived roughs of the Key West golf course on the left, and on the right a clutter of bait-and-tackle shops, liquor stores, fish wholesalers, boatyards, and trailer parks inhabited by people more likely to smoke crack than golf for recreation. Mike turned onto Maloney toward their destination, Oceanside Marina. A sheriff’s car was parked near a dented double-wide on concrete blocks. Probably responding to a domestic, Luke surmised, possibly a minor drug bust. Two ragged men wearing prophet’s beards and flip-flops weaved down the street.


“Not too long from now, you won’t see dirtbags like that around here,” Mike said. “This rathole is going to be cleaned up. Ah-dee-fuckin’-os to the winos, crackheads, and all the refugees from the sixties.”


“And how is this going to happen?”


“The ordinance! What’s wrong with you? It was in the Keys section, front page of the Keys section of your own newspaper last week.”


Mike’s most recent achievement, the one he was most proud of: the Comprehensive Plan, a growth-management ordinance he’d shepherded through the county commission. No easy thing; from the Georgia line down to the Keys, the affection between politicians and real estate moguls ran deep in Florida’s DNA. The ordinance curbed unrestrained development in Monroe County, but—the quo for the quid—permitted the gentrification of neighborhoods like Stock Island.


Mike himself had been a contractor, renovating old houses, and had gone into politics because he craved applause. It also provided a way to reconcile the altruist in his nature with the rogue. He relished the arm-twisting, cutting deals on the inside to cut ribbons on the outside: power exercised for the public good. Achieving worthy ends sometimes required a hand from characters whose ethics were questionable, even by Florida’s subbasement standards. Chief among these were a Tallahassee fixer and influence peddler, Roy Stovall, who drove a black Corvette with a front license plate displaying his nom de guerre—DVLSDCPL—and Manuel Higgs, a half Cuban, half Anglo lawyer skilled in navigating the tricky reefs between the legitimate and its opposite. He also served, pro bono, as the Monroe County attorney, Mike’s go-to guy for making things happen. It was Higgs who’d connected him to Stovall, who in turn guided him to the right people to green-light appropriations for his pet projects. Mike had often regaled Luke with tales about their shenanigans. Growing up in South Boston, one of three kids abandoned by their father and raised by a mother prone to fits of religious delirium, Mike had run the streets with delinquents who would later run with Whitey Bulger. Something in him was drawn to clever miscreants who got away with bending—or breaking—the rules. He lived vicariously through them. No harm in that, Luke believed, so long as the living remained vicarious.


At the marina, fishing guides were loading tackle into their charter boats, or putting them in the water; engines kicked into life; a forklift rumbled out of the enormous storage shed with a skiff on its prongs. The bustle and the white-hulled boats and the sun kindling the flat green sea stirred the old anticipation in Luke. He loved to fish for the hope it aroused, even if the hope often went unfulfilled. Cardenas was at the fuel dock, gassing up his vessel, a twenty-five-foot center-console with twin 150 Yamahas, its name—Marekrishna—and his—Capt. Dustin Cardenas—painted on its sides in black script.


“Well, here they are, my celebrities,” he said, pulled the hose from the fuel-fill, and screwed the cap down tight. “Good morning, Mister Mayor, good morning, Mister Pulitzer Prize.”


Luke had never won the Pulitzer; he’d only been nominated, fifteen years ago, for his coverage of the civil war in El Salvador.


“We expect to be shown due deference,” Mike said, passing the grease-spotted sandwich bag to the guide.


“I’d show it to you, but you’re”—Cardenas looked at his watch, a Rolex one of his megabuck clients had given him for Christmas—“more than ten minutes late. If you’ve gotta piss, piss now, if not, hop in. We’ve got a long run out to Tail End, and I want to be first one there.”


Luke and Mike tossed their con leches in a trash bin and jumped onboard after wiping their feet on a dockside mat—a purely ceremonial gesture. Marekrishna was no gleaming sportsman’s yacht. A working boat, her deck was permanently discolored from dried fish blood and slime, her hull scuffed from hard use. Her captain’s appearance matched hers: a filthy baseball cap bearing a tackle company’s logo, a T-shirt with a hole under one armpit, faded pants and deck shoes whose stitching was coming undone at the toes. Cardenas, considered to be one of the three or four top guides in South Florida, could have been mistaken for a homeless man, a recruit for Gunny’s raggle-taggle army, if not for the Rolex.


He started the engines, Luke freed the bow and stern lines, and Marekrishna chugged through a no-wake zone toward open water.


“So what’s at Tail End?” asked Mike.


“Blackfins, tons of ’em. We’ll see if they’re there. Not there, we can always run to the Marquesas and look for tarpon in the channels.”


Cardenas throttled up. They raced to the reef, crossed it, and turned west past Sand Key light, the boat skipping like a coin over the sea swells. The Gulf Stream had meandered close in to the reef; the water was now a deep blue, almost purple, and speckled with archipelagos of brass-colored sargassum weed. Luke gripped the handrail on the console, his scarred knees flexing to the vessel’s rises and falls. The traumatic osteoarthritis in them and in his upper calves sent brief jolts of pain up his leg; yet he gloried in the wind, in the salt spray that smacked his face when the bow slewed into the trough of a long swell. A joy to be out here, under an open sky in an open boat, cutting across the unbounded circle of the sea.


Maureen would be getting ready for Mass right about now. If he were home in Coral Gables, she would also be nudging him to go with her, and he probably would—more for her sake than for the good of his soul. It bothered her to enter the church alone, when other women were accompanied by their husbands, so yes, he probably would go to make her happy. Keeping her happy wasn’t always easy, and when her demons took control it became impossible.


Cormorants robed in black plumage roosted atop the light on Cosgrove Shoal, falling astern; ahead, Tail End Buoy, marking the western limit of the bar, bobbed on swirling currents. Cardenas throttled back to idle, shifted to neutral, then switched off the engine. The boat drifted in a silence that felt eerie after the noise of the twin outboards. These were wild waters, no land in sight, the Marquesas ten miles to the north, invisible below the horizon; so too the Dry Tortugas, fifty miles westward and nothing beyond them but more water until you reached the Mexican coast, four hundred miles away.


Cardenas looked up at a cloud of frigatebirds hanging well above the bar, dark wings moving just enough to hold them stationary. It looked as though every frigate within a hundred miles had decided to hover over this one patch of ocean. They were large, with long, forked tails and wingspans exceeding six feet, yet they weighed only half as much as the smaller pelican, their bones as light as balsa wood.


“Keep your eyes on ’em,” Cardenas said. “They’ll tell us when something’s about to happen.”


“Birds as prophets!” said Mike, a smile breaking beneath his Tunes-of-Glory mustache. “We have regressed to ancient times. Let’s shoot one and read its entrails!”


Accustomed to Mike’s occasional silly outbursts, Cardenas paid no attention, watching the birds floating, not soaring; floating on the air like tethered kites.


“Any second now,” he said, alerted by some change in the frigates’ movements too subtle for Luke to notice. He pulled two stout spinning rods racked alongside the console and handed them to his anglers. Luke went forward to the casting deck and braced a leg against a bow rail stanchion for stability.


A collective shiver rippled through the frigates and Cardenas yelled, “It’s on!” as schools of balao shot out of the sea; it looked as if some submerged and profligate madman were flinging silver dollars into the air, thousands of them. Behind these brilliant showers flashed the arched backs of lunging tuna. The water was dark with them, dark with sparks of gold. They crashed into the panicked baitfish and slashed and tore and beat their tailfins, whipping the serene sea into a froth while the frigates dove on the wounded, scooping them up in their long, hooked bills. Stabbing beaks, snapping jaws, balao leaping into the alien air to escape the tuna only to be struck from above by the birds—the placidness of only seconds ago had become a frenzied mayhem, a kind of riot.


“Cast right into ’em, no finesse required,” Cardenas said.


Luke pitched a white, feathered jig into the slaughter. The strike was shocking. In half of a half of a half of a second, monofilament line was tearing off the reel as the tuna streaked away like a torpedo. Fishing brings an intimacy with one’s quarry. Line and rod transmitted the fish’s power and tenacity of life into Luke’s core; line and rod connected him to the blitzing tuna and, indirectly, to the swooping birds. He was not an observer in the audience but on the stage, a dancer in the anarchic ballet of predator and prey. Maureen was far from his thoughts now; so was a meeting he had to attend tomorrow with the Ritters, owners of the chain that owned the Miami Examiner, its flagship newspaper.


He wasn’t thinking about anything except catching the damn fish. It didn’t stop its run till it had torn off better than two hundred yards of line, which Luke began to recover yard by yard, each yard fiercely contested. Mike had also hooked up, but to a much smaller and more docile fish. He had it boatside in no time, and Cardenas released it. Luke’s reel hand ached, his forearm trembled as he raised the rod tip to keep pressure on his blackfin. After some ten minutes of struggle, its resistance grew weaker, its will to survive surrendering to exhaustion. It was still a good fifty yards out, the taut line slicing through the water in quick zigzags.


“Looks like you’ve got you a real keeper there,” said Cardenas. He grabbed a gaff from a rack under the gunwale. “I can smell tuna steaks grillin’ on the grill, damn if I can’t taste ’em!”


Lower the rod and crank the reel, raise the rod, thumbing the spool to apply maximum pressure without breaking the line. At last, the fish was subdued, twitching some but definitely whipped, alongside the boat now and about two fathoms below. Leaning over the gunwale, careful not to throw slack in the line, Luke saw through the royal blue water what resembled a football, a yard long and half again as wide.


“A keeper, all right,” said Cardenas. “He’ll go thirty plus, easy.”


With sweat stinging his eyes, Luke began to haul the tuna up to within range of Cardenas’s gaff. He felt as if he were trying to raise an anchor with a spinning rod. And then he wasn’t. A bright, silvery flash, like sunlight glinting off a chrome bumper, blood billowing green beneath the surface, and the heaviness was gone. Luke reeled up a head and a few inches of body, cleanly sliced, as if by a whetted cleaver.


“Ah, but life is nasty, brutish, and short on the Florida reef,” commented Mike.


Cardenas pulled the hook out of the tuna’s mouth and tossed the head overboard. “That might have been the biggest goddamn barracuda I’ve ever seen. Five foot if he was an inch.”


“That’s what it was, a barracuda?” asked Luke, stunned by the ferocity and speed of the attack. All he’d seen was the flash.


“Five feet of him, yeah. Must’ve had jaws like a gator’s.”


“I’m sorry for your loss,” Mike quipped.


“No need for condolences,” Luke said. “I can see the sorrow on your face.”


Serenity had been restored to the sea as the school of migrating tuna moved on to wherever it was bound. The frigates resumed their vigil aloft, waiting for the next flotilla to swim through. The three men munched their sandwiches and waited with the birds, the boat rocking gently at anchor. The Marekrishna lacked a bimini top or any form of shelter from the sun, its reflection off the dazzling water doubling the force of its blows. The scorching brightness promised skin cancer as confidently as extreme cold forecasts frostbite. Luke greased his face and hands with sunblock; Mike rubbed a paste-white goo onto his lips and nose. Cardenas dipped into the ice chest below the forward seat and passed around bottles of cold water. Mike drank only a few sips from his and, removing his baseball cap, poured the rest over his head.


“Mary mother of God, your scalp could burn out here right through your hat. Oh, it will be good to get to Ireland. Clouds, cool rain, Guinness at the pub.”


“Ireland?” Luke said.


“I’m buying a house there,” Mike declared. It was the first Luke had heard of it. “The house my mother was born in. It’s in County Mayo, near Leenane. It’s a shambles now, so I’m getting it for a song, for a pittance, m’boy, for the price of a used Toyota Corolla. Well, maybe a new one. The house and five acres of sheep pasture.”


“You’re going to raise sheep?” asked Luke.


“Hell no. That’s what my grandfather did. Why do you suppose he put the whole family and himself on a boat for the States? I’m going to renovate it. It’ll be the kind of house my mother wished she’d been born in.”


Setting things to rights again, Luke thought while Mike gazed off into the vacancy of ocean and sky—a blank canvas on which he made a verbal sketch of what the dilapidated place would look like when he was done.


“The local micks will walk by,” he said. “And they’ll say, ‘D’yuh see that fine house there? Would you believe that’s Liam Hughes’s old house? It’s Liam’s daughter, Bridget. It’s her son, Michael Conway, who made that miracle. An American, he is.’” Mike injected a brogue into the invented commentary. “When it’s finished, I’ll bring the old lady over, if she’s still with us—Christ, she’ll be eighty-six this year—and I’ll sit her down in it and tell her, ‘This is the house you lived in when you were a kid, Ma. Bet you don’t recognize it.’”


The affection in his voice struck Luke’s ears as strange. The whole time they’d known each other, he’d rarely heard his friend speak a kind word about his mother. When Mike was twelve, she’d caught him masturbating and dragged him to the church down the block to confess to their parish priest, face to face. That and other humiliations had made an enduring impression on her son’s psyche. Whenever he came to breakfast in a sour, snappish mood, his wife, Liz, would ask, “Another bad night with Mom, darling?”


“It’s going to be our summer place when I’m done with politics,” Mike carried on. “There’s a river not far from it, the Erriff, and a waterfall, Aasleagh Falls. Nice salmon in it. You’ll be welcome anytime, Luke. Dustin, you too. We’ll fish it and then stop off at the pub and knock back a couple of pints. The closing is set for middle of June, and—”


“We’ll be in Ireland then, Maureen and me,” Luke interrupted.


Mike’s eyebrows arched. “What’s taking you there?”


“The Bloomsday festivities. That’s on the sixteenth. Maureen’s been asked to give some kind of lecture.”


“Bloomsday?”


“What kind of Irishman are you? It’s this big celebration about Joyce’s Ulysses. Held every June sixteenth, the day the novel takes place.”


“Guess I’m a half-assed Irishman. Never read it myself.”


“I wouldn’t have either if I wasn’t married to a Joycean expert. The lecture’s a big deal for Maureen. A feather in her bonnet.”


“The sixteenth, you said. Guess we’ll miss each other, then.”


“We’re taking a week to tour the countryside. Maureen wants to see the ancestral lands. Maybe we could swing by your village.”


Mike applied more goo to his lips. “Uh-huh. We’ll see. Closings can get complicated, especially when you’re dealing with another country’s way of doing things.”


“Sure,” said Luke. His wife wasn’t one of Mike’s favorite people. Still, he would have liked a more enthusiastic response, an invitation to get together while they were both over there.


“Yo! World travelers, we’re gonna do some traveling,” Cardenas said. He motioned at the frigates breaking formation, soaring away. “Looks like the tuna blitz is over for the day.”


They motored northeastward. What appeared as a haze on the horizon took on shape and substance, as if smoke were transforming itself into a solid. Soon, the Marquesas Keys, a broken ring of unpeopled islands around a shallow basin, rose out of the sea. The tide was nearing the bottom of the ebb, its fall exposing the parts of the flats girdling the islands. The golden-brown patches resembled mown wheat fields from a distance, and upon them, egrets and great white herons stalked on spindly legs.


Cardenas headed off to starboard, entering a narrow channel that formed an emerald-green serpent through the paler greens and whites of the flats.


“Look for rollers,” he said after he’d dropped anchor and readied two big-game flyrods. Rollers meant tarpon surfacing to gulp air. “So who’s first in the batter’s box?”


Mike pointed at Luke. “And it’s okay by me if he takes second, too. You know me, Dustin. I don’t fish for what I can’t eat.”


“Yeah. I thought you might have had a change of heart,” said Cardenas as he handed a rod to Luke.


“Not a chance. If you can’t put it on the stove or sell it in a market, leave it in the water.”


“The intention is to release them.”


“I meant leave the fish alone. Blame my deprived childhood if you want. Fishing purely for sport is the pointless pastime of aristocrats.”


Returning to the bow, Luke stripped fifty feet of flyline from the reel and laid it in loose coils on the casting deck. Mike’s aversion to fishing for amusement, he guessed, was a way of not betraying his blue-collar roots. As for Luke himself, his background—an army brat, son of a retired master sergeant from the Kentucky coal fields and the daughter of a cannery foreman—barred him from membership in any aristocracy; nevertheless, he had no objections to catching the inedible. Pointless? Sure. The pointlessness was what appealed to him. Too much of his life, practically all of it, had a point, from the missions, large and small, the master sergeant assigned him in his boyhood to those he continued to assign himself. With the rod in his right hand, thumb and two fingers of his left pinching the fly to prevent it from trailing in the water, he scanned the channel for fins and silvered backs breaking the surface.


Cardenas, sitting behind him on a gunwale, poked the back of his knee. “Hey, Luke, can you make out what that is on the beach? That red thing?”


“What red thing?” asked Luke. All he saw were the leaning palms, the strip of sand bordering sea oats, and mangrove jungle.


“Look right. Those two palm trees way off at the tip of the island. Come about a fist left of them.”


Swinging his gaze in the required direction, he spotted a large, boxy object. It was at least a mile off, so he could make out nothing beyond its anomalous color.


“A dinghy maybe?” he said, squinting against the late morning glare. “Or some big piece of junk that washed ashore?”


“I’d swear it’s a car.”


“Dustin, do I need to remind you that we’re more than twenty miles at sea?”


“Unless I’m hallucinating, it’s a goddamn automobile,” Cardenas said, enunciating each syllable. Aw-toe-mo-beel.


“What are they asking for it?” Mike asked.


“We can always count on Mister Mayor for a laugh.” Moving aft, the guide pulled a pair of binoculars from a drawer under the console and trained them on the mystery object. “And all of a sudden it might not be so funny. It is a car. A red car on some kinda raft, and it looks like two people laying down next to it and they’re not moving.”


“A chug?” Mike said, turning serious.


“What else? We’d better check it out.”


“Chug” was slang for the jury-rigged vessels in which Cubans fled Fidel Castro’s Communist paradise. A handful, piloted by people familiar with the sea, made the ninety-mile voyage successfully. Likewise those who were plain lucky. The rest—no one knew how many—provided easy meals for hammerheads and tiger sharks.


Once again, the Marekrishna weighed anchor. Cardenas steered her along the edge of the flats until she was almost abeam of the coconut palms that lent a South Sea aspect to the island. Then, pressing a button to raise the engines and keep the props from hitting bottom, he nudged her as far onto the flat as was prudent. The depth could not have been more than two feet. Luke tossed the anchor and snubbed the line to the bow cleat. The flukes dug in and the boat swung to, bow pointing landward, two hundred yards away across thin water growing thinner as the tide continued to fall.


Cardenas hopped up on the casting deck and scoped the scene ashore.


“I’m not liking this,” he said. “It’s two people for sure. One of ’em is a woman, and if they’re not dead, they’re the next thing to it. This is one for the Coast Guard.”


He went aft to make the call, passing the binoculars to Luke. To the naked eye, the two prostrate figures might have appeared as an island-hopping couple asleep on the beach. The eight-by-fifties revealed a very different picture. The man was lying face down in the sand, his feet splayed; the woman was on her back, a tattered dress twisted around her knees; one of her arms was flung out wide, the other thrown across her chest. Neither twitched a muscle.


“Coast Guard Key West, Coast Guard Key West,” Cardenas intoned over the VHF radio. “This is the motor vessel Marekrishna. How do you read? Over.”


Luke shifted his gaze to the beached chug. “Contraption” didn’t describe it. The rusted chassis of a 1950s-era sedan was roped to planks fastened in some way to fifty-gallon drums. The platform resembled a swimmer’s raft, except for the metal plate attached to its back end as a makeshift rudder.


“Coast Guard Key West,” Cardenas repeated with more urgency. “This is the motor vessel Marekrishna calling Coast Guard Key West. Come in, please.”


Luke was about to hand the glasses to Mike when he saw a third figure emerge from the shadows cast by the palm trees: a boy of perhaps fourteen or fifteen who had spotted the boat. Staggering toward the water’s edge, yelling unintelligibly, he looked like a cartoon castaway: barefoot, pants torn, a shirt with one sleeve ripped and flapping as he frantically waved his arms. Then he collapsed to all fours.


Cardenas dropped the radio handset, snatched two plastic water jugs from the ice chest, and said, “Can’t wait for the Coasties. Let’s go!”


They all three jumped into the water. It was as warm as the air. A bonnethead shark about two feet long cruised past with lazy sweeps of its tail. The marl bottom crunched underfoot as they slogged kneedeep toward what they knew was a tragedy. The only question now was how tragic it would turn out to be. The boy had got back to his feet and yelled again. Ayúdanos! Por favor ayuda! The water shallowed to their ankles and they began to run. Luke, carrying one of the plastic jugs, was the first ashore.
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Maureen was in the Florida room, gazing through the open jalousies at the royal poinciana in the backyard, a tree she much admired when its scarlet flowers bloomed in late spring. The morning light fell on her in stripes as she sat on the sofa—the old one with frayed bindings on its bamboo arms—her bare feet propped on an ottoman, ankles crossed. She had brushed her shining auburn hair, put on lipstick and blush, and dressed in tan shorts and a dark green blouse printed with white orchids. Luke, standing in the doorway to the living room, felt the tightness in his chest relax, the tightness that had gripped him moments ago when he opened his eyes to find her side of the bed empty at six in the morning. Maureen was completely put together, completely composed. She hadn’t been up all night, whirling about the house, rearranging chairs or pictures, or tearing weeds out of the flower garden in her nightgown; she’d merely woken up earlier than usual.


“You’re up with the birds,” he said.


She turned toward him, lavishing him with a brilliant smile.


“Thought I’d get a head start,” she said, patting a stack of papers beside her. “My undergrads’ term papers.”


At the University of Miami, she taught an undergraduate English course in addition to two graduate-level seminars: one on Irish literature, the other devoted exclusively to her specialty, James Joyce.


“Sleep well?” Luke asked, to confirm that his impression of her serenity was correct.


“But of course. Like a dead buffalo.”


He chuckled. “As opposed to what? A dead horse? A dead cow? A dead armadillo?”


“There is something deader about a dead buffalo than the other megafauna you mentioned.”


“An armadillo doesn’t make it as megafauna.”


“Got me there,” she said in a sing-song.


He was silent, unable to think of a way to keep the badinage going.


She asked, “What time did you get in last night?”


It was a simple inquiry, not an accusation in a question’s clothing.


“Maybe half past eleven.” He leaned against the doorframe, fingers plucking the loose threads in the pockets of his robe—the white terrycloth she’d given him for his fiftieth birthday. “Got through with the TV types at seven or so, right before I called you, but the traffic on US 1 was thick as an LA freeway’s.” A simple inquiry, yes, but he felt a need to explain the lateness of his arrival home. “I could’ve left by three or four, but with all the TV people down there, I thought I’d give Mike and Dustin a hand till the last dog died.”


“Is that some new ruralism of yours?”


“President Clinton’s. I’ve adopted it.”


“Saw you three on the news, and it didn’t look to me like Mike needed a hand. He hogged the cameras, upstaged you and the other one, what’s his name.”


“Dustin,” Luke repeated. “A camera is catnip to a politician. Anyway, it didn’t feel quite right, me being part of a story, so I kind of hung back. But listen, a man is dead, a woman is in the ICU, and a teenage kid in Krome will be an orphan if she dies.” Krome was the detention center where foreign refugees, mostly Haitians and Cubans, were held till somebody could figure out what to do with them. “That’s the issue here, not who got the most airtime.”


The last statement came out harsher than intended.


“Darling, I certainly didn’t mean it was,” she said, curling her lower lip out into a girlish pout. “The reporter said that the man was the kid’s grandfather, the woman his daughter, and that he died of exposure.”


“Heat stroke, dehydration, they’d run out of water,” he elaborated. “He was dead when we found him. He probably died that morning. The body wasn’t stiff yet.”


“Oh, it must have been awful.”


“I’ve seen worse.”


“Yes. But you expect that in a war.”


“TV doesn’t have what the Examiner does,” Luke said, shifting the subject slightly. He had no wish to get into what he’d seen in Vietnam or the Golan Heights or El Salvador. “I called our Keys bureau soon as we got back to Key West, and Kristen hopped to and found out that the guy had been a boat mechanic in Cuba. That’s how he knew how to rig a car with a marine shaft with a prop in place of a drive shaft.”


“She found that out from a dead man?”


“She interviewed the kid, Emilio Cortazar, before they shipped him to Krome. She speaks fluent Spanish,” Luke answered. “Took the old man two years to build the thing in secret. Weird looking, but it worked. Crossed ninety miles of ocean in a forty-year-old car, a ’59 Mercury to be exact. Incredible.”


“Unfair is what I’d call it. All that effort, all that risk, and he makes it here and dies.”


“Fairness had nothing to do with it. Wouldn’t your church say that it was providential? That the Almighty called him to heaven for the Almighty’s own inscrutable purposes?”


She shut her eyes and turned her face toward the ceiling, signaling strained forbearance. “As usual, I find your sarcasm tiresome, not to mention wholly unoriginal. Coddled eggs for breakfast—okay with you?”


“I was hoping for something more original.”


“Oh, piss off,” she said cheerfully. It was an expression she preferred over “fuck off.”


By the time Luke finished shaving, showering, and dressing—in his new suit, a light gray poplin with blue pinstripes—breakfast was ready, the table in the Florida room set as if a photographer from some lifestyle magazine was expected at any moment. An egg coddler sat on each sparkling dish, hugged by slices of buttered toast cut into precise halves; and in the middle of the glass-topped table a silver carafe of coffee stood beside a bowl filled with oranges and mangoes. The breakfast table looked like this almost every morning. Maureen was Boston Irish, like Mike; unlike him, she was the laciest of lace-curtain Irish, on the same social plane as the WASPified Kennedys. She’d grown up in a household where proper etiquette and good taste were so natural as to be reflex. Her father, Ted Carrington, had held high rank in the State Department; her mother, Thelma, a concert pianist—albeit a failed one—had graduated from Miss Porter’s School, whose most famous alumna was Jacqueline Bouvier. Thus, Maureen’s decorous breakfasts, her classy dinners, and the chic cocktail parties she threw for the faculty were attempts to reproduce, as best she could without the full-time staff employed by her parents, a way of life that had been extinct since at least the 1960s. Ritual, rules, and routines were her three R’s. Breakfast was always taken between 7:30 and 7:45 a.m. and always in the Florida room, except on the rare winter mornings when a cold front came through; dinner was served between 7:00 and 7:15 p.m., by candlelight in the dining room. A color-coded calendar hung above the desk in the master bedroom—yellow marked her class days, red social events, green shopping days, blue birthdays. Instructions for Adriana Montoya, the Venezuelan cleaning lady who came in twice a week, were posted, in Spanish, on a white board in the kitchen. Maureen attended the same Mass—the ten o’clock high Mass—at the same church—Our Lady of Sorrows—every Sunday.


She had a mind much like Florida itself—flooded in brilliant light but periodically ravaged by gales, against whose destructive surges the three R’s served as a seawall. More than that, like her daily lithium doses, they helped prevent those mental cyclones from forming in the first place. Unexpected events upset her; serious disruptions could literally drive her insane. That was the big difference between Maureen and any other highly organized person. Luke had learned to tread cautiously in her presence, as if she were made of some fragile, volatile explosive. Wary of upsetting her even in minor ways, he submitted to the strict regime by which she managed her life—and therefore his. Raised on military bases till he was eighteen, a veteran himself of four years in the army, he had long ago gotten his fill of regimentation, but in the event she went mad again, he did not want to be the cause. His spousal mission was to help her maintain her equilibrium—for his own sake as much as for hers. He was afraid of her.


“The suit I picked out for you!” she exclaimed as he sat down, her sea-green eyes signaling approval. “What’s up? Your usual outfit is a sport jacket with shiny elbows and no tie.”


“Big pow-wow today with the Ritters.” Luke unscrewed the top to the coddler cup, revealing mushy steamed egg, and yearned for two over easy with bacon and hash browns. “I expect to hear a lot of babble about transitioning to the twenty-first century and meeting the challenges of digital media. Then we’ll be told to cut costs, meaning thin out the newsroom herd even more than we have already.”


The pout formed again on her lips, red and full. “I know how you hate having to fire people.”


“Yup. I’m the hire-and-fire guy. Me and Nick.” Nicholas Ortega was the executive editor, Luke’s boss.


Maureen had collected the morning paper. It lay open on an empty chair. She held it up like a flash card, front page facing him. “There you are.”


Luke scanned the story, the headline and subhead spread across the front page below the fold:


CUBANS FOUND STRANDED IN FLA KEYS, ONE DEAD.


EXAMINER EDITOR AIDS IN RESCUE OF SURVIVORS


By Kristen Bernal




Key West, May 6—Three Cuban refugees, stranded in the remote Marquesas Keys after a harrowing voyage . . . Marred by tragic death of . . . made their desperate bid for freedom in a vintage automobile mounted on . . . The makeshift vessel was spotted by a Key West charter captain guiding Lucas Blackburn, this newspaper’s managing editor, and Monroe County mayor Michael Conway . . .





It was weird to see his name displaced from its usual spot on the editorial page masthead. “I saw Kristen’s raw copy before I left last night,” he said, looking up.


“I’m surprised you let the clichés slip past. ‘Harrowing voyage’ . . . ‘Desperate bid for freedom’ . . . ‘Marred by the tragic death.’ Argh.”


Ah, Professor Carrington was speaking now.


“Jesus, Maureen. It’s a news story. It’s not supposed to be deathless prose.”


“It succeeded as far as that goes.”


Professor Carrington was noted for the acidic comments she scratched in the margins of her students’ essays and theses.


“Okay. It’s not James Joyce, but at least it’s intelligible,” he said, returning fire.


“Chuckle, chortle, chuckle. You read Dubliners, so you know that Joyce was perfectly capable of writing intelligible prose.”


“So . . . Speaking of Dublin, we’ll be there in six weeks,” he offered, with somewhat artificial enthusiasm. He wasn’t looking forward to spending a couple of days among Joycean scholars and aficionados, with whom he had as much in common as he did with nuclear physicists. “How’s your speech coming?”


She paused, gazing over his shoulder at the royal poinciana. “How I love that tree. The flame of the islands. It isn’t a speech like I’m running for office.”


“Lecture?”


She frowned. “I’ll be more like a master of ceremonies. I choose excerpts from Molly Bloom’s soliloquy, the actress recites them, and I shed light on what Joyce was getting at.” She got up from the table and pulled a FedEx envelope from under the stack of student papers. “This came yesterday.”


From the envelope, she removed a slick, four-page brochure, its title page reading BLOOMSDAY, DUBLIN, 1999, and gave it to him. Maureen’s photograph and the actress’s appeared on the third page, with a short description of the event to be staged at the Samuel Beckett Theatre at Trinity College. Fiona Powell was a TV star in Ireland and the UK. Maureen was tagged as “the distinguished American scholar, Dr. Maureen Carrington.”


“She’ll be on a bed, in a nightgown. In the novel, the scene takes place while Molly is in bed, remember?”


He did not. Maureen had assigned Ulysses to Luke after he’d read Dubliners. He’d found it incomprehensible, could not fathom why it was considered one of the greatest novels ever written, and skimmed vast sections, right up through the final episode, the now famed, once-infamous soliloquy.


Maureen said, “She’s quite beautiful, isn’t she, Fiona?”


“So are you. And a distinguished scholar. Says so right here.”


“But she’s younger. Quite a bit younger.”


Wishing to avert a drift into her insecurities, he announced, “Mike is going to be in Ireland while we’re there.”


Maureen raised the carafe. He covered his cup with his hand.


“He’ll be in Dublin?” she asked, her voice dipping several degrees.


“No. In a small town somewhere. I forget the name. Begins with an ‘L’ and it’s not Limerick.”


They finished their eggs and toast. Rising, Maureen gathered the plates and flatware and placed them on the butler’s cart parked beside the table. “What’s taking him there? Holiday?”


“He’s buying a house. The house his mother was born in. He’s going to renovate it, and I guess live there part of the year after he leaves office.”


“How nice. Return of the native. The native’s grandson, anyway.”


Luke opened the French doors that led inside and followed her as she rolled the cart through the living and dining rooms into the kitchen, the spacious kitchen they spent a fortune updating shortly after they bought the house.


“Since we’re going to be touring around, I thought we could spend a day or two with him and Liz,” Luke ventured, striving to sound neither tentative nor assertive.


In her usual tidy fashion, stacking knives and forks in the bin with handles down, lining up plates like little round soldiers, Maureen loaded the dishwasher—a Bosch that did almost everything but mix drinks.


“Mike said there’s a salmon stream nearby. He and I could fish while you and Liz . . .”


“You’re sure she’ll be there?”


“I imagine so. She should be. They’re buying a house.”


“Could you find out? A day or two with just Mike Conway in an Irish village—not my idea of a relaxing time.”


“Y’know, I wish you would—” He cut himself short, dropping his gaze to the floor. Its tiles needed to be polished. They were the only thing he and Maureen kept before they renovated the kitchen: sky-blue squares inlaid with white, geometric patterns that looked vaguely Islamic. Imported from Havana, the realtor had told them.


“You wish I’d learn to like him,” Maureen said.


He nodded.


“It would help if he warmed up to me. Even then, it wouldn’t be easy. Your fishing buddy suffers from folie de grandeur. The way he struts around, like being the mayor of a string of mangrove islands makes him somebody.”


Recalling Mike’s theory that power bestows sexual advantages, drawing a parallel between himself and Henry Kissinger, Luke could not disagree with this portrait. But he withheld his assent. Mike was more than a fishing buddy—he was a confidant, the brother Luke wished he had.


“Anyway, I want a cat,” Maureen said. McKinley, their orange tom, had also been afflicted with delusions of grandeur, paying for them with his life after he’d picked a fight with a raccoon. “I’m going to the shelter today and buy a cat.”


Put on his back foot by the abrupt change in topic, Luke looked at her, taking in her dimpled chin, her radiant russet hair, and her figure, kept in trim by half-mile swims thrice weekly in the gym pool (she’d swum on the medley relay team when she was at Wellesley). She was forty-nine, and there were thirty-year-olds who would trade their bodies for hers.


“No classes today, I have the time,” Maureen said into his silence. “The shelter had an ad on TV last night. There was one adorable kitten . . .”


She cocked her chin, turning her head slightly aside while never taking her eyes from him. It was a gesture he was familiar with—she was daring him to object.


He said, “You ought to wait till we’re back from Ireland. Why get a cat when we’ll have to board him or find a pet sitter in only six weeks?”


It wasn’t much as objections went. Maureen appeared to be disappointed.


“It could be a female, you know.”


“Right. Him or her.”


“If it is a male, let’s make sure to get him fixed.” she said. “That’s what got McKinley in trouble. All that feline testosterone. I wonder if in his wanderings around the neighborhood, McKinley—”


Luke stood and kissed her cool forehead. “You want a cat, it’s yours.”
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A place to go, a thing to do.


Piloting his Land Cruiser carefully through the Gables’ narrow streets—designed to accommodate Model A’s and T’s, not super-size SUVs—Luke was happy that the Examiner provided him with both, in addition to a six-figure income and work that he loved. The newsroom was also a refuge from Maureen—or, more to the point, from his responsibilities for her, the same responsibilities he would have were she plagued with Parkinson’s or MS, or any other crippling physical disease. In fact, as he’d been told by her shrink, hers was physical, at least in part. Of the episodes she’d suffered during the twenty-one years she’d been married to Luke, three had been total breakdowns. The last one, in the aftermath of a meteorological storm—Hurricane Andrew—had been the worst, landing her in the psychiatric ward at Jackson Memorial for sixteen days.


She’d been the soul of competence and efficiency as Andrew approached landfall, stocking up on water, canned goods, and flashlight batteries; she gave Luke a hand installing hurricane shutters, then evacuated herself to a shelter, where she rode out the monster’s tree-leveling, roof-ripping passage through Dade County while Luke hunkered down in the Examiner’s newsroom, deploying his staff to cover the disaster. Their house had sustained only minor damage, Coral Gables having been spared the worst. Luke—he had just been promoted to assistant managing editor—put in twelve-hour days, directing coverage of the recovery effort, so it was left to Maureen to hire crews to clean up fallen branches and replace broken roof tiles. The strain of it all—supervising the repairs, cooking by lantern light over a Coleman stove till power was restored, rearranging her ruptured class schedules—had no effect on her until things returned more or less to normal. Then, liberated from the need to take action, she went crazy. Crazier than Luke had ever seen her, or anyone for that matter.


One night, at around two in the morning, she got out of bed and began to roam the house, wracked by fits of weeping. When he went to comfort her, she turned on him, hurling insults in language that would have shocked her if she’d been able to hear herself. Dangerous objects—two solid brass bookends—flew as well. Her transformation from a very controlled woman into one utterly out of control had been terrifying, and was the origin of his understanding why people in the Middle Ages believed the mentally ill were possessed. Hours later, after two burly attendants hustled her into the ward at Jackson and slammed a steel door behind them, Luke thought he would never see her lucid again.


She came under the care of a prominent psychiatrist, Nathan Pearle, who restored her to sanity in a little over two weeks. Luke considered it the nearest thing to a miracle he would ever witness. Following her release, he met with Pearle in his offices in a medical building with windows like a fortress’s firing slits. Luke had a conventional image of a shrink, which Pearle did not fit. Dressed in khakis and a polo shirt, he was thin and athletic, with a fisherman’s tan: circles around his eyes two shades lighter than his cheeks from wearing polarized sunglasses. A bull dolphin hung on one wall, a tarpon on another. He and Luke hit it off fairly well; they talked fishing for a while before moving on to Maureen’s case. Pearle assured Luke he had her permission to discuss it with him. He opened a folder containing her medical history: her previous episodes, one in 1981, the next two years later, had been diagnosed as postpartum reactions to miscarriages in the first trimester. The second attack had required hospitalization in St. Elizabeth’s. (At the time, they’d been living in Washington, where Luke was covering the State Department for the Associated Press.)


“The doctor there told us to think twice about getting pregnant again,” Luke said, feeling compelled to elaborate. “He had her on some medication that didn’t work well with birth control pills, so he recommended an IUD or good old-fashioned condoms, but I . . . I decided not to take any chances. IUDs slip, condoms can break. I had a vasectomy.” He paused while Pearle made notes. “I thought that if she just didn’t get pregnant, she’d be all right, but . . .”


“There was no pregnancy, no miscarriage involved this time,” the psychiatrist said.


“That’s what blindsided me. It was like she was . . . like demons had taken hold of her.”


Pearle indulged the supernatural simile with a professional smile, then offered his diagnosis. Postpartum had been the trigger in her earlier episodes for an underlying illness—Bipolar I, once known as manic depression. What Luke described as her “demons” were drastic malfunctions in her brain’s electrochemistry, often but by no means always caused by stress.


Pearle expanded on his theme: There was a chemical in every human being, 5-hydroxytryptamine, alias serotonin, that carried messages via the nervous system to receptors in the brain. In some people, the messages got scrambled or were misdelivered, for reasons no one had yet figured out, and their brains went haywire, calling for the introduction of another chemical, Li2CO3, aka lithium carbonate, a simple salt that, also for unknown reasons, unscrambled the messages or redirected them to correct addresses in cases of errant deliveries. That, anyway, was how Luke understood the etiology.


As the conversation went on, Pearle donned the mantle of marriage counselor, advising Luke to avoid conflating his wife with her illness. In the throes of an episode, she was not herself, no more responsible for her words and actions than a cancer patient was for the renegade cells devouring her body. Luke would find it useful to remember that, for his own peace of mind as well as for the health of his marriage. He promised he would, though he wasn’t convinced; he couldn’t help but think that the real, true Maureen had been set free by her post-Andrew collapse; far from not being herself, she’d been fully herself, and meant every vile word she’d spoken to him. In insaniam veritas.


He loved her nevertheless, though not in the way he once did—“cared for her” described his feelings better. He shivered when he imagined what might have become of her if she’d been alone after Andrew. Possibly what he needed to escape wasn’t her, or her affliction, so much as his reactions to it. They’d become instinctive. His alarm this morning, when he woke to find her out of bed at an early hour, had been as automatic as an eye-blink. His sensory apparatus was constantly tuned for bad signs: flashes of irritability or excessive giddiness, outbursts of unprovoked temper, too-rapid speech, quick, illogical leaps in thought. There had been flickers of madness in the past seven years, none severe. Still, he was determined not to be caught off guard again. He was a kind of weatherman, his eye fixed on her emotional barometer for ominous drops in pressure. The ceaseless, unconscious vigilance wore on his own nerves.


A place to go, a thing to do. Yes, he was only too happy to have a place to go, a thing to do. For him, work was a sort of daily vacation.


He and the two cars in front of him proceeded at cortege speed up Granada, under the live oak and ficus that made the street a shadowy arcade, lined by houses with clay-tile roofs, exteriors painted in approved colors. The Gables was a carefully managed enclave in Dade County’s promiscuous sprawl, an artifact from an older, more genteel Florida. Its imitation Spanish villas and Italian palazzos, most of which dated back to the twenties and thirties, threw off the formaldehyde scent of historic preservation.


A turn onto the multiple-named Eighth Street (Calle Ocho, the Tamiami Trail, also US 41) brought him into present-day Miami, the street gagging on traffic, heat shimmers already rising off the pavement. Eighth was a stop-start-stop mess all the way into Little Havana, where old men in guayabera shirts played dominos in Garcia Park and reminisced about the Bay of Pigs while dreaming futile dreams of liberating the homeland. Luke cranked up the AC a notch, popped a Tito Puente into the CD player, and crawled into downtown, arriving at the Examiner’s parking lot half an hour before the 9:00 a.m. meeting with the Ritters.


His reserved space had some shade from a royal palm; he blocked the windshield with a stiff paper curtain anyway. He locked the car and, in air as gummy as Saigon’s, crossed the lot into the lobby, a marble-faced cavern, greeted the security guard, and rode the elevator to the fourth-floor newsroom. His first job in the newspaper business had been between his junior and senior years at Sierra Vista High School: a summer internship as a copy boy with the Arizona Daily Star in Tucson. It had been his gateway drug into a lifelong addiction. He remembered a city room that could have been a set for Front Page or Deadline-U.S.A.: reporters who talked fast and typed faster on their manual Underwoods; telexes hammering dispatches from far-flung places; deskmen yelling to copy boys like himself; the whole cacophonous carnival tented by a haze of cigar and cigarette smoke. Now, with the noise subdued, smoking banned, and reporters penned in cubicles behind desktop screens, newsrooms like the Examiner’s were as sedate as insurance offices. Not all the romance was gone. Looking out across the vast space where 427 reporters and editors toiled to produce Florida’s largest and most influential newspaper gave Luke deep pleasure. He felt the completeness that comes when the thing you have found to do is the thing you were born to do. He was, down to the marrow, a newspaperman—a term with more red-blooded swagger in it than the anemic journalist. What he and everyone else in this room did for a living wasn’t a job or a profession; a calling, rather. Information, accurate information, was light, and facts were the photons that carried the light into the dark places, dispelling ignorance, exposing the corrupt and the criminal, speaking truth to power.


He strode down a long aisle toward his office. Two or three staffers peeked out from their cubicles, giving him thumbs up for his rescue feat; Edith Buchmayr, the paper’s senior investigative reporter, went a step further. Crossing her hands over her heart, fluttering her eyelashes, she mouthed the words “Our hero,” then said aloud, “You’re looking très Palm Beach in that suit. Well, maybe West Palm.” Long ago, when he was fairly new to the Examiner, he’d worked with her on a political scandal. She considered them equals, even though he was now her boss. Luke flipped her the bird and strode into his office and shut the door.


The Examiner building’s entire east side, a wall of windows five floors high and half a city block long, facing Biscayne Bay, gave the newsroom a view reputed to be the finest in journalism. Luke’s share of it framed the MacArthur Causeway, spanning the scintillant water and the white towers of Miami Beach beyond. His office’s opposite wall was solid plate glass, allowing the staff to see him and him to see them. He took off his suit jacket and draped it over his desk chair—to avoid wrinkling it—and then phoned Mercy Hospital for an update on the rescued woman’s condition. Eleana Cortazar was stable, came the answer. He then checked his voicemail and email for anything that might demand immediate attention, but it was all routine stuff. One unhappy reader, apparently mistaking Luke for the opinion page editor, had sent a screed objecting to the paper’s Sunday editorial calling on US Sugar to stop dumping waste water into the Everglades. He suspected that the disgruntled citizen was an industry lobbyist. He heard a tap on the glass, saw that it was Edith, and waved her in. With two long strides, she crossed the room, grabbed a chair, dragged it in front of Luke’s desk, and sat down.


“Please, take a seat,” he said dryly.


Edith was a woman of sixty-one, never married but reputed to have had a string of lovers. An inch or two above average height and slim edging on scrawny, she made no attempt to powder over the crags at the corners of her mouth and canny blue eyes; flaunted her gray hair, wearing it long and loose; and in contrast to young staffers, who favored the studied T-shirt and jeans sloppiness popularized by tech entrepreneurs, always came to work smartly dressed. Today’s outfit was a dark blue suit, a white blouse, and high heels. She was a newsroom legend, the last Examiner reporter to stop using a typewriter. For months after computers took over the newsroom, her manual Royal could be heard clattering—a sound as anachronistic as horses’ hooves on cobble-stones—until she was compelled to surrender it. She’d given it a burial at sea, tossing it into Biscayne Bay.


“I know I should go through the chain of command but thought I’d save a step,” she said.


“Whatever it is, you’ve got five minutes.”


“I’ll do it in four,” she responded. He liked her directness.


“Did you get into a bar fight over the weekend?” he asked, noticing a round, flesh-colored bandage plastered on her left cheek.


“Too much of the only thing that’s free in the Sunshine State,” she answered. Her accent carried traces of her Florida panhandle roots. “A basal cell. Had it cut out last Friday. We’ve just used up thirty seconds of my four minutes.”


With a twirl of his hand, he signaled her to go ahead. She crossed her legs—shapely by anyone’s standards but especially so for a woman born before Pearl Harbor—and clasped her hands over her knees.


“I know there’ve been reductions in travel budgets, but I’m going to the Caymans and I’d appreciate it if you had my back in case the bean-counters howl.”


“You’re asking permission?”


“I never ask for permission, only for forgiveness.”


“I assume this won’t be a vacation,” he said.


“Let’s not waste my four minutes on cheesy humor,” she replied. “I’m looking into an outfit called Oceanaire Properties, Limited. Incorporated on Grand Cayman. It’s supposed to be a real estate investment firm. My source says maybe that and more. The Caymans—there’s a red flag.”


“What’s the Florida angle?”


“TBI Development Corp. Ring a bell?”


After thinking for a moment, Luke heard it, loud and clear. “Thomas B. Incroce. Astoria Island.”


“Thirty acres of prime undeveloped land within pissing distance of Key West,” Edith said, to refresh his memory of the details.


Named for a Havana-bound ferry that had run aground in 1920, Astoria was a spoil island formed when the US Navy dredged Key West Harbor during the Spanish–American War. The navy had planned to build a coaling station on the heap of sand and limestone rock; after diesel replaced steam, it was going to be a fuel depot. Those and other projects never got past the blueprint stage, and in time nature collaborated with man to create a tropical wilderness: red mangrove colonized the island’s shores, white mangrove, buttonwood, and casuarina its interior. In recent years, it had become a playground for graying hippies, a campground for homeless people able to hitch a boat ride, and a battleground. The combatants: Thomas Incroce, who wanted to turn it into a luxury resort, environmentalists who wanted to preserve it, and the United States government, which claimed to own it. Incroce had inherited the island from his father, Thomas Incroce Sr., who had won it in a high-stakes poker game from Samuel Lowe, a state senator and flamboyant crook, who’d bought it from the state of Florida back in the 1950s. There had been a problem with that transaction in that the island wasn’t the state’s to sell; it was the property of the federal government. By means that remained a mystery to the present day, the deal had gone through; Florida conveyed Astoria to Lowe through a quit-claim deed. But clear title wasn’t passed to Lowe, nor to Incroce Sr. and so nor to Incroce Jr. The title was, as Edith had written in one story, “as murky as the waters in the Miami canal.” To clear it and thus get the green light to proceed with his development, Junior sued in federal court. He lost, the judge ruling that the island was now and had been since its beginning the federal government’s. He then appealed the decision. The case was going to be heard soon in the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals.


“A new twist to the saga,” Edith said. “TBI has acquired a partner, a silent partner, Oceanaire Properties. According to my source, they’ve got money coming out of every orifice. The question is, Where does the money come from?”


“Any ideas?”


Edith answered with a shrug that could have meant anything.


“You’re usually not this vague,” Luke said. “Who’s your source?”


“My very own Deep Throat.”


“You’re not going to tell me.”


“He wants nobody but me to know that, for now, anyway,” she said, leaning forward, tilting her jaw. “Cui bono, he told me. Who benefits? His way of saying follow the money. That’s why I’m starting where it does, in the Caymans.”


“Okay. But keep the expenses in bounds. No four-star hotel.”


“No problem. I’m just a simple farm girl. There’s one other thing.” She hesitated, gazing at the display of Examiner historical front pages on the wall behind him. “I feel funny mentioning this. You and Mike Conway have been best buds since way before he took office—”


“Mike?” Luke interrupted, stiffening. “What—?”


An imperious wave of her hand stopped him from finishing the question. “Has he ever mentioned anything to you about Astoria or Incroce?”


“Nope.”


“In case he does, I’d appreciate it if you clued me in on what.”


“You’ll be the first to know. But I doubt he will—he’s retiring from politics. Besides, the flap is between Incroce and the federal government. Monroe County isn’t a player.”


“Right. But can I ask you to keep this under your hat?”


Bristling, Luke thought that was a pretty cheeky request to make of one’s managing editor, even if the woman making it was an institution in her own right.


“I’ll be the very essence of discretion.”


There was another tap on the glass. It was Nick Ortega, summoning him to the meeting.


“Time’s up,” he said to Edith. “Keep me updated, and watch your skinny butt down there.”


Compared with nationwide media empires like Gannett or McClatchy, Ritter Communications was a modestly sized dukedom. The Examiner was its most important province; otherwise, it consisted of fifteen small-to mid-market newspapers and an equal number of regional TV and radio stations in the Southeast. Its corulers were Owen and Gloria Ritter, a brother-sister team who’d inherited the chain from their father, Calvin Ritter, a good old boy from Walton County. He started the company in 1949, buying two small dailies, one in Florida, one in Alabama. Twenty years later, Ritter owned twice as many media outlets as it did now; in 1993, his children had sold half of them to raise capital to purchase the Examiner and borrowed the rest. Gloria was the duo’s brains, Owen the brawn—a rough, profane character from whose mouth F-bombs dropped like iron bombs from a B-52.
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