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CHAPTER 1

The night steamed.

Two merchant seamen, one American and one British, rolled through the streets of Veracruz with their arms thrown around each other’s shoulders. Over the course of the evening and many tequilas chased with beer, they had become fast friends. Their clothes were soaked through with sweat. They sang “El Rancho Grande” in pidgin Spanish, badly off key, and thought they sounded pretty good.

Under a flickering street lamp, they lurched to a stop and peered down the dark street ahead of them. They rocked back and forth, trying to focus.

“This is a shit town,” said the American.

“If only it wasn’t so bleedin’ hot,” said the Britisher.

“It’s the humidity does it,” the American explained.

“Bleedin’ hot, that’s what it is,” his friend reiterated. “They only got two seasons here, hot and damned hot.”

The two of them laughed uproariously at the old joke. When they recovered their breath, the American said, “Talkin’ about hot, let’s get busy and find us a couple of them señoritas. From eatin’ chili peppers, they can burn a man’s pecker off if he ain’t careful.”

“I’d risk it. This might be me last chance to use the thing for any purpose but to pee through.”

“Why’s that?”

“Once the war starts, most of us able-bodied seamen’ll be conscripted into His Majesty’s Navy.”

“There ain’t gonna be no war,” the American predicted. “The frogs can’t fight, and the limeys won’t.”

“I don’t like that kinda talk, mate.”

“Didn’ mean no harm, buddy. Sick an’ tired o’ war talk, tha’s all. Rather talk cunt.”

“Right. Let’s get on with searchin’ out them señoritas.”

The two seamen fell silent to watch a figure coming toward them through the mist on the far side of the street. It was a man, tall with heavy shoulders. His bald head glistened as he passed under a street lamp.

“Maybe that bloke can direct us to the local gash,” the Englishman suggested. “Unless he’s lost himself.”

“That guy ain’t lost,” said the American. “Lookit the way he’s starin’ straight ahead. He knows where he’s goin’.”

“Do you suppose he speaks English?”

“It don’t matter. I can talk some Mexican if I have to.”

They started across the street to head off the big man.

“Hey, buddy,” the American tried.

The man kept coming in his slow, heavy stride, giving no indication that he had heard.

“Better try your Mexican,” suggested the Britisher. “You ain’t doin’ so good in the mother tongue.”

The American cleared his throat and started over self-consciously.

“Hey, señor, donde está la casa de señoritas?”

Still there was no response from the big man. They could see his eyes now, wide open and unblinking.

“I don’t think ‘e ‘eard you, mate.”

“He heard me, all right. I think he’s a wise guy, is what I think. What about it, Bo? Are you a wise guy?”

The man came on with no change in his blank expression. the seamen took this as a challenge and planted themselves shoulder to shoulder in his path.

When he reached them, the big man swept his arms out before him as though parting a flimsy curtain. The back of his left hand caught the Englishman on the side of the head, crushing his cheekbone and sending him sprawling to the cobblestones. His right slammed the American into a stone wall hard enough to dislocate his shoulder.

The now sober seamen lay groaning in the street and watched the big man round the corner and vanish.

With the same steady pace, he continued along Avenida Bravo, a street of dark, silent buildings where tourists never walked. He stopped before a three-story wooden building that needed a coat of paint. At street level, on the corner, was a small grocery store, closed for the night. Most of the curtained windows in the upper two floors were open to catch any stray breeze off the Gulf. There was a narrow entrance with a faded sign that read: Royale Hotel y Apartamientos.

The man turned, squared his shoulders with the doorway, and went in. An unlighted hallway led back through the building past closed doors. At one side was a narrow flight of stairs, the treads worn concave. The big man started up.

Behind one of the doors on the second floor, a Señora Portero heard the heavy footfalls on the stairway. She assumed it was her worthless wretch of a husband returning from the cantina smelling as usual of pulque and the cheap perfume of some puta. If Señor Portero thought he was going to slip in and climb under the blankets that night without hearing the opinions of the señora, he was much mistaken.

When the footsteps reached the second-floor landing and came down the bare hallway, she jerked open the door. The accusations died in her throat when she saw what stalked past her in the hall. She shrank back into the room and closed the door firmly. With her back pressed against the panel, she made the sign of the cross and silently forgave her husband any sins he might commit that night, if only he came safely home to her.

The big man with the shaved head continued to stare straight ahead. He came to the end of the hallway, turned, and went up the next flight of stairs to the third floor. He stopped before a door on which a faint “33” was outlined where metal numbers had once been screwed into the wood.

On the other side of the door, in a corner of the apartment curtained off for sleeping, John Hooker lay on his stomach under a single sheet and dozed. He wore only a pair of shorts. A light sheen of sweat glistened on his bare shoulders. His dreams were troubled.

Beside him, Alita Ruiz slept deeply. She lay curled on her side, fragrant black hair spread across the pillow. One of her hands rested palm down on the small of Hooker’s back. In his light sleep, Hooker was aware of the gentle pressure. It was comforting.

A splintering crash out in the larger room catapulted Hooker out of bed and onto his feet, instantly awake, the adrenalin pumping. In the bed, Alita gasped, pulled the sheet up to cover her round, brown breasts, and blinked the sleep out of her eyes.

In one long stride, Hooker was at the chest of drawers, the only furniture in the corner besides the bed. He knocked aside a framed photograph of the U.S.S. Mississippi and grabbed the big Colt .45 automatic that lay behind it. Holding the gun, he barged through the beaded curtain Alita had hung to give the bedroom a sense of privacy. Three steps into the larger room, he stopped dead.

The faint light from the hallway shone in through the shattered front door. Standing in the room was a powerfully built man with a shaved head and eyes as empty as marbles.

“Hold it right there,” Hooker said. He raised the massive pistol to be sure the intruder could see it. Often, one look at the cannon was enough to scare off a would-be attacker. Not this one. He was oblivious to the gun as he started toward Hooker in a slow, measured stride.

Hooker gave no second warning. He pointed the .45 at the big man’s breastbone and pulled the trigger. Instead of a booming report, there was a hollow clack of the hammer falling on an empty chamber.

“Shit,” Hooker said. He pulled the trigger a second time. Another clack. He released the spring-loaded clip and immediately saw the problem. No bullets.

“Shit,” he said again, and stepped forward to meet the oncoming stranger. He swung the pistol in an upward arc, getting his shoulder into it. The barrel cracked the big man on the side of the head. The naked scalp split open just above the ear. Blood spilled down the side of his face. The force of the blow knocked the intruder a step to one side, but he made no sound — not of pain, rage, or even surprise. The marble eyes continued to stare as he righted himself and came at Hooker again.

Hooker retreated a step and sized up his opponent. The intruder was maybe an inch taller than Hooker’s six feet two and looked to go something over two hundred pounds. Obviously, hitting the guy in the head was not going to get the job done. When the man stepped into range, Hooker pivoted on the ball of his right foot and drove his left fist into the liver. It was a punch that could paralyze a man, but this one barely grunted, and Hooker knew he was in trouble.

Before he could start another punch, a set of thick fingers clamped around his throat just beneath the chin. Incredibly, he was lifted completely off the floor one-handed.

Hooker kicked his bare feet and flailed his arms as he looked down into the impassive face, but his strength quickly drained. The flow of blood through the carotid artery to the brain was cut off. He felt himself slipping helplessly into unconsciousness. The functioning part of his mind thought fleetingly about death. Was this the way it came after so many near misses in thirty-five years? A bald headed stranger crashes into your room in the middle of the night and chokes the life out of you? Ridiculous.

There was a roaring in his ears like the wind he had heard on the foredeck of a boat under full sail. Wobbly white circles radiated outward in his vision as the darkness squeezed in. He felt weightless. Disembodied.

Then, as suddenly as they had seized him, the powerful fingers released their grip on his throat. Hooker hit the floor and crumpled. Dimly, as his vision returned, he saw the big man walk unhurriedly back out through the broken door into the hallway. Under the light there, he could see the smear of crimson on the side of the bald head where the gun barrel had laid open the flesh. Yet the man’s step never faltered as he turned toward the stairs. The footsteps descended without haste and faded at last into the night sounds.

A new sound gradually gained Hooker’s attention. It grew louder until it was a buzzing like a nest of angry rattlesnakes.

Hooker raised himself painfully on his elbows and turned to look toward the source of the buzzing. Alita, with the sheet wrapped around her, stood shivering among beads of the curtain. Her coffee-brown eyes stared down at him, her mouth open in a helpless “O.”

Hooker croaked at her, then had to stop and massage his cramped throat muscles.

“What happened, Johnny?” Alita said. “Are you all right?”

Hooker forced air out through his larynx until he could speak in a rasping growl. “I’m okay. What happened to my gun? The clip was empty.”

Alita bobbed her head timidly. “I took the bullets out.”

He stared at her for a long, silent moment. “You took the bullets out.” He let his head drop back to the floor with a thump.

Quickly, Alita was kneeling at his side, her cool brown hand on his forehead. “I never liked that gun. It was too big. I thought you might hurt somebody with it.”

“That,” he said, “was the idea.”

“Or maybe hurt yourself,” she went on. “Two months ago, I took out the bullets, and you never noticed until today. So you see?” She nodded her head emphatically, having made her case.

Hooker closed his eyes and groaned softly.

“Anyway,” Alita continued, “bullets no good against that one. Nothing hurts him.”

“Why not?”

“He is mueratero.”

Slowly, painfully, with Alita steadying him, Hooker got to his feet. He worked his jaw back and forth while rubbing the aching tendons of his throat. Nothing seemed to be broken or permanently damaged. He turned his attention to Alita.

“Say that again?”

“Mueratero. One of the dead ones. Your bullets can’t hurt him because he’s already dead.”

“Oh, yeah, your Indian superstition.”

“Mayan legend,” she corrected him. “In ages past, Mayan priests turn men into muerateros. Some places they still do.”

“Baloney.”

“Is true, Johnny. I know. I am Maya.”

“Sure you are. You’ve got as much Mayan blood as a taco has prime beef.”

Alita drew herself up. At five feet three, she somehow managed to look regal standing there wrapped in a sheet. “My mother was one full quarter Maya.”

Hooker came over and put his arms around her. “Honey, whatever combination you are, I’d get rich if I could bottle it.”

“You talk crazy sometimes,” she said, but melted against him.

Hooker held her close for a moment, then pushed her out to arm’s length. “But if you ever do that to my gun again, I’ll break your Mayan neck.”

She turned her liquid brown eyes up to him. “I promise, Johnny, I never do it again. I worry about you, that’s all.”

He tried to hold a stern expression but found it was impossible and relaxed into a grin. “Come on, let’s go back to bed.”

Alita nestled against his chest, then frowned suddenly as she looked beyond him at the writing table that stood next to the shattered door.

“What’s that?” she said, pointing.

Hooker turned and saw a wrinkled sheet of paper on the table, the pulpy kind with ruled lines that came in five-cent tablets with the head of an Indian on the cover. He let go of Alita and walked over to smooth out the paper. Penciled in block capital letters was the message: “QUINTANA ROO ES LA MISMA COMO MUERTE.”

Alita came up behind him and gasped as she read the words. “Quintana Roo means death. I tol’ you, Johnny.”

Hooker folded the sheet of paper and put it in the drawer in the top of the table. “I’ve had about all I can take of Quintana Roo for one night. Let’s forget it.”

“I knew there would be trouble,” she said.

He gave her a sharp look. “Enough.”

At the sudden snap in Hooker’s tone, Alita closed her mouth. She went back through the beaded curtain to the bed and lay down, covering herself with the sheet.

Hooker did what he could to put the door back together, then picked up the .45 from where it had fallen and went back into the sleeping alcove. From a dresser drawer, he took the spare clip, checked to see that it was fully loaded with Winchester .45 cartridges, and shoved it into the butt of the pistol. He returned the automatic to its place behind the U.S.S. Mississippi.

Alita watched him from the bed. “Why do you need such a big gun, Johnny?”

“Because when I shoot somebody I want him to damn well know he’s been shot.”

“Do you like to shoot people?”

“No.”

“Have you shot many?”

“A few.”

“Why do you do it?”

“Different reasons. A man doesn’t always have time to look at the why of things.”

Hooker sat down on the bed and pushed off his shorts. He got under the sheet and held Alita until at last she stopped shivering. Then they made love. It began gently but grew swiftly into a wild, walloping exchange as they let go of the tensions of the night. Afterward, as was her habit, Alita curled up beside him like a warm brown kitten, one hand resting on his body, and went to sleep. Hooker lay wakefully, staring up at the ceiling. He replayed in his mind the warning brought by the man Alita called mueratero. Quintana Roo means death.

Before the dapper little man had walked into El Poche earlier that night, Quintana Roo meant nothing to Hooker.





CHAPTER 2

It was a Monday, so the crowd in El Poche was mostly local people. Veracruz was not a magnet for tourists, being a sort of stopover between the sea and the more glamorous cities inland. And even for the few tourists who chose to spend more than transit time in the city, El Poche was not a spot they sought out. Still, there were always the adventurous souls who would wander in to have a look at the “real” Mexico, much to the amusement of the regulars. By Monday, the tourists were on their way to Mexico City or Acapulco or Tampico or were back on their ships sailing for home. So on Mondays, the people who lived off the tourists — street vendors, taxi drivers, pimps, pickpockets, beggars, guides — relaxed and did their own celebrating. Among them was John Hooker.

The creaky overhead fans of El Poche revolved in slow, weary circles, barely stirring the smoky air up near the high-beamed ceiling. Down below, the people sat along the scarred mahogany bar or at the scattered tables, laughing and talking in half a dozen languages. Some of them danced to music provided by mariachis from a tiny bandstand. The slow-moving fans did nothing to alter the atmosphere of El Poche. It was a mixture of harsh Mexican tobacco, chilis, sweat, beer, raw tequila, and when the breeze blew just right, a whiff of the Gulf of Mexico.

Hooker, in sweat-stained khakis, sat at his regular table with Alita and handsome blond Klaus Heinemann. Alita wore a demure white cotton blouse and full skirt, setting her apart from the bar girls in their heavy makeup and tight clothes. Heinemann, in Palm Beach suit and open-collared shirt, looked, as always, as though he had just bathed.

Across the room and behind the bar, burly Paco Silvera leaned closer to the crackling speaker of a short-wave radio. With one meaty fist, he pounded the bar in vain for quiet.

“Can’t you burros be silent for one little minute?” he said to the bar patrons. “They are telling the scores of the American baseball.”

He got no response from the nearby drinkers, who continued their conversations at full volume. The mariachis played on relentlessly. Paco cursed them all and stuck a fat finger in his right ear as he pressed his left to the speaker.

Dios! Better he should not have heard. Not only did the cursed Yankees win again, but Paco’s beloved St. Louis Browns took still another battering.

The voice on the radio changed and began talking about events in Spain, where the civil war seemed to be over, and Poland, where there was some disagreement over a place called Danzig. Paco snapped off the set. Although politics was a favorite topic in Veracruz, El Poche remained an island of noninvolvement. Paco saw to that. As far as he was concerned, politics led only to trouble, and there was enough of that in the course of a normal night at El Poche.

At the table, Hooker sipped a glass of tequila, chasing it with a fiery concoction known locally as sangre de la viuda, blood of the widow. It was preferred by the locals to the balancing act involving a slice of lime and salt that the tourists tried. Klaus Heinemann stuck to rye whisky imported from the United States, which he drank in moderation. Alita took the local red wine, which Hooker claimed reminded him of fuel oil.

“What are you going to do for a living, Hooker,” Heinemann was saying, “when the war cuts off your supply of rich tourists from Europe?” Heinemann was proud of his English, spoken with the barest trace of a German accent. His Spanish was equally flawless.

“Who says there’s going to be a war?” Hooker asked.

“Everybody. Hitler is mad, you know. He will march into Poland, you’ll see. We won’t have long to wait.”

“Even if he is crazy, would he go ahead with it when France and England have promised to fight for Poland?”

Heinemann waved the argument away with a slim, immaculate hand. “After Munich, who believes France and England? Certainly not Hitler. I promise you, Hooker, before it’s over, we will all be in this one.”

Hooker shook a Lucky Strike from the package and lit up. They were made in Mexico, stronger than the American version but still milder than the sawdust smoked by the natives.

“Not me,” he said. “I take care of Hooker and fight nobody’s wars.”

“We will see,” Heinemann said.

“What about you, Klaus?” Alita said. “You’re German.”

The muscles along Heinemann’s lean jaw tightened as he answered. “Yes, I am German. Once I was proud to say so, but no more. It is not an easy thing to be ashamed of what is happening in your own country.”

“Can we drop the discussion of world affairs?” Hooker said. “This is my day off. I want to get a little bit drunk with my friends, tell some jokes, sing some songs, and go home with the prettiest girl in Veracruz. Tomorrow I go back to hustling the tourist hotels for customers. I get paid to listen to their political opinions.”

Heinemann was not ready to lighten the mood. He said, “It’s different for you, Hooker. I have been away from my homeland for only two years. There is much about Germany that I miss. At the same time, there are other things that give me pain. You have been here — how long is it?”

“Seven years.”

“Ah, yes. A long time to be away from your own country, forbidden to return. Yet it is also time enough to let the wounds heal.”

“Let’s get off it, okay?”

The change in Hooker’s tone was subtle — a slight chilling, a hardening at the edges — but it was unmistakable. The message was caught not only by Heinemann and Alita but by customers at adjoining tables. They glanced quickly at the American, then got busy with their own conversations.

Hooker’s past was not a topic for discussion in El Poche. At least not when Hooker was present. There had been a crime of some sort that made it necessary for him to leave Los Estados Unidos, that much was known. The crime was said to involve the smuggling of guns or liquor, or perhaps both. There were whispers that a man had been killed. Perhaps more than one. Speculation about what Hooker had done and to whom was a popular pastime among the Veracruz citizens who knew him, as long as there was no danger that he might overhear. You never asked a man directly about his past there. Especially when something dangerous lurked behind his eyes.

The mariachis eased into one of the slow songs of passion and parting that the Mexicans loved. Alita said, “Dance with me, Hooker?”

“Why not.” Hooker started to rise but stayed in his chair when he saw Paco Silvera making his way across the room toward their table. The bartender’s heavy black brows were pulled together in a dark frown.

“Don’t tell me,” Hooker said when Paco reached them, “the Browns did it to you again.”

Paco rolled his eyes to the heavens. “Ai, those Yankees have made a contract with Satan. Even without the great Lou Gehrig they continue to win. Where is the justice? Can you tell me that?”

“No, Paco,” Hooker admitted, “I can’t.”

Silvera heaved a mighty sigh, then shook off his disillusionment with the Browns for the moment. “There is a … person at the bar who wishes to speak with you.”

“Anybody I know?”

“I don’t think so. He mentioned having a job for you.”

“I don’t take clients on Monday,” Hooker reminded him, “unless he looks very rich.”

“I would not say this one is rich,” Paco said, “but the smell of someone else’s money clings to him.”

Around them, the tone of the conversation in the cantina changed. The laughter took on an unpleasant edge. There were shrill whistles, and clearly heard from various parts of the room was the epithet maricón.

Hooker turned toward the bar to look at the dapper little man who was attracting all the attention. He was dressed in a blue blazer that nipped in at his narrow waist and pleated gray flannel pants of the latest cut. And most incongruous for the surroundings, he was wearing a necktie. Pale blue silk with a small figure. It was clear from his attitude that he did not understand Spanish and was unaware that he had been called the most vile of names for homosexual.

“Maybe I’ll talk to him,” Hooker said. He excused himself from the table and headed for the stranger at the bar.

As he walked through the crowded cantina, Hooker let his eyes range over the customers who were hooting and whistling at the little man. As they got the message that John Hooker was involved, they fell silent and nudged their companions, who might not understand the house rules.

By the time Hooker reached the end of the bar where the stranger stood looking around with distaste, the El Poche regulars were busy minding their own business.

“You wanted to see me?”

“Your name is Hooker?”

A nod.

The little man let his eyes flick over Hooker’s worn khakis. His upper lip twitched in delicate contempt.

“My name is Earle Maples,” he said.

“So?”

Maples sighed. He drew a soft leather wallet from an inside pocket and deftly removed a card printed on rich creamy stock. The letters in raised glossy ink said: Braithwaite Worldwide, Inc. — London, Paris, New York.

“Perhaps this will mean something to you,” Maples said.

Hooker read the card, then handed it back to Maples. His eyes said nothing.

Maples sighed again and looked around at the customers of El Poche. They seemed to have closed in without actually having moved.

“These, ah, surroundings are not conducive to discussing delicate matters.”

Hooker beckoned to Silvera. The bartender hurried over.

“Is your office available, Paco?”

“For you, I make it available,” said the bartender. “Give me a minute to make sure none of the girls is using it.”

Hooker and Maples stood waiting uncomfortably while Silvera pushed his way back toward the rear of the building.

“You do recognize the Braithwaite name,” Maples said. He touched careful fingers to the knot of his tie.

“Nolan Braithwaite,” Hooker said. “One of the ten richest men in the world.”

“According to Time magazine,” Maples said. He dismissed that publication with a sniff. “Actually, Mr. Braithwaite was in the top five.”

“Impressive,” Hooker said dryly.

“In some circles it is,” Maples confirmed.

“His plane took off from Panama a year ago and never landed anywhere,” Hooker said. “He must have gone down somewhere on the Yucatan peninsula, according to the flight plan. Most likely Quintana Roo.”

Maples’ attitude shifted subtly. A hint of respect came into his eyes.

“You know more than you let on, Mr. Hooker.”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

“May I ask how you happen to be acquainted with the facts of Mr. Braithwaite’s disappearance?”

“I know about Braithwaite because a good friend of mine was on the plane with him. I don’t give a damn for Nolan Braithwaite, but I miss Buzz Kaplan.”

“Kaplan …” Maples rolled the name through his memory. “Ah, yes, the fellow Mr. Braithwaite took on as a bodyguard here in Veracruz before the flight to Panama. There were three of them on the plane. Mr. Braithwaite, his pilot, and your friend, Mr., uh, Kaplan.”

Hooker waited. Maples brought out a linen handkerchief and dabbed at his lips.

Finally, Paco Silvera returned through the haze of smoke in the big room. “The office is yours, my friend.”

“Thanks, Paco.” Hooker motioned for Maples to follow and made his way back along the bar to a door at the rear corner of the building.

Silvera’s office was a cubicle next to the kitchen that also served as overflow space for the storeroom and other, unnamed functions. It contained a roll-top desk, a creaky swivel chair, and a daybed, sometimes used by the bar girls to entertain clients. In one corner was a stack of empty beer cases.

Hooker closed the door and nodded Maples into the chair. He perched on the edge of the desk and looked down at the little man.

“Are the surroundings satisfactory now?”

“They will do.”

“Then what do you say we get to the business?”

Maples cleared his throat. “I was Mr. Braithwaite’s secretary. I now hold the same position for Mrs. Braithwaite.”

“The wife?”

“Or widow, as is more likely the case.”

Hooker waited for him to go on.

“That,” Maples said finally, “is what Mrs. Braithwaite wishes to determine. She wants the wreckage of the airplane found and solid evidence brought back of Mr. Braithwaite’s fate.”

“Do you have any idea how big a job it would be to locate the wreckage of one little airplane in all those square miles of jungle?”

“You did say the intended flight path was known?”

“That doesn’t make any difference. The way things grow down there, the biggest airplane in the world could be swallowed up in a week. This has been a whole year.”

“I grant you that the odds are not in favor of success; however, you would not be starting out blind.”

“How do you mean?”

“The survivors of a missionary group that had gone into Quintana Roo reached a more civilized village in the Yucatan last month with reports of what appeared to be a downed airplane.”

“You said survivors?”

“Unfortunately, the group was attacked by hostile natives before they were able to investigate thoroughly.”

“That figures,” Hooker said.

Maples went on, ignoring the comment. “However, they did indicate on a map the approximate location of the wreckage.”

“Having a map doesn’t make it a Sunday drive in the country.”

“I am aware of the difficulty of the project, Mr. Hooker. Let us even say the near impossibility. Mrs. Braithwaite is a determined lady. She will pay generously for the attempt, with a generous bonus in case you should succeed.”

“What makes her so eager all of a sudden?”

“As things stand now, the considerable Braithwaite holdings are in limbo. Mrs. Braithwaite is, of course, in comfortable circumstances, but the bulk of the corporate assets is tied up for the seven years required to declare her husband legally dead.”

“So the lady is getting antsy about the dough,” Hooker said.

“As a matter of fact, yes. And as I say, she is prepared to pay you quite generously to undertake the expedition.”

“Why me?”

Maples made another invisible adjustment to the perfect knot of his tie. “Candidly, Mr. Hooker, we have been unable to find anyone else who would take the job. We went first to the more, uh, legitimate guides, but they all refused as soon as mention was made of Quintana Roo. Your name was offered several times as a man of venturesome spirit who could be approached for work that others were unwilling to take on.”

“A sap who’ll do anything for money,” Hooker translated.

“In essence, yes.”

“You know I work strictly in Veracruz?”

“I know your movements are somewhat restricted by the local government, but these things can be arranged.”

“No doubt.”

“Naturally, we had you investigated. Your local service seems to consist of escorting tourists to the various, ah, attractions of the city that the more conservative guides avoid. Your history before arrival in Veracruz is cloudy, but it seems to suggest that you might be able to handle this job.”

Hooker levered himself up from the desk. “Thanks a lot; the answer is no.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“No. En oh. I don’t want the job.”

“I did mention, did I not, that Mrs. Braithwaite is prepared to pay you considerably more than your regular fee, whatever that might be.”

“You mentioned it several times,” Hooker said. “Money is not the point here, but if you need reasons why I want no part of this, I can give you two real quick.”

The little man sat with his hands folded in his lap, looking quizzically up at Hooker. “I should like to hear them,” he said.

“Okay. Number one, in spite of what you may have heard about me, I am not crazy enough to go into Quintana Roo for any price or anybody. Number two, I don’t do business with secretaries who try to put the ritz on me.”

Two pink spots appeared on Earle Maples’ cheeks. With an effort, he kept his voice level. “Then we have nothing more to talk about.”

“So it would seem.”

Maples cleared his throat with a little cough. “Is there another way out of here? No offense, but I would prefer not to walk back through that crowd of unwashed peons out in front.”

“No offense,” Hooker told him. He crossed the room and unbolted the door at the rear of Silvera’s office that gave out onto an alley behind the cantina. “I hope you aren’t planning on walking far. This is not the safest neighborhood in Veracruz.”

“So I perceived. Don’t worry, Mr. Hooker. I will be walking no farther than it takes to hail the first taxi.”

Hooker let the little man out and closed the door behind him. He stood for a moment thinking over their conversation, then shook his head and started back to the table.





CHAPTER 3

Back out in the smoky, noisy main room of El Poche, Hooker walked over to the bar. Silvera was busy down below eye level adding water to the gin.

Hooker leaned over the bar. “Thanks for the office, Paco. You can tell the girls the bed is available again.”

Silvera stood up quickly and put on an injured look. “Hey, Hooker, you know I got no part of that action. I let the girls do a little business in here, sure, because it brings in customers, and the customers drink. My business is selling drinks. Anything else the people buy is their lookout.”

“You don’t have to explain anything to me, Paco. But while you’re up, how about sending over another round to my table.

“Sí, señor, muy pronto!” said Silvera, using the broad Leo Carillo accent he assumed sometimes for comic effect.

Hooker made his way back to his table. Alita was now sitting alone.

“Where’s the Kraut?” Hooker asked.

“He said he had to go somewhere to see about flying somebody someplace. I don’t remember exactly.”

“That’s close enough.” Heinemann’s air charter service was not earning much lately, and Hooker well understood that a business prospect could not be ignored.

Silvera came over and set a fresh tequila on the table in front of Hooker. He gave Alita another glass of the oily red wine.

“What did the little man want?” Alita asked when Silvera had gone.

“He had a job for me.”

“That’s good, no?”

“Not necessarily. The job is for a lady who wants me to go looking for the wreck of an airplane with whatever is left of her husband inside.”

“What’s the matter with that?”

“A couple of things. Mainly that the plane went down in Quintana Roo.”

Alita’s expression turned grave. She leaned across the table toward Hooker. “Don’t do it, Johnny.”

“It’s the plane Buzz Kaplan was on,” he told her.

“I know he was your good friend, but you don’t want no part of Quintana Roo. It’s a bad place for anybody from outside. Especially for gringos.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“It’s true. The jungles there are full of Mayas.”

Hooker suppressed a smile. “Didn’t you tell me you were part Maya?”

“Sure. That’s how I know it’s a bad place. I’m civilized, Johnny. They’re not. There’s tribes in Quintana Roo don’t even know what a radio is. Never seen one. Or electric lights.”

“Maybe they like it better in the dark without a lot of noise.”

“Don’t fool with me, Johnny. They’re bad. They do hurtful things to people. I remember stories my mother told me.”

Hooker reached across and touched her hair. “You can stop worrying. I turned the job down.”

Alita relaxed. She smiled, showing strong white teeth. “That’s good. I don’t want anything to happen to you, like the muerateros.”

“The what?”

Before Alita could answer, a commotion out in the street drew the attention of the crowd in El Poche. Chairs scraped on the floor as men got up and headed for the open front door to see what was going on.

Hooker started to rise.

“Where you going?” Alita asked.

“To see what’s happening.”

“Please stay, Johnny. This is our night for fun together.”

“There’s plenty of time left for fun,” Hooker said. “I’ve got a feeling I shouldn’t miss this.”

He made his way through the crowd and out the door. The hot, moist air outside was little relief from the smoky interior of the cantina. On the other side of the street, a semicircle of local people had gathered to watch something on the sidewalk under a dim street lamp.

The people made way for Hooker as he shouldered through to the front row of spectators. Earle Maples was standing with his back pressed against the rough brick wall of a warehouse. His blazer was torn at the pocket, the silk necktie pulled askew. A smear of blood on his upper lip had dropped down onto his shirt and the flannel slacks. Maples’ little eyes darted about like those of a trapped animal.

On the sidewalk between the little man and the onlookers were two young street hoodlums. Cholos, in the local slang. One was tall and thin as a snake, the other chunky with a badly pock-marked face. They paraded back and forth in front of Maples, hands on their hips, swishing in exaggerated feminine postures.

“Hey, maricón, you like me?” the tall one said.

“Maybe you want to suck me off,” said his friend. He grabbed himself between the legs and made kissing sounds, glancing at the crowd for their approval.

Encouraged by their laughter, the pock-marked cholo minced forward and reached for Maples’ crotch. The little man covered himself with both hands and cringed against the wall. He looked ready to cry.

“Let’s see what you got down there,” the stocky one said. “You got a cock or a pussy? Come on, show it to us.”

Hooker stepped up onto the sidewalk. The people who were watching moved back to give him room. The two cholos stopped their tormenting of Maples and looked at him. They were not fron the neighborhood and did not recognize Hooker.

“That’s enough,” he said. “Leave him alone and get the hell out of here.”

The words were spoken softly, but they carried clearly in the damp air over the suddenly hushed crowd. The shorter of the two youths glanced over to be sure his friend was watching, then took up a stance in front of Hooker.

“What’s the matter, gringo? Is this your little boy friend?”

Hooker sighed. He well knew the drama that was supposed to be played out now. There would be an exchange of tough-smart talk with escalating threats of violence until it reached the point where somebody would actually have to strike the first blow. He saw no reason to go through all the tiresome preliminaries.

He grabbed the stocky cholo by the front of his rayon shirt, yanked him up on tiptoes, and hit him with a clubbing right hand on the side of his pock-marked face. The boy’s teeth came together with a loud click, and Hooker dropped his limp form to the pavement.

The tall snaky one now had a knife in his hand. From the boy’s uncertain handling of the weapon and the way his eyes darted around looking for help, Hooker decided he was not an experienced knife fighter. Nevertheless, anybody with a blade in his hand was dangerous, so Hooker wasted no time. He went straight at the thin youth, keeping his hands high and moving to hold the boy’s attention. When he was close enough, he kicked him in the balls. The knife clattered to the sidewalk as the cholo went down clutching his cojones.

Hooker retrieved the knife, a cheap boy scout imitation, folded the blade, and dropped it into his pocket. The two cholos recovered sufficiently to limp off down the street. Hooker went over to Earle Maples, who stood frozen against the wall, his eyes wide and shocked at the display of sudden violence.

“You hurt?” Hooker asked.

“I-I don’t think so. Look here, I suppose I owe you some kind of thanks for this.”

“Forget it.”

Hooker looked out over the crowd; it was beginning to dissipate now that the fun was over. On the far side of the street, he spied a scruffy individual called Little Nose in recognition of a knife wound acquired some years before. He made a fair living now pimping for his wife and her sisters. He was also the owner of a 1933 Ford, which he employed as a taxi when he was sober enough to drive. He was leaning on the fender of his automobile, looking disappointed that the promised bloodshed had not developed. He snapped to attention when Hooker beckoned to him and came across the street at a trot.

“Buenas noches, Señor Hooker.”

“Nose, I want you to take this man home, wherever that may be. And don’t overcharge him any more than you usually do.”

Little Nose spread his hands and tried to look innocent. Ignoring him, Hooker turned to Earle Maples. “And you stay the hell out of this part of Veracruz.”

“That piece of advice is hardly necessary,” Maples said, dabbing at the blood on his upper lip. He followed the taxi driver back to his Ford.

Hooker returned to the open doorway of El Poche. Alita was waiting there for him.

“Are you finished for tonight beating up on people?” she said.

“I sure hope so,” he told her. “Let’s go have some fun.”





CHAPTER 4

Oh, sure, lots of fun, Hooker thought sourly. It was late Tuesday morning, and he stood in his shorts looking at his splintered front door. On the writing table lay the crumpled note delivered the night before by the zombie, or whatever the thing was.

Quintana Roo es la misma como muerte.

Hooker had made up his mind the previous night that he wanted no part of Quintana Roo, but now that somebody was pushing him so hard, he was having second thoughts.

A face appeared on the other side of the broken door. It was a nicely structured face with startling blue eyes, topped by what appeared to be naturally blonde hair. Hooker stepped closer to get a look at the body that went with the face. It was about five feet six, dressed in an expensive white outfit. The muscle tone, as near as he could tell, was excellent, the shape unmistakably female. Hooker’s eyes traveled back up to the face.

“Excuse me,” the woman said, “are you John Hooker?”

He nodded.

“I’m Connie Braithwaite.”
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